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Empty Playing Fields: Commonplaces and Stasis in American Politics

We look down from the blimp as we float across the American landscape.  It’s almost Election Day and the campaigns are in full swing.  We watch workers plant campaign signs in the hard soil near major intersections and tape posters to power poles.  We see candidates on the street corners waving at passing cars and hoping people will honk in support.  We float over schools and town halls where candidates hold debates and meetings and Q and A sessions.  If this were election day we would watch as good citizens make time in their busy days to stand in line to exercise their treasured right to vote.  
Up ahead we see our final destination, the stadium of American Party Politics.  We drift towards the high walls surrounding the field.  The stadium is huge.  It was intended to be capable of seating every American citizen.  The giant lights are just turning on in the growing dusk.  We’re forced to rise higher and higher to make sure we can clear the towering arena walls.  There’s a big game tonight, and we’ve secured the bird’s-eye view.  At last we clear the outer walls and we slowly sink back toward the lush playing field below us.  The two biggest teams in the league are playing tonight.
It isn’t difficult to use sports analogies when describing and analyzing political activity and processes in America.  Parties battle it out on the gridiron to see who will control Washington.  One may be tempted, in fact, not to view our system as sending the most representative representatives to Washington, but as rewarding the best players with the trip to DC.

A quick glance at the seating tells us less than half of them are filled.  Still there a few pockets of strong supporters in the crowd who seem enthusiastic enough to perhaps make up for the empty seats.  The music starts up and the pounding beat announces the arrival of the challengers.  They burst out of the tunnel, passing triumphantly through the cheerleaders as if they’ve already won.  The music changes, but only the melody, the underlying beat is as persistent as before, and the incumbents burst out of their tunnel.  This is it folks! The game we’ve all been waiting for.  The teams have been talking trash all season and now we get to see some serious “put up or shut up!”
Candidates hit the trail for a long political season.  They make their stump speeches over and over.  The kiss the babies and visit senior centers.  They certainly don’t love talking about the “other” guy or gal running for office.  The rhetoric swirls across the playing field like streamers or confetti.  Finally the parties meet head-to-head during debates to really show Americans how their position is so much better or reasonable than their opponents.

The team captains gather for the coin toss, and then rejoin their frenzied teammates on the sidelines.  The teams huddle together one last time and then line up on the field for the kick-off.  The whistle blows! And, and, …both teams walk back off the field to the sidelines and begin slapping each other on the backs and butts, encouraging one another, shouting, and casting angry looks at the team on the opposite side of the field.
American politics is a vast playing field where seldom do teams actually play one another.  They do a lot of practicing, and they show up and play by themselves, but almost never do we have members from two different parties actually facing off and debating and discussing the same issue at the same time.  This paper seeks to identify this aspect of politics, this lack of stasis, to define it, and to offer brief analysis of it.  What this paper doesn’t seek to do is to discover all the root causes for the lack of stasis.

Stasis will more fully be defined shortly, but briefly it is the idea that two parties can come together to argue an issue and both will understand and agree upon the position from which the issue is to be debated and understood.  A closely related concept to stasis and one that heavily influences stasis or the lack of it is Commonplaces.  Republicans and Democrats both use the same language when discussing “hot” issues of the day.  The difficulty in party-based political arguments is that even though both parties say the same words or phrases when speaking of issues, the members of the parties may understand the terms or phrases differently from one another or even differently from the party they belong to.  The reason they may understand the same terminology differently is because of the basic assumptions or beliefs that the members of a given group bring to the issue.  These basic assumptions are known as commonplaces.  Commonplaces rely on members of a given group understanding the meaning or definition of the catch phrases or words which refer to the commonplaces. 

Commonplaces are a lot like stock characters used in television or film.  The scene might open on a young black boy walking along a rural road.  A truck approaches, an older, jacked-up Chevy.  The license plate in the front has been replaced with a small replica of the Confederate flag.  There’s a shotgun and a rifle in the gun rack in the rear window.  The white man driving the truck is wearing a plaid shirt with torn off sleeves.  He’s wearing a dirty, Jim Bean baseball cap.  The truck slows as it approaches the boy, and the audience instinctively knows there’s trouble coming.  The director, in fact, is counting on the audience members’ shared expectation or assumption that there is trouble coming to make this scene work.


Commonplaces in party politics work much the same way.  The party’s candidates speak to their members in commonplace shorthand.  This saves then a tremendous amount of time in explanation and internal debate.  The candidate jumps to the microphone and proclaims she “supports our troops,” or she will “strive to reform education,” or she wants to “stand strong in the war on terror.”  The rally is a big hit because the assumption is that everyone knows what she means when she makes those claims.  In reality, the voters don’t know precisely what she means any more than the audience watching the opening movie scene know that the man in the pick-up is a racist and is going to mistreat the young boy.  And, in some cases, the movie may catch the viewers off guard by going against their expectations.  Such surprises rarely occur in party politics, and when they do, they usually only happen once per candidate because such a candidate won’t be around after that.

These political commonplaces become confusing when we move between parties.  What does it mean to a group of Republicans when their candidate says she will fight for “education reform”?  What does it mean to Democrats when their candidate says the same thing?  Political commonplaces don’t cross party lines very well, which, in turn, severely limits the ability of politicians from different parties to argue productively.  To argue productively the two individuals or groups involved have to meet together and not necessarily only physically.  When they talk with each other they must speak the same language; they must be on the same page; they must be playing in the same ballpark; they must be standing on a level playing field; they must see eye to eye; they must all play from the same sheet of music; etc.

All of the metaphorical language above refers to the well understood, but often not well-achieved concept of stasis in argumentation.  Stasis is both a means and an end (or a beginning).  It is both the “place” we agree to meet to debate the issue at hand, and it is the means or method that allows us to arrive at the place knowing what the issue at hand is1; or as George L. Pullman in his 1995 article “Deliberative Rhetoric and Forensic Stasis” states it, stasis has a “double identity as a discursive phenomenon and heuristic for using that phenomenon” (224).  Stasis theory provides us with a series of questions organized under four major categories or stases: conjecture, definition, quality, and policy.  Using these questions as a heuristic, a method of invention or discovery, leads us to the “real” issue of a debate, or at least to the concern regarding the issue that we are prepared to debate or argue.  It leads us to the stand we take and the place we will take it.  Now, my overly dramatic analogy with the blimp floating over the stadium may be useful here.  It’s impossible for two teams to play against or with each other if they won’t meet on the field, the same field and at the same time.  My analogy may work better if I have one team show up for baseball and the other prepared for football.  They both have uniforms and equipment, but the rules that are prepared to play by and the fields they can play by them in aren’t, of course, compatible.

An examination of the two major political parties’ national organization websites reveals amazingly similar general stands on major issues.  Below is a list of statements pulled from the parties’ stated agendas.  One might think that the people who make the statements listed below would have no problem meeting on the same field to play.  As you read, try to determine which party claims the statement as its position.
1. “The __________ Party is committed to keeping our nation safe and expanding opportunity for every American.”
2. “The supreme purpose of our foreign policy must be to maintain our freedom in a peaceful international environment in which the United States and our allies and friends are secure against military threats, and democratic governments are flourishing in a world of increasing prosperity.”

3. “_______ are unwavering in our commitment to keep our nation safe.”

4. ________ are committed to:

· “Restraining spending by the Federal Government 

· Working with Congress to pass legislation that promotes economic growth

· Reforming the institutions fundamental to American society, so that they can meet the realities of our new century”
5. “______ support fair immigration reform that keeps our borders secure.”
6. “_____ will continue to support renewable energy through extension of the production tax credit for wind and biomass, as well as efforts to expand the use of biodiesel and ethanol, which can reduce America’s dependence on foreign oil while increasing revenues to farmers.”
7. Our nation stands as a shining example to all the world of freedom and democracy, a unique honor that comes with a responsibility to lead.”

8. “______ believe we must support our troops by modernizing our military [so] that it better meets the threats of the 21st century.”

9. “______ will continue to fight for genuine pension reform that protects working families from future Enron-style abuse.” 

10. “Social Security is a promise made by this country to its citizens and ________ will keep that promise.”

11. “The ______ Party believes in balanced budgets and paying down our national debt…”

12. “_____ are committed to making sure every single American has access to affordable, effective health care coverage.”

13. “And ______ in Congress are leading the fight for a more meaningful ethics process that holds everyone—including the leadership—responsible for their actions.”
14. “Every child deserves a first-rate education, because every child holds infinite potential, and we should give them every opportunity to reach it.”

15. The ___________ Party wants immigration reform which “Promotes compassion for unprotected workers.”
It isn’t surprising that it can be difficult to distinguish the Republican and Democrat positions.  These agenda statements are purposefully broad or inclusive.  Most people would probably agree with all of them.  If you are curious, the party responsible for the statements is as follows: 1, 3, 5, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, and 15 are from Democrats (Agenda); 2, 4, 6, 10, and 14 come from Republicans (2004). When trying to distinguish between them, voters look for the key terms or phrases, their party’s commonplace indicators, that will assure them they have decided to vote for the right candidate.  When I pulled the passages above from the parties’ websites, I tried to exclude these telling terms or phrases to show that the parties probably have more in common than we usually think, if we consider the large or ultimate goals rather than the specific means to achieve them.  There seems to be enough similarity for the parties to find common ground, but this all changes when we throw in the commonplaces unique to each party.


The chart below lists a few of the commonplace terms or phrases that party members rely on.  The signals are subtle but very significant, and they often involve subtle attacks on the other party’s positions.
	General Issue
	Democrats (Agenda)
	Republicans (2004)

	Environment
	“We reject the false choice between a healthy economy and a healthy environment.”
	“We must safeguard the environment, reduce our dependence on energy from abroad, and help keep prices reasonable for consumers.”

	Education
	“…the key to expanding opportunity is to provide every child with a world-class education.”
	“Every child deserves a first-rate education.”
---

“Giving parents more information about the quality of their children’s schools and

offering them choices and resources for their children’s education.”

	War on Terror/Iraq
	“…strong international alliances are the cornerstone of our foreign policy”
---

“…requires a new era of alliances…based on mutual respect and shared vision.”
	“Today, because America has acted, and because America has led, the forces of terror and tyranny have suffered defeat after defeat, and America and the world are safer.”

	Health Care
	“In the wealthiest, most powerful nation on earth, no one should have to choose between taking their child to a doctor or paying rent”
	“We support continued efforts to make health care more affordable, more accessible, and more consumer-driven.”





Each of the statements in the chart above relies on shared and recognized assumptions of the party members.  For example, the position of the Democratic Party that the Bush administration lacks respect for other nations’ opinions or desires and is maverick in its approach to foreign affairs, thus causing the “quagmire” of Iraq is contained in the simple phrase “new era of alliances.”  While that same phrase as read by a loyal Republican is a commonplace verifying the Republican belief that Democrats would trade US security and diplomatic independence by requiring a “global test” or by becoming a puppet to the UN.  Commonplace terminology for one group is often commonplace terminology for another, but the definitions of them may be completely opposite.

The goal of argumentation is to strive for consensus.  Two or more parties meet in the same location and discuss the issue using common language.  Many of the commonplaces unique to the different political parties hinder the groups’ ability to reach stasis.  As in the football game analogy where the most the two teams did was holler at each other from opposite sidelines, the parties claim to be talking about the same issue, homeland security, for example, but they aren’t really in stasis because the language they use sounds the same but is understood differently.  They never really debate the same issue.  A solid example will help here.

During the 2004 presidential debates, there were numerous illustrations of this lack of stasis due to each group having distinct party commonplaces.  (I note that as far as the parties and candidates are concerned, there is great advantage in keeping commonplaces both “hidden” and “obvious.”  Hidden in the sense that far leaning candidates may appear much more centralist to those who are outside the party, thus winning them over, for what reasonable person would not agree that we should seek ways to reduce our dependency on foreign energy sources while still maintaining a healthy environment?  Those inside the party, however, may recognize this position statement as a commitment to liberal environmentalism.)

The examples (excerpts taken from Commission on Presidential Debates; see “2004 Debates” on the Works Cited page). 

On abortion.

Bush: I think it's important to promote a culture of life. …What I'm saying is, is that as we promote life and promote a culture of life…
Kerry: I believe that choice is a woman's choice.  …Now, I will not allow somebody to come in and change Roe v. Wade.

So Bush approaches this issue of abortion from the standard right position of the respect for life and the belief that the fetus is a person who needs protection.  That this protection outweighs the control the woman has to control her body’s capability to produce a child, is not really discussed by Bush.  Kerry suggests that he approaches this issue from the view that the woman has the right to choose not to have a child, including the right to terminate the fetus within her.  Certainly Kerry wouldn’t be comfortable debating definitions of murder during the campaign.  They are not in stasis.  They would need to “back up” and establish exactly what the debate is really about.  Bush would need to discuss his definitions of privacy and choice.  Kerry, his definitions of life and murder.  Any productive result would only come after the two could sit down and really argue the same issue: which will it be this time, choice or life?  We throw those words about so easily, but they clearly point to significant difficulties that have to met and overcome before progress would be made on abortion laws and policies.

In a system such as we have, we aren’t really interested in Bush and Kerry coming to agreeable terms concerning abortion.  We want to simply decide who gets the most votes to get the power, and then that person does all he or she can to enforce his or her viewpoint.  Neither side finds stasis with the other; one is simply in control and the other is biding for the chance to be in control.

On gay marriage.
Bush: I was worried that activist judges are actually defining the definition of marriage, and the surest way to protect marriage between a man and woman is to amend the Constitution.

Kerry: But I also believe that because we are the United States of America, we're a country with a great, unbelievable Constitution, with rights that we afford people, that you can't discriminate in the workplace. You can't discriminate in the rights that you afford people.


Here, Bush asks questions of policy as he approaches the subject of gay marriage.  Are these policies based on definitions of marriage?  Are they based on values that are verified by the people through an amendment?  Kerry, on the other hand, is asking questions of quality based on idealisms and law.  How can we justify restricting rights when our laws say we all should be treated equally?  Is this right for us to do?  What are the consequences?

On health care.

Bush: Health-care costs are on the rise because the consumers are not involved in the decision-making process. Most health-care costs are covered by third parties. And therefore, the actual user of health care is not the purchaser of health care. And there's no market forces involved with health care.

Kerry: Here's what I do: We take over Medicaid children from the states so that every child in America is covered. And in exchange, if the states want to -- they're not forced to, they can choose to -- they cover individuals up to 300 percent of poverty.

Bush appeals to the capitalist in many of us.  If we can just get the supply and demand and consumer as direct purchaser going here, then all will fix itself.  Kerry says the government will leverage its force and influence in behalf of all so that all will benefit equally.  What is really at issue is a basic difference in theories on government and free market forces: how much influence can the government have?  How much influence should the government have?  What is the government’s role in directly caring for its citizens?  Both men come into this issue with basic assumptions or commonplaces that they don’t question.  The problem is that they don’t question each other’s commonplaces, thus never really debating the philosophies that dictate so many of their positions on issues.

On homeland defense.
Bush: Yes, we can be safe and secure, if we stay on the offense against the terrorists and if we spread freedom and liberty around the world. 

Kerry: I believe that this president, regrettably, rushed us into a war, made decisions about foreign policy, pushed alliances away.

They come the closest to achieving stasis on this issue of homeland defense.  Bush maintains his position that America’s best course is to take quick, decisive action, not only to secure our safety, but to fulfill our mission of spreading freedom.  Kerry generally agrees that action must be taken.  He hesitates on the maverick approach that Bush is very willing to take, calling for a more measured approach that will solidify our alliances.


For the most part, the candidates are not arguing.  At times they don’t seem even close to debating the same issue at the same time.  And it’s interesting that during these so-called debates the candidates were not allowed to directly address each other.  The physical procedure itself becoming an accurate reflection of the lack of face-to-face or issue-to-issue argumentation occurring.

Still, many will cynically claim that this is the nature of the beast of party politics (or of our modern version of argumentation.)  We know, some may claim, what’s really going on, but we don’t mind.  In fact, we prefer presentations of positions over argumentation.  Let the candidates present their positions and let us choose between them.  (Would Americans tune in for a two hour debate over whether policies established by the government should be based on natural law or legal precedence, such as might be one of the first questions to ask when seeking stasis regarding the issue of abortion?)  Presentations instead of argumentation sounds fine, until the winners arrive in Washington, and then we want them to stop with the “party politics” and get some stuff done—a difficult task when the “debates” on the floor sound the same as the “debates” on the campaign trail, mere presentations and not arguments seeking resolution, but arguments seeking an anointed, public victory.

We are a nation of “presenters.”  A quick scan of political oriented blogs or a half-hour of political radio or television programs and we realize that there are very few people, among the people who are speaking publicly at least, who debate with the desire to reach stasis and understanding before they begin to argue the issues of the day.  They walk onto the field of their own choosing and begin the game without the other team even in the ballpark.  They score touchdown after touchdown against an absent opponent, celebrating after each score as if it sealed their winning season.  Bumper sticker makers, political commentators, and analysts help to maintain the non-stasis status quo because their paychecks depend on it.  One cannot imagine a panel of left, center, and right analysts reaching status on any major issue and working toward a general agreement.  The show’s ratings would drop; such people get paid not to achieve stasis.

The seriousness of the negative consequences of a party system such as we have currently should not be understated.  When neither party has the extrinsic nor the intrinsic motivation necessary to seek and achieve stasis with the other, then what remains is a system which rewards the powerful simply because they are so and not because of any natural sense of fairness or equity, or justice.  So, if the Democrats are in power there is little to motivate them to achieve stasis with Republicans.  If they have enough power in the form of votes, then they can simply ignore or at best tolerate the Republican’s protests and calls for debate.  In such a system, what justice is done for the minority?  What protection do they have?  Their only recourse would appear to be return to power whatever the cost.


(It is really quite beyond the scope of this paper to speculate on the type of argumentation that occurs within the majority of American households, but the number of divorces attributed to irreconcilable differences and the number of marriage and family counselors might be indicators that non-stasis is the natural tendency of humans.)

Current political strategies employed by both Republicans and Democrats hold some promise that eventually both parties will be forced to play the game of politics and public policy on the same field and at the same time.  The parties are trying to figure out what the commonplaces are and what they mean for the “common” people.  Why do voters vote the way they do is the $1,184,762,236 question2.  Ideas about what makes voters vote the way they do seem to be shifting from product-based motives: what can the government or others do for me? —to ideal-based motives: what should the government do for me and others and why?   This is a reversal for American politics: instead of parties establishing the commonplaces and then expecting citizens to accept them if they join the party, the parties are acknowledging that the citizens already have their own commonplaces and the parties need to figure out what they are and adopt or use them to persuade voters to vote for their party.  

One example of people seeking political stasis is Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberger, who served as forerunners in this shift in political strategy when they shook up Environmentalism with their essay “The Death of Environmentalism” in 2005.  The essay forced members of the environmentalism community to face themselves in the mirror of reality and discover how weak, ineffective or even irrelevant they, as a movement, had become mainly because of their inability to come to terms with outdated commonplaces within their community.  The commonplaces needed to be questioned, as they state in their essay: “What the environmental movement needs more than anything else right now is to take a collective step back to rethink everything. We will never be able to turn things around as long as we understand our failures as essentially tactical, and make proposals that are essentially technical” (Shellenberger 7).

Shellenberger and Nordhaus’s new project, a book, will be published in 2007 and it will deal with how Democrats (and others of course) can connect with more Americans by focusing on “certain fundamental beliefs” constituents share with progressives or liberals.  Data collected by Shellenberger and Nordhaus through American Environics attempts to contradict “the slew of polls” that show Americans strongly support many Democratic positions on major issues, yet they still vote in ways which keep Republicans in power.  What Shellenberger and Nordhaus are talking about they call “bridge values.”  What they are talking about is achieving stasis with constituents.  They are using in-home consumer surveys3 to identify 117 different “social value trends.”  These values are “the attitudes, biases, and normative beliefs that undergird people’s stances toward politics, life, and policy.”  These values can be represented as commonplaces within the community.

Shellenberger and Nordhaus devote much thought to how groups such as Democrats or Environmentalists should “structure the problem.”  In “The Death of Environmentalism” they ask questions after question in an attempt to pin down exactly what environmentalists are worried about and what the best approach is to deal with these worries.  In short, they are seeking stasis, or they are using stasis theory as a heuristic to help achieve stasis between the environmentalists and those they would persuade to join the cause.  The amount of flack that Shellenberger and Nordhaus received and the controversy stirred up within the movement by “The Death of Environmentalism” is proof that most groups or parties resist sincere efforts to reach stasis with those outside their specialized community.  It requires a degree of self-reflection that is simply too uncomfortable or painful.  As an example using the Environmentalism movement, we may ask its members what they really mean when they say we must stop global warming.  What are they willing to do to achieve this end?  What laws would they enact?  What restrictions?  What are they willing to do to enforce such laws?  What are they willing to give up and change in their own lives and in society?  How far are they willing to go, really?  What about the movement is the most important?  How does the movement feel about personal property rights?  How do they convince capitalists that some of their behavior has to change?  How do they convince themselves?  What would we replace this behavior with?  What other traditionally non-environmental issues, such as labor union rights or immigration policies, are they willing to view as, indeed, environmentalism?  These types of questions force groups to reevaluate their commonplaces.  In the case of Shellenberger and Nordhaus’s assessment of Environmentalism, their stated conclusion/thesis was “We have become convinced that modern environmentalism, with all of its unexamined assumptions, outdated concepts and exhausted strategies, must die so that something new can live” (10).  Such revolutionary statements may result when groups re-examine their commonplaces, and once they do they may find it easier to reach stasis with many of those whom they never have been able to before.

Admittedly, I’ve spent much of this essay discussing stasis in a way that is probably too idealistic to ever become a sincere goal of politicians or even the guy down the street arguing with his neighbor.  Even the great strides towards stasis in the political world being made by people such as Shellenberger and Nordhaus are tainted with the inescapable aftertaste of a competition where some must lose for others to win.  Hillary Clinton and other top Democratic leaders such as Nancy Pelosi and interest groups such as Planned Parenthood and People for the American Way met with American Environics to go over Shellenberger and Nordhaus’s findings, but one is doubtful that the ideal of give and take presumed in stasis theory was on their minds as they re-evaluated what it might take to gain more supporters from traditional opponents or uninterested voters.  One might, rather, assume that as politicians they will try to use stasis theory (or “bridge values”) as simply another tool to persuade others but not necessarily to alter their own positions in any significant way to reflect those whose values they supposedly share.  One might feel this cynical for after all isn’t cynicism a Washington or politician-based commonplace?

The challenge now, as this paper was nothing more than an introduction to stasis in politics, is to discover ways to improve argumentation in American politics through Stasis Theory.  Shellenberger and Nordhaus are taking a great approach, but only one approach to this challenge.  Another that might be worth researching and pursuing is to figure out not just what the commonplaces of voters are, but why they are.  Another approach might be to examine commonplace in politics according to actual, physical location.  What role does geography play in political commonplaces?  How does our location influence us to hold on to certain commonplaces?  Another possible approach would be the obvious one of cultural studies as related to discovering the creation and influence of commonplaces within a given population.  And this is by no means an exhaustive list of possible future study—what about intercultural commonplaces and stasis?  What about stasis in politics as historical development?  Or how about the role of commonplaces and stasis theory in current diplomatic efforts?

As a final thought, one might wonder what sort of political system could take advantage of stasis theory more effectively than the type we currently have.  Or how might our system be modified so that issues are argued over and not simply presented?  It seems difficult to move the privately developed commonplaces and the stasis they come from and lead to within specific groups—it seems difficult to move them “outward” to other groups.  The stakes are so high that groups refuse to move from their presentation of position to argumentation of issue.  They want to win the game and view any real exchange with the other team as an avenue to defeat.
Notes

1“Phenomenally, stasis is the discursive pause created when a difference of opinion arises. Heuristically, stasis is a series of hierarchically arranged questions that can be used to locate specific differences of opinion within a broader disagreement. If the heuristic is appropriately applied, the questions asked will locate resolvable differences of opinion and so facilitate agreement” (Pullman 224).
2 The amount of money spent in the House and Senate races in the 2004 election cycle (The Price of Admission).
3“One tool we have to offer to that process is the research we are doing as part of our Strategic Values Project, which is adapting corporate marketing research for use by the progressive community. This project draws on a 600 question, 2,500-person survey done in the U.S. and Canada every four years since 1992. In contrast to conventional opinion research, this research identifies the core values and beliefs that inform how individuals develop a range of opinions on everything from the economy to abortion to what’s the best SUV on the market. This research both shows a clear conservative shift in America’s values since 1992 and illuminates many positive openings for progressives and environmentalists” (Shellenberger 7-8).
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