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Specialness and Egalitarianism

Giovanni Merlo

- Abstract -

There are two intuitions about time. The first haitt there's something special about the present
that objectively differentiates it from the pasdathe future. Call this intuitiolspecialnessThe
second is that the time at which we happen toifijast one among many other times, all of which
would appear to be equally real if we could lookhihgs from a God-like viewpoint. Call this
other intuitionEgalitarianism Tradition has it that the so-called 'A-theoridgime' fare well at
addressing the first intuition, but rather badlyentit comes to the second. My goal in this paper is
to offer advice to A-theorists about how to recte¢heir view with Egalitarianism. Different
reconciliatory strategy are discussed- the mosiging one involving the idea that propositions
that are no longer true (or not true yet) can nogiess feature in distinctive kinds of metaphysical

or 'grounding’ explanations.

1. Two Intuitions About Time

When they think about time, philosophers find thelwiss torn between two different
intuitions. The first is that there's somethingsaleabout the present, some unmistakable 'glow'
that objectively differentiates it from the pastlahe future. Call this intuitio®pecialnessThe
second is that the present is just one among midney times, all of which are 'on a par' when it
comes to their forming part of reality. Call thigher intuitionEgalitarianism

A lot has been said and written about Specialreasgly, | suppose, because it is so difficult
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not to feel its grig.But it's not as though Egalitarianism is any lessive or compelling. In fact,
there are two natural routes (or, if you want, twental exercises) suggesting that even the most
die-hard fans of Specialness should take Egalitestia very seriously.

The first is the route of comparison: compare thené of Caesar's crossing the Rubicon
with any merely possible event, like the event apbleon winning at Waterloo. Neither event is
happening in front of view right now. Yet, thera’airly obvious sense in which, when it comes to
how real they are, the first event, which occurred in thstpisnot 'on a par' with the second, which
never occurred. Now combine this observation witiaintooks like a plausible metaphysical
assumption: reality does not come in degrees aihiall-or-nothing mattérThe result is that the
event of Caesar's crossing the Rubicon can’t iemosereal than the event of Napoleon winning
at Waterloo: if it is to differ in how real it isdm theevent of Napoleon winning at Waterloo, it
must bgust as realas the event of your reading this sentence (wiiclo doubt real). Apply the
same result to any past and future event and ybbgetiEgalitarianism in its full glory: the past
and the future are just as real as the present.

The second route to motivate the Egalitarian Irdaits the route of unity. Here the starting
point is the idea that what occurred in the pastugh no longer the case, is somehmified with
what is occurring in the present. Symmetricallyatis occurring in the present is somehavified
with what will happen in the future, even if whaithlappen in the future is not the case yet.
Combine these ideas with what looks like a plaesibétaphysical assumption: in no sense of
‘unification’ can the real be ‘unified’ with the ugal- there is and can be no communion between

the real and the unreal. The result is that, ifgfesent is real (as it surely is), so are the aagdtthe

1 Arguably, the idea that the present is specialbmfound already in Saint Augusti@gnfessionXl; 17.22).

2 The assumption has its critics. See, for instakim®aniel (forthcoming).

8 The fact that there’s causal commerce betweenabg e present and the future may be one sofitbe alea.
Another is the thought that, if the past, the pnésaéd the future were not intimately linked, eatdtant would not

“flow” into the next instant, but would be like sowd apart.
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future. And this, once again, is what the Egakarintuition amounts to.

Specialness and Egalitarianism seem to pull usffiereint directions: one invites us to
regard the present as special, the other to takgalitarian attitude towards times. But one should
not be so quick to conclude that the two intuitians incompatible. It seems perfectly possible to
engage the mental exercises above and come tocggiprthe pull of Egalitarianism, even while
keeping Specialness in the back of one's mindhaltime. To the extent that Specialness and
Egalitarianism are compatible, it would be nicdinal a theory of time capable of accommodating

both. But is there any such theory?

2. Two Theories of Time

At least since McTaggart (1908), we know that tieoties of time are, fundamentally, two.
According to one theory, the world is dynamic: Hasic questions about it- what is there? How are
things?- do not (all) have permanent answétather, what facts obtain and what propositioss ar
true is something that changes as time passes: fagtseobtain that did not and will not always
obtain, some propositions are true that were ndtvah not always be trueCall this theory
TemporaryismAccording to the other theory, the world is nghdmic: the basic questions about it-
what is there? How are things?- all have permaaeswers. So what facts obtain and what

propositions are true is not something that chaagdsne passes: a fact obtains if and only if it

* | borrow this intuitive formulation from Sanson gmuscript).

® In this context, the term ‘fact’ refers to thintst obtain, absolutely and simpliciter. And therepropositions’
refers to things that can be true or false, absbl@nd simpliciter. These are no more than terfomioal choices.
What isnot a purely terminological point is that one needsribtion of a fact or proposition (in the sensé jus
defined) to express the content of Temporaryism.ardiscussion, see Sider (2011, 247-257). Thet poihbecome

relevant in § 4.
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always obtains, a proposition is true if and ofily is always true. Call this theo§empiternalisri

If there is a theory of time capable of accommadpboth Specialness and Egalitarianism,
it must be either a version of Temporaryism or i&io& of Sempiternalism. But it can't be
Sempiternalism, for the combination of Sempitesmaland Specialness yields utterly implausible
results (if a sempiternalist were to posit soméuieaofthis time- the time at which I'm writing this
line- that makes it special vis-a-vis all past &undre times, she would then have to insist thit th
time hasalwaysbeen and wilalwaysbe special, contrary to what seems natural). Teanpiem
and Specialness, by contrast, are made for ondemn@emporaryists can concede ttiés time-
the time at which I'm writing this line- is spegimlithout committing themselves to the implausible
claim that it has always been and will always becggd). But there seems to be a good argument

suggesting that Egalitarianism and Temporaryisnmaraially incompatible:

(i) According to Egalitarianism, all times are opa.

(i) Atheory does not respect Egalitarianism if theredme time or another that it
discriminates against.

(i) A theory discriminates against a time t ifrfeome proposition p, the theory fails to affirm
that p is true even if p is true at the time tuestion.

(iv) A theory on which some propositions that wetest(or that will be true) are no longer (or
not yet) true is a theory that fails to affirm tineth of those propositions even if there are
times at which those propositions are true.

(v) Atheory that accepts Temporaryism discriminagainst some time or another
(by (iii), (iv) and the definition of Temporaryism)

(vi) Atheory that accepts Temporaryism does ngheéesEgalitarianism about times

(by (ii) and (v)).

®  Temporaryism and Sempiternalism correspond to Wiedtaggart (unhelpfully) called the 'A-' and thetlgeory' of

time.



It is important to see that, if it goes througte #rgument goes through no matter what kind
of ontologythe temporaryist adopts. Consider a version ofpl@aryism according to which
nothing ever comes into existence or goes out istenxce: things exist sempiternally and only start
or cease to have properties of various so@s.one version of such a view, the event of Céesar
crossing the Rubicon never ceased to be someitiimgly receded into a region of being that is no
longer ‘illuminated’ by the aura of specialnesthefpresent. Similarly, the event of your readimg t
last word of this sentence exists already, butiwagyet been ‘illuminated'Now, a view of this
kind- whereby past, present and future eventath fpart of what there is- may seem more
egalitarian than one on which past events dongt exiymore and future events do not exist yet. In
reality, though, the inegalitarian consequencekeaiporaryism have only been postponed. Ask a
defender of this view whether the propositibat the event of Caesar’s crossing the Rubicon is
iluminatedis true: her answer will be ‘no’. Ask her whethiersome respectable sense of “time”,
there is a time at which that proposition is tiuer answer will have to be ‘yes’ (after all, theneb
doubt that proposition was true, at some poinhégast). So, according to the view, the
propositionthat the event of Caesar’s crossing the Rubicdltuiminatedis not true, although, in
some respectable sense of “time”, there is a timeéh&h it is true. So, by (iii), there is a timueat
the view discriminates against, at least in sorspeetable sense of “time”.

If there is a way of reconciling Temporaryism wigalitarianism, it is not by making
ontology sempiternal, rather than temporary. Battls the reconciliation possible, after all? Ahd i
it is, how is it to be achieved? Let me begin bysidering three strategies that, for different

reasons, seem to me to miss the targetmingnalist therelativist and thefragmentaliststrategy.

" Tha analogous view for modality says that, althotiings exist necessarily, it is a contingent eratthat properties
they possess. This is a version of what Williamg&13) calls ‘Necessitism'.
8 What does the aura of specialness of the presaststs in? Several different answers are posgitdesimplest one

involving a sui generis dynamic property of presess. For a discussion of other options, see Zimmaer(2011).



3. The Minimalist Strategy

The argument above rests on four premises. Ban()(ii) are no more than different
articulations of Egalitarianism, and (iv) seemshjeotionablé€. If there is a way of resisting the
argument, it must be by rejecting (iii): the chalie, for a temporaryist, is to explain why failitog
affirm the truth of a certain proposition need heta way of discriminating against the time (or
times) at which that proposition is true.

One thing the temporaryist can do is reject (if)tbe basis of:

(*) A theory only discriminates against a time,tfdr some proposition p, the thealwaysfails

to affirm that p even if p is true at the time jnestion.

The intuitive idea behind (*) is very simple. Acdorg to Temporaryism, what is true is something
that changes as time passes. This means that wérapararyist theory says about the wailso
changes as time passes: for a temporaryist, thiedag of the world says certain things today, but
said different things yesterday and will say difetrthings tomorrow. Now, a book whose content
changes as time passes need not siate and for alleverything that is, was or will ever be true:
it will be egalitarian enough igooner or laterit gives every time the moment of fame it dessrve

This response succeeds in blocking the argumenisgridasingly ‘'minimalist’, in the sense
that it requires no fundamental revision of theidsef Temporaryism. Yet there is something
unconvincing about it.

First of all, to the extent that it succeeds intdraporal case, one would expect the
'minimalist’ strategy to have some bite in the nh@dae, too. In the modal case, however, the
'minimalist’ narrative carries little convictionn enost accounts of what possible worlds are, the

mere fact that every possible wogddssiblygets its moment of fame in the big book of theldor

° Notice, in particular, that it is perfectly comitde with (i), (ii) and (iv) to conceive of times &rstatz objects.
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does not make all possible worlds equally real. \&tmyuld things work differently with times?

Second, and relatedly, (*) makes egalitarianisnuabmes implausibly cheap, if not
inescapable. This can be seen from the fact thayenporaryists model times as maximal
scenarioghat are sometimes trd&So for many temporaryists it will lod the definitiorof a time
that, sooner or later, it gets its moment of fam#he big book of the world. Given (*), this means
that many temporaryists should regard egalitamarabout times as something of an analytic truth.
But this seems wrong: while Egalitarianism may touhto be compatible with Temporaryism, it

certainly should not be made to follow from Tempygism by definition**

4. The Relativist Strategy

A temporaryist could try reconcile her view withdtigarianism by adopting some brand of
Time Relativism. Time Relativism is the view thaéttruth of any proposition should be conceived
of as relative to time¥.For a time-relativist, premise (iii) in the argume@bove needs to be
disambiguated. If “fails to affirm that p is trues’short for “fails to affirm that p is truelative to
some time or anothg&rthen (iii) is true, but innocuous (no time-réladt thinks that something is
sometimes true without there being a time relaivehich it is true). If, on the other hand, “faits
affirm that p is true” is short for “fails to affir that p is truesimpliciter’, then (iii) implies that

Time Relativism discriminates agairak times (for no time t, not even the present tineesdTime

1 See, for example, Prior (1967).

" The point can be made even more general: givere@litarianism about times will follow from théapitude that
every time is sometimes present, whether or nadiare reduced to maximal scenarios that are soe®true.

21n the contemporary debate, Time Relativism istigdeeated as a thesis in semantics (see, foamest, MacFarlane
(2003) and Brogaard (2012)). But it might be argtred, given a certain natural understanding of éation between
propositions and facts (for the proposition th&d pe true just is for the fact that p to obtath)s thesis has distinctive

metaphysical consequences. For a discussion dcipimgsical' relativism, see Fine (2005).
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Relativism affirms that what is true at t is trumgliciter). But discriminating against all times i
discriminating against none. So, under this seceading, (iii) can be rejected and the argument
blocked.

Now, while a proponent of Time Relativism may avaatself of the response | just
sketched, it's not so clear that she can stilllwadself a temporaryist. True, a time-relativist ca
allow certain propositions (e.g. the propositibat Caesar is crossing the Rubi¢da be true at’
some times and not others. But nowadays pretty rauehyonein the debate between
temporaryists and sempiternalists, is willing tmoede that mucK.The disagreement is only on
whether some of the propositons that are truestatie times and not others are dtse, period:
the temporaryist says ‘yes’ and the sempiternsiigs ‘no’. If the relativist is on a par with
sempiternalists in allowing some “propositions’b®true ‘at’ some times and not others, what
distinguishes her from them? Maybe the fact tmesteiad of describing sempiternal truthsrae
(i.e. true, period), she describes them as ‘atadl times’. But even supposing that there’s a
genuine difference here in the way the relativigt the sempiternalist conceive of truth, it hardly
looks like a deep metaphysical difference.

(Should we conclude that sempiternalists do, affehave a way of accommodating both
Egalitarianism and Specialness, namely by embraliimg Relativism? Not really. If | am a time-
relativist, | can truthfully affirm, at a given ten, the propositiothat t is specialBut, as soon as |
enter the philosophy room and put on my time-reisttihat, | have to recognize that (a) the very
truth of that seemingly unrelativized propositisirélative to t and (b) relative to any time t*eth
than t, that proposition is false and the propositffirming the specialness of t* is true instelad.
a sense, then, Time Relativism does not pay marelth service to Specialness: it licenses talk of
being 'special’, but doesn't treat t as speciall.athis is just another indication of how littiene-

relativists and temporaryists have in common).

13 See Zimmerman's discussion of the 'new' B-thebtyne (2005, 411-413).



5. The Fragmentalist Strategy

Another way in which a temporaryist could try taoacile her view with Egalitarianism
might be by endorsing Kit Fine's (2005) FragmeataliThere are two ingredients to
Fragmentalism. The first is a robust distinctiobwsen what is the case and what is really the case.
Fine says that “whatever is really the case (beddognetaphysical reality) may, with some
plausibility, be taken to be the case (belonghe forld]). But the converse will not in general
hold; and so [...] | might accept that | am sittingdaeven accept that it is a fact that | am sitbog,
not accept that this fact is constitutive of hoingjs really are” (Fine 2005, 26¥)The second
ingredient is the idea that reality (the totalifyndat is really the case) is genuinely incoherémt:
some propositions p and g incompatible with ondlamit is really the case that p and it is really
the case that g (although it need not be reallc#se that p and ¢) This leads to a radically new
view, on which “it is taken to lie in the charactdreality that certain apparently contradictory
aspects of it cannot be explained away” (Fine 2283).

Using Fine's distinction between what is the cambvahat is really the case, a temporaryist

who endorses Fragmentalism can propose to rejgair{ithe basis of :

(**) A theory only discriminates against a timd,tfor some proposition p, the theory fails to
affirm thatit is really the case thai even if, at the time t in questiahjs really the case

that p.

She can then make sure that no time is discriminagainst by endorsing all the instances of the

following schema:

4 Fine (2005) talks of 'mere reality' and 'metaptgisieality’'.
5 Here and in what follows, | am sloppy about use mention, preferring to avoid writing quotationks of any

kind.
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(Stability) If it ever was (or will be) really thease that, then it is really the case that

Of course, what is really the case at one time me¢the compatible with what is really the case at
another time- which is why a principle like Statyilhas the distinctive consequence of making
reality 'incoherent'.

Fragmentalism is a fascinating view, but | dontkht can form the basis of a successful
reconciliation of Temporaryism with Egalitarianiskirst of all, notice that Fine's notion of what is
really the case is factive: whatever is really¢hse is the case. This means that incoherenceds fa
to spread from reality (the totality of what is ligdhe case) to the world (the totality of whatlie
case): two propositions p and g incompatible witk another can both turn out to be true, if both
of them are really the case. It is difficult to $emv the fragmentalist can possibly avoid the gpect
of true contradictions (the fragmentalist can, @firse, insist that no true contradictiomaally
true, but this seems to me to be meagre conso)ati@@cond, notice that, given Stability, the
fragmentalist won't admit any change in what idlyghe case. Now, this would still be compatible
with changes in the world (i.e. in what is the ¢agehe notion of what is really the case weré¢ no
factive. But since it is factive, there's a genuisk that stability, too, will spread from reality the
world, with the result that Fine's fragmentalisntl wiart to look dangerously similar to a form of

sempiternalism according to which the world is p@nently contradictory.

6. The Grounding Strategy

% Fine points out “although there is a sense in tvithe fragmentalist takes reality to be contradigtp..] it will not
be correct for me to assert both that | am siting that | am standing” (2005, 282). But it is dleiar to me

whether the point is supposed to conassertibilityrather thariruth.
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The minimalist, the relativist and the fragmentadisategy do not seem to succeed in
reconciling Temporaryism with the egalitarian itit that all times are equally real. Where do we
go from here? The strategy | want to explore inrdmeainder of this paper is inspired by two
thoughts.

The first is that any egalitarian version of Tengygism had better respect Stability, the
principle that whatever was or will be really treseis really the case. This much fragmentalists
were right about: unless reality is 'stable’ (ahdrefore, incoherent), no sense can be made of the
idea that, when it comes to how real they areptst and the future are perfectly 'on a par' vigh t
present.

The second thought is that stability and incohezemidl inevitably spread from reality (the
totality of what is really the case) to the worlg totality of what is the case), unless we deny

something that Fine's fragmentalist accepts, nhamely

(Factivity) If it is really the case that p, then p

Rejecting Factivity is certainly a controversialvepbut one that the egalitarian temporaryist
should not try to avoid. For if it is the realityof the pasthat one wants to rescue, one shouldn't be
afraid of saying that certain things, though rettlly case, are not the case anymibre past is real
and nonetheless irredeemably p&ymmetrically, if it is the realitpf the futurehat one wants to
vindicate, one should admit that many things aaly¢he case even if they are not the casetet:
future is real and nevertheless irreducibly future

Of course, the strategy needs to be supplementadcapars construensafter rejecting
Factivity, the egalitarian temporaryist must pravigs with some independent gloss on the notion of

reality she has in mind, otherwise her acceptah&ability will have the air of an unprincipled

" Though they have a different take on Fine's fragalmm, Rosenkranz and Correia (2011) come to dasim

conclusion.
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stipulation. What could the alternative and indefesr gloss be? Here one promising line starts
with the idea when a certain propositiomptaphysicallyexplains or ‘grounds’- another
proposition g, there’s a rather natural sense iichvivhat p says is really the case, for it is by
reference to it that we understand how things rfurstamentally are with respect tdq.his

provides intuitive support to:

(Grounding) For every proposition p, it is realhetcase that p if and only if, for

some proposition g, p grounds®g.

With Grounding in place, it's pretty clear what tgalitarian temporaryist needs to do: she needs to
show that there are distinctively metaphysicagosunding' explanations featuring propositions

that were really true (but are no longer true) grad will be really true (but are not true yet) as
explanans.

How could this be? What propositions could possid@ygrounded or metaphysically
explained byfalse propositions (albeit ones that were or will bdlyetue)? The answer is, | think,
pretty obvious: presently true propositions abobatwasor will be really the cas&. Take the
propositionthat it was really the case that Caesar crossedRtibicon While this proposition is no
doubt true, there is a widespread feeling thahsraff this sort stand in need of metaphysical

explanatiort! And here's the kind of explanation that our egéhin temporaryist will providet

8 The idea should be familiar. See Correia and Scdeni¢2012).

' My preferred understanding of the principle isemts of ultimate grounds- if p grounds q, it is ite¢lf grounded
in anything else- but other conceptions of grougdire certainly compatible with it.

2 Why not, more generally, propositions about whas wawill be the case? Because some propositiomst ahat
was or will be the case are, intuitively, groundethe present (e.g. the proposititiat yesterday it was the case

that it would rain today.
2L This is sometimes put by saying that the truthgtiastion are 'hypothetical' rather than 'categbri€he distinction

is due to Sider (2001, 35-42).
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was really the case that Caesar crossed the Rulbesause, at some point in the p&stesar is
crossing the RubicorHere a present truth about the past (the proposhat it was really the case
that Caesar crossed the Rubigas explained in terms of a proposition that usede true but is no
longer such (the propositidhat Caesar is crossing the Rubigom other terms, a (present) fact as
to what was really the case is explained, not Ipeapto some other (present) fact, but in terms of
how thingswere® A similar explanatory strategy can, of courseapplied to the future, too
(present facts as to what will be really the caselwe explained by appeal to how thimgh be),
but it's also possible for the temporaryist to taldifferential stand on the issue, vindicating the
reality of the past but not the reality of the fetuor vice versa.

The idea can be formalized using an idiom thangdade the the familiar tense operators
'WILL(@)' and 'WAS{)' (whose intuitive meaning is, respectively, 'ltllwe the case thag and It
was the case that), contains an operator ®( meaning 'lt is really the case tlghand two
sentential operators expressing ‘grounding’- whiéen as ) BECAUSE-IN-THE-PASTY)' and
'(¢) BECAUSE-IN-THE-FUTURIY)'- such that statements of ground featuring sysghraiors can
be true even if the sentence that states the grgumallonger or not yet true. The general prirespl

that the egalitarian temporaryist needs to endanse

(1) For any proposition p, [WAS R(py (WAS R(p))BECAUSE-IN-THE-PAS(p))]

(2) For any proposition p, [WILL R(p}» (WILL R(p)) BECAUSE-IN-THE-FUTURKEp))]

Given Grounding, (1) and (2) entail, respectively:

(3) For every proposition p, WAS R(p} R(p)

(4) For every proposition g, WILL R (p» R (p)

22 sanson and Caplan (2010) seem to me to proposetisiog along these lines.

2 This is, in effect, the strategy adopted by Rosamkis (2012) 'Ockhamist'.
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And (3) and (4) yield:

(Stability) For every proposition g, [WILL R(p) vAE R(p)]— R (p)

which is what the egalitarian temporaryist wanigdatever was or will be really the caseeally
the case.

Notice that (1) and (2) are substantive metaphypigaciples: a temporaryist can accept
both of them, one of them or neither. Tying théhrof these principles to Egalitarianism (as
Grounding does) seems to me to be fully consonéhtthe two routes we used in 8 1 to motivate
Egalitarianism. It is consonant with the route pity because, by generating special 'cross-
temporal’ grounding claims, (1) and (2) substaatibe idea that the past and the future are
somehowunified with the present. And it is consonant with theteoof comparison because (1) and
(2) have no plausible modal analogues (in geneallon't explain the fathat the vase could
really break by appeal to the proposition, true only in sortleeppossible worldhatthe vase
breaks there's no natural explanation of the actuaérms of the merely possible, at most the
explanation goes the other way around).

Unlike the 'minimalist’ strategy, the Groundinga®gy allows us to see the question of
Egalitarianism as a substantive metaphysical questinlike Relativism, the combination of (1),
(2) and Grounding is perfectly compatible with Teraryism. And thanks to the rejection of
Factivity, friends of Grounding can appeal to (td)block the argument, while avoiding the
consequences of Fragmentalism. Of course thistitorsay that the Grounding Strategy has no
costs. The idea that falsehoods can do essenpildretory work is certainly not new, but it should
be conceded that there is something revisionaapplying it to the case of metaphysical or

'grounding' explanatior’é. The tentative moral of this paper is that thigsienariness might be the

2 For example, it has been argued that mathematmi@insents do essential explanatory work despitegdiaise

(Leng 2010).
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price we need to pay to reconcile Specialness gaditBrianism.
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