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SOME REFLECTIONS ON THE ORIGINS OF INDUSTRIAL CAPITALISM IN A
COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE.!

(talk given to Past and Present Society, Worcester College, Oxford, on 26.5.94 & Queen's College,
Cambridge)

SECTION ONE: The problem and the mystery.
The dramatic escape from IlIth.

If we look at the higtory of the world over the last two thousand years, the most important and
dramatic event was the escape of first one, then increasing numbers of countries, from aworld of 'llIth’,
as Ruskin cdled it, namdy aworld of the Mathusan postive checks, perennid war, famine and disease
and appdlingly low standards of living for ninety per cent of the worlds population. For this event we
have many names - indudtrid revolution, 'modernity’ etc. The odd thing is that it is not difficult to argue
thet this event should not, could not, and even cannot be understood to have happened. Let me
explan what | mean.

Theview from beforethe event.

The greatest thinkers of the later part of the elghteenth century, showed decisvely that there was no
way in which an 'Ancien Regime agrarian civilization could possibly escape from an endless cyde of
'misery’ or 'illth'. Let us take the two most famous andysts of this cycle of misery.

Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations was the blueprint for a new age. Yet Smith could not envisage
how such aworld of Wedth could possibly emerge. He redized that there was a built-in contradiction
which would forever trgp agrarian societies and prevent their escgpe from eternal misery. This was the
law of population. It was clear that "every species of anima naturaly multiplies in proportion to the
means of their subsstence, and no species can ever multiply beyond it." Mankind was just another
species in this respect, for "men, like dl other animds, naturdly multiply in proportion to the means of
their subsstence." He pointed out that an improvement in wedth would lead to a decline in mortdity
among the common people, hence more children would survive and the populaion would increase.
Likewise, increased wedth through increased wages would lead to increased fertility. "The liberd
reward of labour, therefore, as it is the effect of increesng wedth, so it is the cause of increasng
population”, or, as he put it in a margina note, "high wages incresse population”. * Recently Wrigley
commented that as far as Smith was concerned "his view of the prospects for growth in genera induced
him to discount the possibility of a prolonged or substantid improvement in rea wages, and to fear that
the last state of the labourer would prove to be worse than the firdt..." (Wrigley, Two Kinds, 99). The
only question was whether a country would be 'trgpped' a a low or high equilibrium, in other words
with sparse or dense populations.

! Especial thanks to Gerry Martin, who adorned my barn with a magnificent telescope and told me about its lenses
- which has obviously entered my mental process.... And to Sarah, who has shared the fun of looking through many
mental telescopes.

2 gmith, Wedlth, i, 89,163,90.



Building on Smith and others, it was Mdthus who sketched out more fully the iron laws that shackled
human beings to the eterna tread-mill. When he published the fird verson of his Essay on the
Principles of Population in 1798 he painted a blesk picture of a closed world from which there was
no ecgpe. His work provides a clear indght into the mechanics of agrarian civilizations and their
intringc 'limits to growth'. His argument is well enough known: population grows in the ratio 1,2,4,8,16,
doubling each generation; resources can only grow at the rate of 1,2,3,4,5. The result is a pattern as
follows

(Mdthusian graph)
After the event explanations.

Despite the predictions, however, the transformation did occur. Y et even with the facts before us, we
are gill perplexed as to why it occurred. All attempts to explain why this event occurred have been as
unsuccessful as the attempts to predict it. There is a huge literature on this, so let me just give two smdll
examples of the failure to explain what happened.

One of the mogt thoughtful attempts to summarize the major explanations put forward by economic
historians to account for the industrial revolution in England is that by R.M.Hartwell * He lists the various
factors that have been suggested: capitd accumulation, innovations in technology and organization,
fortunate factor endowments (cod, iron, resources), laissezfaire in philosophy, reigion, stience and
law culminating in the eghteenth-century, market expansion (foreign trade and the domestic market),
and a number of miscelaneous facts, including war, the autonomous growth of knowledge and 'the
English genius
After examining dl of the economic explanations in detail, however, he comes to the conclusion that the
theories "have added little to our understanding of the industrid revolution”. We are ill in the dark. A
few years later Peter Mathias implicitly came to the same conclusion; the spectrum of causes of the
industrial revolution are known, but they are not satisfying. *

One of the many problems s that if we look at each of these many causes in turn, it isimpossible to
see why, for ingance, England rather than Holland should have become the firgt indugtria nation - for
Holland and parts of France and northern Germany had many of these advantages. Nor can we see
how England overcame the negative feed-back pressures outlined by Adam Smith and Robert Malthus.

If we turn to the question of demographic changes, we are faced with equal puzzles. Until recently, the
generd consensus then was that the rise in population must have been caused by a lowering of the
mortdity rate. Even if we now redize that risng fertility was equaly or more important, it is still clear that
there was some lowering of mortdity during the eighteenth century, and that in the growing cities in
particular, mortdity did not rise as much as we would have expected and even dropped in some cases.
We aso know that certain diseases, particularly plague, disappeared very rapidly. Y et when it cameto
explaning why and how this enormoudy important sep away from high mortdity was taken, there is
agan no convincing solution.

The best known attempt to explain what happened is by Thomas McKeown in his work The
Modern Rise of Population. He took each possible explanation and examined it. The result, however,
was strangely negative. McKeown is certain that there was a sgnificant decline in mortdity. But on

%in Causes of the Industrial Revolution, pp.58ff.

* Mathias, Transformation, 11.



examining the possible causes for this, he is puzzled. Apat from smdlpox inoculation, there is no
evidence to beieve that improvements in medicine had any effect. They can be ruled out as an
explanation. Likewise, he is convinced that there is no reason to believe that changes in the balance
between the "virulence of the infective organism and its host" were important. Therefore it must have
been the third cause, "improved conditions'. Not that, apart from the potato, McKeown can find any
improved conditions, and indeed the generd view isthat crowded city dwelling and a possible declinein
real wages made conditions worse. But it must have been this because "the conclusion that conditions
improved in the late eighteenth century must follow rejection of the effectiveness of medicd effort. ° In
other words, once again we know that something large happened, but al the positive explanations seem
to be unsatisfactory.

We are thus in a dightly curious position. Looking forward from the eighteenth century, we can see
that there was no way in which humankind could escape from recurring misery. Looking back from the
later twentieth century, we see that many countries have achieved the impossble - but we cannot see
why or howthe first and most important bresk-through occurred.

Faced with this dilemma | would like to suggest that we ater our way of looking at the problem.
SECTION TWO: Constructing an intellectual telescope.

When | was an undergraduate | followed the approach of many higorians, which was basicaly to
make a smple contrast between the present and the past. The 'present’ consisted largely of implicit and
unexamined modds of what my world waslike.

If we adopt the metaphor of a telescope, which | shal use through this paper, | was looking at the
past through an empty tube or lens-less telescope. Through this tube | noticed certain things, either
because they were very familiar (through continuity), or very contrasted (through dramatic change). But
| only noticed afew things. The technique was not very strong.

Limitations of the empty tube: the difficulty of seeing the obvious.

The weakness of the direct opposition of present and past is shown when we consider, for ingtance,
the difficulty of seeing the large and obvious things about the past of our own culture. One
condderable difficulty for modern writers who try to understand the causes of the industrid revolution is
that in many ways they are too close to the phenomenon. We till live on the Sde of the mountain which
was cregted then, and it is very difficult to get it into perspective and to see more than tiny parts of it.

This difficulty has been noted by a number of broader thinkers. As David Hume wrote, "the views
the mogt familiar to us are apt, for that very reason, to escape us' or as Braudd put it, "...surprise and
distance ...are both equaly necessary for an understanding of that which surrounds you - surrounds you
0 evidently that you can no longer see it dearly”.® Likewise, as Marx wrote "Humean history is like
paeontology. Owning to a certain judicid blindness even the best intelligences absolutely fail to see the

®In Drake (ed.) Industrialization, p.72.

® Hume quoted in Dumont, Mandeville, 19; Braudel in ed. Burke, Economy and Society, p.24.



things which lie in front of their noses... " As the old Chinese text puts it: "As 'the fISh swims in the
water but is unmindful of the water, the b|rd fliesin the wind but knows not of the wind"'.

Thedifficulty of seeing absences.

A paticular difficulty concerns aosences. In dl societies, many of the mogt interesting things are the
absences, and it is extremely difficult to notice these.  The idea of the significant absences, the
slences and spaces, is worth developing alittle. It is an idea which we could link to Adam Smith's great
indght into the possible nature of the solution to the problem we have set up.

In the manuscript of atak givenin 1755, he wrote: "Little elseis requisite to carry a State to the highest
degree of opulence from the lowest barbarism, but peace, easy taxes, and atolerable adminigtration of
judtice; dl the rest being brought about by the natural course of thi ngs" ° We may note that he redlized
that these conditions were sldom met, and never for along period. But whet is particularly interesting is
that he his referring to absences - the absence of the norma condition of war, the absence of the usud
predatory taxation, the absence of arbitrary and unequd judicid system. He directs our attention to
looking at things which are normally present, but where, for some reason, the norma tendencies are
suspended.

An andogy of the method can be seen in a technique used by detectives, by Sherlock Holmes inthe
‘Siver Blaze, or the postman who did not cal in Ralymond Chandler's 'Farewdl, My Lovely % One of
the key links in Holmes detection is described as follows. "Before deciding thet question | had grasped
the sgnificance of the silence of the dog, for one true inference invariably suggests others. The Smpson
incident had shown me that a dog was kept in the stables, and yet, though someone had been in an had
fetched out a horse, he had not barked enough to arouse the two lads in the loft. Obvioudy the midnight
visitor was someone whom the dog knew well." **

The red problem is, how can we look at absences? They can only be detected if we have a strong
positive image of what is'norma’ in the course of history, and then see that in the exceptional cases the
predicted did not happen. We need a strong back-cloth, againgt which the foreground can be seen.
Without it, much of the foreground is invisble. This is one of the reasons why many of the most
important and outstanding features of early modern England, for ingtance, are literaly invisble to many
of us. "He little knows of England, who only England knows", refers to this phenomenon. How then can
we proceed?

Congructing thefirgt lens: the method of contrast.

The first step we can take to overcome this ‘judicid blindness is to build up a modd of what

"Marx, Pre-Capitalist ,p.140.

8Cited by Koestler, Lotus, 269.

° D.Stewart, Works, X,68.

Collison, Indexes, 13.

1 Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, 305.



'‘normaly’ happens in agrarian societies. It is not, of course, an easy matter. If | may be
autobiographica, thisis what | attempted to do in a number of earlier works. In relaion to witcheraft, |
looked to see how witcheraft worked in Africa and esewhere, and then contrasted this to England. In
relation to peasantries, | did the same and came to the conclusion that a 'real peasantry’ was never to be
found in England. In relation to violence, | found an absence of proper bandits, mafia etc.

This widening of the perspective can be enormoudy vauable, yet it poses severa problems. One of
these is that we end up with a very long list of contrasts. For instance, if we took a composite model of
seventeenth century 'Asid and compared it to 'England’, we would end up with a vast humber of
‘absences on both sides. This may lead us to ask dl sorts of new questions of a counter-factud kind
and hence stimulate the mind. What we have done can be represented in terms of our telescope image.
Through the method of contrast we have now created alens. Thisis alens which widens out our vison.
We begin to see many thingsin our past in afresh light because they are no longer 'naturd’. It bringsinto
the fidd of vison, through a mysterious process which it is difficult to describe, a huge array of materia
which was hitherto invisble. AiImost everything in the past becomes specid, significant, different, odd.

Theneed for a second lens, comparison.

The danger of just having this one lens, however, is that the expangon of our vison istoo large. Ina
sense, too many solutions are let in, the answer is over-determined. In relation to the 'European miracl€,
for ingtance, we are a a loss as to whether it is the absence of davery, the absence of pollution beliefs,
the absence of strong gender, the absence of hydraulic agriculture, the absence of rice cultivetion or
whatever that is important. Like asingle lens in a telescope, it makes it difficult to concentrate, to see a
long distance. There are ahogt of facts and interpretations, an endless inventory of possible explanations

for everything.

Here | would like to suggest a further refinement of the technique, which is, | am sure, sandard in
scientific work, but which has become increasingly of interest to me largely by ‘accident'.

The experiment | am undertaking is to add to the thought process a country which in many ways is
extraordinarily smilar, and in many ways extraordinaily different, from England, namely Jgpan, over the
last thousand years. By keeping the first lens of contrast in place, and then adding the case of Japan, the
whole process is made very much more powerful.

If we turn briefly to the case of Japan, on the surface, the differences are perhaps the more driking.
Sir Rutherford Alcock in the 1860's. "Japan is essentidly a country of paradoxes and anomalies, where
dl - even familiar things - put on new faces, and are curioudy reversed.... They write from top to
bottom, from right to left, in perpendicular instead of horizontd lines, and their books begin where ours
end... Ther locks, though imitated from Europe, are al made to lock by turning the key from left to
right. Their old men fly kites while the children look on; the carpenter uses his plane by drawing it to
him, and their tailors gtitch from them; they mount their horses from the off-side - the horses stand in the
stables with their heads where we place their tails, and the bells to their harness are dways on the hind
quarters ingtead of the front;... and findly, the utter confusion of sexes |n the public bath-houses, making
that correct, which wein the West deem o shocki ng and imprope...

2 Alcock, Tycoon, i, 414.



I'm sure | do not need to labour the differences - in language, religion, art, thought etc.

And yet there is a curious and degp similarity. One aspect of this, which concerns me here
principaly, is that Jgpan went through a early, rapid, and successful indudtria revolution. This has been
widdy recognized. Just as England was, as Rostow shows, some eighty years ahead of any other
European nation in its trandtion to industrid growth, in the same way, Japan's very rapid trangtion to
industriaism occurred about 70 years before that of any other part of Asa As of the 1960's it was lill
possible to look at Japan as unique in Asa. The economist Kuznets noted that " Japan is the only nation
outsige of those rooted in European civilization that has joined the group of developed countries so
far."" Bronfenbrenner wrote that "Japan remains the outstanding if not the only case of sustained growth
under capitalism by a Non-European country without European colonization, and without unhedthy or
paralytic dependence on the West."™* Findly, we may cite Baechler who writes that "Japan is the only
country that has modernized itself in the space of one or two generations...the hypothesis can be
formulated that greMeiji Japan had developed endogenoudy al the conditions for the possibility of
modernization."

The generd economic success of Jgpan, and its uncanny familiarity led one of the most penetrating of
observers, E.L.Jones to conclude: "in certain respects Japan was as 'European’ as if it had been towed
away and anchored off the Ide of Wight." *°

We have now constructed the two lenses that are needed for a proper telescope. This telescope
could be shown thus.

Thefirg lenswidens our vision - it distances our past by comparing the English experience with some
gark contrasts, namely India, China etc. The firgt lens dlows us to see some very large and important
features - of the kind which Weber drew our atention to - in the west, Chridianity, plurdigic and
competing smal nation sates, peculiar cities, an absence of davery and very rigidified caste, an absence
of pollution beliefs and animd sacrifice, a very powerful and congtantly advancing technology, a less
crigs-ridden demography and so on. We get a sense of the whole area which we need to investigate.
But thereistoo much in the lens, hardly anything is excluded. The eye expands and expands.

Adding Japan provides a second lens, which draws in the eye again and dlowsiit to focus in on what
seems most sgnificant. We can do this because we know that the outcome in the two idands was

3 Kuznets, Growth,177; cf..p.34,226-8 al so.

1n Bienefeld, ed, Struggle, 93.

> 1n Baechler et al. (eds.), Europe, p.40.

16 Jones, Miracle, 159.



roughly smilar. A contrast with Holland provides many refreshing comparisons - but it neither provides
aaufficdently distancing lens, nor doesit help us with finding some of the necessary ingredients, largely
because Holland actudly faled (until very late, dong with many others) to achieve any spectacular
transformation into industrid capitdism. Here it was unlike Japan.

SECTION THREE: What we see through the full telescope.

| will need to generdize a a very gross level. But if we now look briefly a some of the ways in
which England and Japan were Smilar to each other, yet different from dl other large agrarian societies,
we see the following.
Therestraint of centralized feudalism.

Western Europe and Japan are the only two mgor agrarian societies which are known to have
passed through a stage of authentic feuddism’. But even more significant was the smilarity between
England and Japan, which each had a peculiar form of feuddism - what one might cal ‘centrdized
feuddism’. Its mgor feature is that it provides order, without choking society by developing into
‘absolutism’.

The essence of this palitical balance is outlined by Tocqueville in his Reflections on English
Higtory. "There are two great drawbacks to avoid in organizing a country. Either the whole strength of
socid organization is centred on one point, or it is spread over the country. Either dternaive has its
advantages and its drawbacks. If dl istied into one bundle, and the bundle gets undone, everything fals
gpart and there is no nation left. Where power is dispersed, action is clearly hindered, but there is
srength everywhere.” De Tocgueville thought that only one country had found the balance and, with
occasiona wobbles towards absolutism, maintained it. ' I don't know if a mean between these extremes
can be found, but it would seem thet William did find it."

This baance, encapsulated in the contradictory words ‘centrdized feuddism' is what was aso
maintained in Japan. Through its curious system of divison between ritua ruler (Emperor) and military
ruler (Shogun), through its amost identical form of feudd tenures, it maintained orderliness without
absolutism, severe centrdization with strong local power. It did not veer towards the 'dissolution of the
gate’ feuddism of anarchy, or the absolutist state which Perry Anderson believed lay inevitably in the
path to modernity. Only in the early twentieth century was the baance temporarily logt, with the
abalition of the Shogun and the placing of the Emperor above the law.

The modesty of the family system.

Normdly, the family is too powerful to dlow the palitical system to act fredy. Marc Bloch famoudy
linked feuddism to the weakness of the north-west European kinship system. Indeed, it would seem that
he was right. The most important fact about the kinship systems of both England and Japan was their
relative unimportance. We are faced with the curious fact that North West Europe and Japan are the
only two agrarian civilizations based on cognatic rather than agnatic kinship. Structuraly the kinship
systems, particularly of England and Japan are very similar indeed. They both trace descent through
both sexes; they have identicad kinship terminologies, they both have the unusua system of
primogeniture. *® In the absence of corporate groups kinship cannot provide the basis of politics and
religion. Only when we compare the kinship systems in these two parts of the world to those in India,
China etc. do we redlize how very sdf-effacing, not to say slent, they are.

Y De Tocqueville, Reflections, 4.

'8 For detailed discussion, see my 'On Individualism'.



Thediffidence of religion.

In different ways, the rdigious systems of Japan and England were sufficiently, but not too demanding.
There are, of course, as Bdlah and others have pointed out, some curious and interesting pardlds
between Tokugawa religion and Puritaniam. But the smilarities go deeper than this. In essence, for
accidental reasons, the form of bland Anglicar/Puritan religion that developed in England, and the
relatively tolerant, plurdistic mix that developed in Japan, left the individual and group raively free to
act without too many ethical condraints. What is most notable, as Max Weber dso noted, was the
anti-magicd, anti-ritudidtic, in other words puritan and ascetic and sdf-limiting nature of the forms of
Chrlstlanlty and Buddhig-Shinto bdiefs that sprung up on these two idands. That famous

"disenchantment of the world", which Weber regarded as "the digtinguishing peculiarity of Western
culture”, was aso to be found in Japan. ™ It meant that religion no longer dominated the world. The
"dedine of magic' which Keith Thomas so magnificently documented, was a very old decline. Like the
middle dass, which was dways risng, magic was dways dedining in England. And with magic, there
waslittleritua - no taboos, no pollution, few miracles. A largely practica, physicd, pragmatic, orderly
world.

The open social structure.

The centra feature of English socid structure was the aosence of permanent, bl ood-b&d, estates or
socid classes. The absence was noted for the medieval period. As Marc Bloch wrote, * |n the French or
German sense of the word, medieval England had no nobility”, or as Maitland put it, "our law hardly
knows anything of anoble or of agentle dass; dl free men are in the main equa before the law”. ° The
gap between England and most of Europe grew over time, but in the absence of comparison became
invisble to the English. As De Tocqueville wrote: "Wherever the feuda system established itsdf on the
continent of Europe it ended in caste; in England aone it returned to aristocracy. | have dways been
astonished that a fact, which distinguishes England from al modern nations and which can aone explain
the peculiarities of its laws, its spirit, and its history, has not attracted till more than it has done the
atention of phllosophers and gatesmen and that habit has findly made it as it were invishle to the
English themselves...””

Although the Tokugawa rulers of Japan made mild efforts to freeze the socid structure and introduce
some adminigrative distinctions between groups based on Confucian principles, little was changed and
through most of Japanese history there has been the same restless and flexible system as England. As
Chamberlain wrote in the later nineteenth century, "...there exist no impassable barrier between the
different classes...The feding only resembles that to which we are accusomed in England, if indeed it is
as grong”. Or as Reischauer more recently wrote: "Japanese society is rent by no sharp cleavages.
Thereisvirtudly no great inherited wealth and very little degrading poverty”.

1% Bendix, Weber, 69.

% B|och, Feudal Society, ii, 330; Maitland, History, i, 408.

2 Tocqueville, Ancien, 89.

% Chamberlain, Things, 95; Reischauer, Japanese, 174.



L ow pressure demogr aphic regime.

All of the above would have been of no avall if there had not been a specia demographic regime.
Almog dl pre-indudria societies have what is termed a ‘high-pressure’ or 'Chinese’ demographic
sructure. That isto say, they have rdatively high perennia mortdity, with crude death rates of about 35
per thousand per year. Their average fertility rates are even higher, a 45 per thousand or so. Thus each
year the population rises. Then every generation or SO amassive crisis occurs - war, famine and disease.
As Cipollawrote, this gppliesto "any agriculturd society - whether sixteenth-century Italy, seventeenth
century France, or nineteenth-century Indid" which "tends to adhere to a definite st of patternsin the
structure and movements of birth- and death-rates.” *

None of the above is true of either England or Japan. In both these cases, the "preventive check' of
restrained fertility through marita and other devices was very important in kegping population in check.
Both perennid birth and degath rates were below these levels and the crises were largely absent. The
consequent population pattern in these two cases provides the only two known cases where wedlth
increased year by year for at least three generations while population remained dationary, a system
which Wrigley has cdled 'dilatory homeodass!

The free-floating economy and technology.

Because of the above features, a peculiarly ‘free economy could develop, the market, pursuit of
wedlth as an end in itself, the widespread use of money (or rice in lieu). The pre-conditions which Smith
suggested were present, and the curious demographic regime overcame the Mathusan negative
feed-back trap.

SECTION FOUR: Conclusions

In both England and Japan, it is the baance and the absence of extremes that is important; as Gerry
Martin put it, for any kind of growth one needs water, but too much water is as bad as too little. It was
not apassive baance, but the active outcome of diaectica oppositions - the synthesis of the competing
demands of the usual human desires, for power, sdvation, love, wedth. Normdly as time passes these
drives skew society in one direction or another - politicd despotiam, reigious inquistion, clan
domination. Societies usualy have periods when the baance is right - when the conditions Smith called
for are present - peace, easy taxes, reasonable adminigtration. Such was the position in certain Italian
cities in the fourteenth century; Holland in the firg hdf of the seventeenth; Hong Kong in the 1970's
onwards. What was extraordinary was that in England and Japan the conditions lasted not a century or
30, but for hundreds of years. Only with such along-term set of absences could the force behind the
unprecedented move into modern industria capitalism be built up.

Yet, if thisis roughly correct, the case of Japan reminds us of another fact. Theat the right politicd,
religious and socid dructure is not enough. For there is little doubt that without the development of
western technology, Japan would not have indudridized. The same is true of England. Until the
eighteenth century it was a net importer of inventions and without the developments in Europe, it would
not have achieved much. In these facts lie some of the reasons for their differentia success. If we carry
out the thought experiment of placing Japan off Europe and England off China, we can see tha the
nature of the rdations of alarge idand with its continent are crucia. We aso need to remind oursaves
that very small accidents, a strong wind to destroy the fleets of Philip Il or Kublai Khan, can make al
the difference.

What | have tried to show through a concrete case study is that our understanding of a problem can
be degpened by changing our focus, by congtructing an intellectua telescope which can help the naked

% Cipolla, pp.76-7.



gye of the historian. As long as we remain within our culture and look a our past, we will only see
certain things. If we add the lens of contrast and look at Europe or England through the lens of India,
China, tribal societies etc., we will see many new things. But the extraordinary case of Jgpan provides
onefurther lens - of amilarity in difference. With this lens as well we can see even further into the mogt
mysterious, yet portentous, change of the last two thousand years of human higtory, the origins of
industrid capitdism.

(5000 words)
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