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1
            PREFACE AND SUMMARY

         

         For several decades of clinical practice, I have explored and pondered the nature and structure of human identity. This seems such a core aspect of what drives human beings – sometimes to gather together and sometimes to go to war. The simple and stark truth appears to be that we are collectively trapped in images. These may be images that we choose, that are given to us, or imposed on us – but they are all illusions, albeit seemingly necessary for our functioning in society, and we are inclined to defend them fiercely. They shape how we think, feel, and behave. In our narcissism we seek to preserve a positive, perhaps grandiose, image of self, engaging in slippage of logic and perception, as well as interpersonal manoeuvres to protect this. Sometimes we cruelly and sadistically enslave others to buttress our narcissistic image. Sometimes we have been deeply wounded by the narcissistic manoeuvres of others.2

         This combination of illusory image and coercion is well captured in the writings of the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan: “We regard narcissism as the central imaginary relation of interhuman relationships … seizing of the other in an image” (1956, pp. 92–93). Nevertheless, it is, as Kohut (1971) described, the transformation of these illusions that gives rise to core structures of the psyche.

         A stable narcissistic structure provides some sanctuary from the pains and terrors of reality, and from the unspeakable horror of the fragmented self. Without this stabilising function, we have the chaos and instability of the borderline state.

         Narcissistic and borderline states cannot be separated – they are two sides of the same coin. If we look at one side, we see the pathologies of the self; if we look at the other, we see the disturbances of relationships (both internal and external) and disorders of affect regulation. Sometimes one side is to the fore, and sometimes the other – and different authors focus on different sides. In this 3discussion, the emphasis is upon the developmental processes of narcissism since these concern the fundamental structures of the self, upon which all else depends.

         Under favourable developmental circumstances, the components of our primitive narcissism are transmuted, via the empathic and supportive responses of caregivers, to form healthy structures of self, as revealed by Kohut’s (1971, 1977, 1984) observations and insights. When these processes fail, we have the pathologies of both narcissism and borderline states. Human selves are indeed fragile.

         All case examples presented here are composite fictions, comprised of elements inspired by many actual patients.
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            Narcissism, delusion, and the development of the structural self

         

         “Everything I’ve ever done has been for your benefit,” a narcissistic parent may remark to their child. Similar statements may be made in relation to marriages, employment, service to organisations, etc. The claim is that the speaker has been devoted to someone or something beyond any concern for self – that is, a claim to be completely lacking in narcissism! Such remarks may be stimulated by an earlier rebuke or criticism. What distinguishes the claim as narcissistic is, first, its completely unrealistic nature, and, second, the speaker’s apparent belief in its truth. The narcissistic state is thus, in 5essence, one of delusion – a delusion about the speaker’s inner nature. In more extreme instances, this extends to the perception of external reality.

         As Roger Money-Kyrle stated:

         
            ... this narcissism … is a psychotic trait so pervasive in our species that to possess it is commonly considered to be not merely “normal” but essential to health … something the human race as a whole seems unable fully to outgrow. (1963, pp. 376–377)

         

         The narcissistic delusional state is not limited to those who appear overtly grandiose or mad in some way. It is commonplace among the population (even among psychoanalysts!).

         All of us may, on occasion, slip into narcissistic modes of thinking and relating (or, rather, non-relating), but a key feature of the more determinedly narcissistic is the persistence of the subtle self-righteous delusion of personal goodness. By contrast, a less narcissistic person, when faced with a criticism, 6will be more likely to consider its possible truth, to feel some, perhaps temporary, diminishment of self-esteem, to ponder how the reality of a failing might be mitigated or repaired – or perhaps, after due consideration, decide the criticism is unjustified. In the mind of the narcissistic person, this process of self-examination is bypassed, and any possible injury to the grandiose self-image (which may be a mostly covert image) is repudiated. Reality is sacrificed to the maintenance of the self-image.

         This is a key feature of the thought processes of the narcissistic person. Assertions and conclusions are made not on the basis of reality but on what serves either the person’s desires or self-image. Truth is regarded as subjective, varying according to the needs of the moment – although the speaker might claim otherwise. In the narcissistic state of mind, perceptual and cognitive processes are distorted, through selective attention and inattention and slippage of logic, such that reality is subordinated to the privileged task of preserving a grandiose self-image. A milder form occurs when it 7is not so much a grandiose self-image per se that is preserved but a preferred perspective, world view, or belief system. The more malign forms of narcissism involve the coercive recruitment of others in support of the delusional image or belief. This can involve intrusive attempts to take control of the mind of the other (Stark, 2007).

         Narcissistic modes of thought are readily observable among some of our more prominent politicians (Coffman, 2017). I will not name them, as they will easily be identifiable by the reader. They are often rather popular and seen as likeable characters – reflecting the perennial appeal of those who appear to have managed to preserve narcissistic illusions that the rest of us have largely, albeit reluctantly, abandoned (Freud, 1914c). Sometimes, they manage to seduce us (temporarily) into believing their own illusions. A notable tell-tale feature is the capacity for an essentially childlike slippage of logic combined with a counter- attack of displacement when challenged on a difficult subject – all in the service of preserving 8their private and public grandiose self-image. With some people of quick intelligence, this kind of logical sleight of hand is automatic and immediate, and no doubt seduces their own conscious mind as well as their audience.

         Narcissism is also of course a marked feature of young children, whose modes of thought and grandiose fantasies are often wildly at odds with reality. During optimum development, the grandiosity and fantastical thinking gradually give way to a greater accommodation of reality. As Freud (1911b) observed, the pleasure principle is gradually replaced by the reality principle – although never completely, and not at all during dreams. When sick, or under great stress or traumatic suffering, our narcissism returns. And some children, such as those with ADHD, may experience greater than normal difficulty in relinquishing grandiose narcissism, which has a drive-like quality that can be hard to restrain when the frontal lobes are not functioning efficiently (Mollon, 2015).

         Freud (1914c) noted that a child’s narcissism 9can be appealing: “It seems very evident that another person’s narcissism has a great attraction for those who have renounced part of their own narcissism and are in search of object love. The charm of a child lies to a great extent in his narcissism, his self-contentment and inaccessibility.” He observed that parents bestow their relinquished narcissism upon the child, who “shall have a better time than his parents … Illness, death, renunciation of enjoyment, restrictions on his own will, shall not touch him; the laws of nature and of society shall be abrogated in his favour; he shall once more really be the centre and core of creation – ‘His Majesty the Baby’, as we once fancied ourselves” (p. 91).

         Narcissism may be perpetuated also by social and cultural circumstances. For example, if a child grows up in a privileged environment, in terms of class, wealth, private education, and exposure to art and culture, all in ways that are at odds with the experiences of the general population, then the child’s natural grandiosity and tendency to feel superior, entitled, and special will remain relatively unchallenged. 10 The result is an adult who feels superior and entitled. This can be further exacerbated if the child is in other ways emotionally deprived, so that the illusion of social superiority provides a narcissistic sanctuary against the pain of separation and rejection. Again, this phenomenon can be observed quite readily among certain well-known politicians.

         Narcissism is clearly a normal feature of human development, along with egocentrism. By contrast, there are perhaps three overlapping and interwoven forms of narcissistic illness. One consists of egocentricity and a sense of entitlement combined with active attempts to distort reality and to coerce others into supporting a delusional belief (in one’s goodness, rightness, superiority, intelligence, entitlement, etc). Another, elaborated extensively in the work of Heinz Kohut, involves deficits in the structuring of the self. The third is to do with the myriad forms of defensive retreat from relatedness to others (usually because of profound early wounds to the structure, autonomy, and esteem of the self).11

         SOCIAL AND POLITICAL NARCISSISM

         It is not difficult to discern the same narcissistic phenomena that are found in individuals at the level of social movements (Freud, 1921c). An idea, a cause, a slogan, or motif, is selected as a basis for identification and idealisation. The individual then feels part of a group through the process noted by Freud: “[A] primary group of this kind is a number of individuals who have put one and the same object in place of their ego ideal and have consequently identified themselves with one another in their ego” (1921c, p. 116). The group is idealised – perhaps for its moral superiority – and this is how the Nazi movement perceived itself, organised around an ideal of sacrifice for the group (Koenigsberg, 2009). The “idea” is seen as a solution, perhaps an urgently necessary solution, to complex societal problems. Reality and logic are systematically distorted to fit this delusional simplification of complex issues. A further crucial component is often, but not always, the presence 12of a charismatic leader, who is able to argue the simplistic idea with emotional force. The idea, the group, and the leader(s) are all idealised. Like grandiosity, idealisation inherently involves distortion of reality. By participating in the group and identifying with it, the individual basks in the reflected glory of its idealisation and grandiosity, along with the euphoria of the sense of comradeship and surrender to the group mind.

         Once the narcissistic movement has coalesced around its overvalued idea, the group and its members no longer care about the reality of their impact on others – since reality itself has been partly discarded. Members of such a group may not appear delusional because their distorted perceptions and compromised cognition are shared by others. It is the group as a whole that is delusional. As Freud notes (drawing on the work of Le Bon):

         
            … groups have never thirsted after truth. They demand illusions, and cannot do without them. They constantly give what  13 is unreal precedence over what is real; they are almost as strongly influenced by what is untrue as by what is true. They have an evident tendency not to distinguish between the two. (1921c, p. 80)

         

         Common to such movements are demands for societal or political changes that are, in reality, likely to bring about economic collapse. Proponents may argue that their “cause” is more important than the economy. The distortion of perception consists of the failure to recognise that we live in complex and interconnected societies, and that all the structures and functions of these rest upon a functioning economy. If the economy were to collapse, then all social order would collapse – nothing would work – and the population would be at the mercy of gangsters, brigands, warlords, and feral creatures of all kinds. There is a failure to recognise that social order is fragile, requires vigilant care, and can rapidly be swept away.

         Like the individual narcissist, the narcissism 14of social movements is blind to the subjectivity of others. It does not matter who is hurt or suffers as a result of the pursuit of the selected idea.

         An individual narcissist may construct a grandiose self around a valid core of genuine talent, intelligence, or skill. Similarly, narcissistic social movements may seize upon a legitimate social, environmental, or political issue – but it is the dogmatism and selective inattention to the wider context or reality that reveals the narcissism. Skilful political demagogues will exploit and fuel the narcissistic injuries of the population, the wounded “national pride”, and feelings of deprivation and envy, and then offer the false narcissistic solution – promising greatness.

         Both individual and social narcissism can be profoundly destructive. Both heedlessly cause damage to others and to our collective structures and functions, through their idealisation of either self or a group idea. These malign phenomena are not limited to any particular political grouping, but can be found on both right and left, can be 15based on idealised forms of religion, and may occur among campaigners for all manner of causes. They seem increasingly prevalent, perhaps because the problems we face collectively are so severe and complex and can make us feel helpless and hopeless. Narcissism offers false solutions and makes the original problems much worse.

         KOHUT AND THE SEPARATE LINES OF DEVELOPMENT OF NARCISSISM

         The Chicago-based psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut arrived at the highly innovative perspective that narcissism is not fundamentally a juxtaposition to love of others (“object relations”), but follows its own developmental trajectory. In his 1966 paper “Forms and Transformations of Narcissism” and subsequent books (1971, 1977, 1984), Kohut drew attention to the two separate lines of development of narcissism: the grandiose self, and the idealised other/object. In the line of development of idealisation, the designated object of idealisation is 16seen as embodying perfection, of strength, intellect, beauty, or wisdom – while the self is felt to be part of, or linked to, this admired figure. In the grandiose self position, the formula is “Look at me, I am wonderful!”, whereas in the line of idealisation, the primitive formula is “You are wonderful, and I am part of you!” The line of idealisation may be considered an intermediate position, between primitive grandiosity and acceptance of reality – although Kohut did not appear to view it this way. For Kohut, these two lines of development each follow their own path, grandiosity gradually being transformed into realistic ambitions to be pursued on the basis of real work, whilst idealisation becomes transformed into persisting inner ideals and values. Traumatic narcissistic injuries (wounds to self-esteem and the sense of self), or undue narcissistic seductions (inappropriate encouragement of childhood grandiosity) can lead to disruptions of these two developmental lines of narcissism, resulting in persistence of unmodified primitive narcissistic grandiosity or idealisation. 17The unmodified infantile narcissism may be repressed, but always threatening to break out in shameful and destabilising ways.

         Kohut described how the derailed narcissistic lines of development may be reactivated when given appropriate conditions during later psychoanalytic therapy. When responded to with tact and empathy, the primitive narcissism undergoes tolerably dosed encounters with reality, allowing a process of “transmuting internalisation” to take place, resulting in the establishment of realistic ambitions and persisting ideals, forming for Kohut a key structure of the self. Many positive and wholesome qualities flow from the transformation of infantile narcissism – including a degree of psychic stability, creativity, wisdom, acceptance of the pains and limits of life, a capacity for wry humour, and a quality of greater depth in relationships with others (Kohut, 1971). Those whose artistic creativity is blocked by the destabilising and frightening persistence of untransformed primitive grandiosity become freer to manifest their talents appropriately.18

         Kohut’s clinical examples abound with accounts of narcissistic vulnerability – people whose sense of self and self-esteem were fragile, easily collapsing. These were more the kind of patients whom Rosenfeld (1987) described as “thin skinned” (Bernardi & Eidlin, 2018), Shaw (2013) as “traumatised narcissists”, and Perelberg (2003, 2004) as those presenting withdrawn and “empty space” states. On the other hand, Otto Kernberg (1975), writing at the same time as Kohut, referred to the much more unpleasant “thick skinned” types, whose pathology he described as based on a highly abnormal fusion of the images of the ideal self, the ideal other, and the actual self. For Kernberg, this was the pathological “grandiose self”. It is such people who display to an extreme degree the potential for narcissistic delusion and narcissistically distorted thought. The pathological grandiose self may also be linked with criminality, violence, and psychopathy.

         Unfortunately, and confusingly, Kohut and Kernberg both used the term “grandiose self” but 19referring to different phenomena. For Kohut it denoted a natural childhood position, while for Kernberg (1975) it meant a highly pathological structure that might require aggressive therapeutic confrontation (Bernstein, 2013). Kohut did use the term first.

         Through an understanding of Kohut’s work, it is possible to see how the very same constituents of pathological narcissism are also the building blocks and crucial components of a healthy psychological structure (Mollon, 2000, 2001a).

         THE HEALTHY GRANDIOSE SELF AND IDEALISED OTHER – BUILDING BLOCKS OF THE STRUCTURAL SELF

         Kohut pointed out that a degree of grandiosity is both natural and healthy in childhood, as is the capacity to idealise a parent, teacher, or imaginary figure. These are necessary embryonic components of later ambitions and ideals. The healthy human being is developmentally “pushed” by ambitions 20and “led” by ideals. Among those who feel satisfied by their later occupations in life, it is often possible to trace their current passions to early precursors, displaying a thematic continuity that has provided an organising coherence to their ambitions, ideals, and use of talents – these forming a triadic structure to the Self (Kohut, 1971, 1977).

         A charming illustration of these processes was provided on a radio programme, as the well-known “Supervet”, Professor Noel Fitzpatrick, described his childhood experiences that laid the foundations for his later career. He spoke of growing up on a farm in rural Ireland and, as a ten-year-old boy, his task was looking after and counting the sheep. One night he noticed a sheep was missing and went to search. On finding the sheep had fallen into a ditch while trying to give birth, he tried to pull it out, but found the lamb had died. His father had told him to look inside when a sheep had given birth because there might be another lamb, and there was. He managed to pull the live lamb out and clamber back up the bank, but he slipped and 21fell, and the lamb slithered down the steep bank into the ditch and drowned. Noel was desolate and in despair and wished he was wiser and stronger and could do more. Subsequently, he developed a desire to save all the lost and suffering animals in the world. He also established an imaginary idealised figure called Vetman, who had enormous and magical powers that were used for the benefit of all. Vetman would “take all the waifs and strays and animals that no one wanted and he would take all the bits and pieces that society discarded, bits of wheelbarrows and tractors, and springs from engines, and he would make the animals bionic” and fly from the chestnut tree in the garden and roam the neighbourhood rescuing abandoned or injured animals, bringing them home to be healed. This fantasy, that combined both the core ambition (of saving animals and making reparation for the death of the lambs) and its associated idealisation, sustained the boy’s healthy narcissism and self-esteem during years of feeling somewhat lonely and undergoing periods of bullying at school. Later, he 22trained as a vet and did indeed devote his life to healing animals, developing innovative methods, and also to expressing his ideal of love for all living beings through the Humanimal Trust that he founded. In these ways, his early narcissistic fantasies were transmuted into mature and reality-based ambitions and real achievements (BBC Radio 4, Saturday Live, 16 February 2019).

         More sombre illustrations of the role of ideals as structuring components of the Self were provided by Kohut (1990) in two examples from the Nazi era, of solitary martyrs who preserved the integrity of their inner self even at the expense of loss of their physical life. Franz Jaggerstatter was an Austrian peasant who refused to compromise his Christian ideals by serving in the German army, calmly going to the guillotine in 1943. Kohut presented Jaggerstatter’s account of a dream in 1938 that prompted his decision not to serve in the army. He had dreamt that he saw a beautiful railway train which circled around a mountain. Both grown-ups and children were streaming towards the train – 23but then he heard a voice saying: “This train is going to hell” (p. 139). Jaggerstatter reflected on his dream and concluded it represented the Nazi invasion and the movement that so many people were flocking to join. The Nazi movement and its symbols were themselves an extreme combination of grandiosity and idealisation, but of an evil nature.

         Kohut (1990) described a similar dream of Sophie Scholl, a 19-year-old woman, who was part of a group called the White Rose, which actively opposed the Nazi regime in 1941 by distributing leaflets and posting notices. After she was arrested and knew she was facing execution the next day, she had the following dream, which she reported to her cell mate. She dreamt that she carried a child, dressed in a long white robe, to be baptised. The church was up a long pathway, and suddenly she came across a crevasse gaping in front of her. She just managed to place the child on the other side before falling into the depths. Sophie Scholl’s own interpretation of her dream was that the child represented “our leading idea – it will live on and make 24its way to fulfilment despite obstacles” (p. 148).

         These people managed to preserve the healthy structure of what Kohut (1990) sometimes termed their “nuclear self” of persisting ideals and ambitions. Many do not, developing instead “a person who, despite his smoothly adaptive surface behaviour, experiences a sense of inner shallowness and who gives to others an impression of artificiality” (p. 136). This can be the source of profound depression and desperation later in life, fuelling midlife crises and later total despair:

         
            I believe that there is … a specific point in the life curve of the self at which a final crucial test determines whether the previous development had failed or succeeded … I am inclined to put the pivotal point … to late middle age when, nearing the ultimate decline, we ask ourselves whether we have been true to our innermost design. This is the time of utmost hopelessness for some, of utter lethargy, of that depression without  25 guilt and self-directed aggression, which overtakes those who feel they have failed and cannot remedy the failure in time and with the energies still at their disposal. The suicides of this period are not the expression of a primitive superego, but a remedial act – the wish to wipe out the unbearable sense of mortification and nameless shame imposed by the ultimate recognition of a failure of all-encompassing magnitude. (Kohut, 1977, p. 241)

         

         Thus, a guiltless despair may follow the failure to fulfil the basic agenda of the nuclear self, consisting of its enduring goals and values, but as a structure, its potential break-up is experienced as “disintegration anxiety”. Kohut (1983) gives an example, from a case he supervised, of how the nature of this anxiety can be misunderstood. In the context of discussion of termination, a patient had a dream: there was a ship – at sea – although the hull appeared held together, it was in great 26danger because all the nuts and bolts had gone – the ship might fall apart. Kohut considered the dream expressed, in a visual metaphor, the structural state of the self. The analyst interpreted that the dream represented the patient’s anxiety about the end of the analysis, when the safe shore of the treatment setting was no longer there. However, Kohut argued that (although broadly correct) the dream was not actually portraying the loss of the supportive figure of the analyst or of the setting – it was focused on the fear of the fragmentation of the self. It was what he called a “self-state dream”. The point here is that an analysand’s anxiety is not always about the relationship per se, but instead can be about the structural state of the self in the context of that relationship. This difference is important, albeit subtle and nuanced.

         For Kohut, the role of the other is not always a matter of relationship, but in addition concerns the way in which the responsiveness of significant others helps develop and sustain a person’s structural self. This comes about through supporting 27the gradual transmuting of primitive grandiosity and idealisation, enabling these to develop into mature ambitions and sustained ideals.

         THE SELFOBJECT – ITS POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE FORMS

         An important and key concept that Kohut introduced was that of the “selfobject”. By this term he denoted a functional fusion of the minds of two people. Rather than a fusion of the images of self and other, he meant that the capacity for empathically informed thought of one person (e.g., the mother) is essential for the good functioning of another person’s mind (e.g., her child). Crucially, Kohut pointed out that we never completely outgrow the need for selfobjects – we always need the availability of empathic others, sometimes more so at particular stages:

         
            Our mother lifted us up and held us close when we were babies and thus enabled us  28 to merge with her calmness and strength; she was an archaic idealised selfobject. A friend puts his arm around us or understandingly touches our shoulder, and we regain composure and strength; he is a mature selfobject for us now. (Kohut, 1983, p. 397)

         

         Certain neurobiological temperaments, such as ADHD, have an enhanced need for selfobject responsiveness (Mollon, 2015). When the availability or good functioning of selfobjects fails, the child or adult may experience a state of mental disintegration, with great anxiety and rage – that is, disintegration anxiety and narcissistic rage (Kohut, 1971, 1972, 1977).

         Repeatedly, Kohut emphasised that a purely “object relations” perspective fails to recognise that the anxiety of losing the other may sometimes be a dread of the annihilation of self that would ensue in the absence of the empathically responsive selfobject. He wrote of the horror of the loss of the selfobject “without which the self cannot continue 29to exist”, and that “What leads to the human self’s destruction … is its exposure to the coldness, the indifference of the nonhuman, the nonempathically responding world” (Kohut, 1984, pp. 17–18).

         Much of Kohut’s highly original work was concerned with the way in which the patient in psychoanalysis will, if allowed to do so, make use of the analyst as a selfobject to resurrect and continue developmental lines of narcissism and the structuring of the self that had been aborted in childhood. This process was described as the narcissistic or selfobject transference. Kohut (1971) gave two examples of “self-state dreams” illustrating the selfobject transference. In one, the patient is in a rocket, circling the globe, far away from the earth; he is nevertheless protected from an uncontrolled shooting off into space (psychosis) by the invisible pull of the earth. In the second, the patient is on a swing, flying forward and backward, higher and higher – yet there is never a danger of the patient flying off. Kohut explained that both dreams illustrate the selfobject transference 30protection against uncontrolled grandiose exhibitionist excitement.

         The point about the selfobject is that at certain stages of development, and to some extent throughout life, our self-esteem and sense of personal cohesion and coherence are dependent on the attuned responsiveness of others. Drawing on Kohut’s work and also that of attachment theorists, Schore (1994) outlined the neurobiological basis of the selfobject – which could also be framed as the “dyadic regulation of affect” by the “social brain”.

         THE MALIGN VARIANT OF THE SELFOBJECT

         Although Kohut emphasised developmentally positive aspects of the selfobject, there are also developmentally malign variants. Some people, both children and adults, have a particular capacity to recruit others into functioning as selfobjects, to the extent that the other person ceases to function independently. In such instances, it is as if one person 31operates as a narcissistic agent, hijacking the other person’s mind. The selfobject process has then advanced beyond the normal and healthy forms whereby one person provides emotional support to another, and has become a form of parasitic predation. It may be compared with similar processes denoted by Melanie Klein’s (1946) concept of projective identification, which includes the fantasy of penetrating the body or mind of the other in order to exert control – but the interpersonal manoeuvres I am describing have a reality beyond that of fantasy. The most common relationship contexts in which this occurs are between mother and child and between sexual partners. It can be a subtle and insidious process, developing without the “target” person’s conscious awareness. Beginning with selective rewards and reinforcements of behaviour that please the narcissistic agent, and punishment by aversive responses (cold withdrawal, shouting, rage, tantrums, appearing deeply wounded) of behaviour that displeases, the target person’s mind and behaviour are brought 32under the agent’s control. Physical violence may occur. This process of narcissistic grooming can be a core feature in the development of “coercive and controlling behaviour”, which is now a crime in the UK (Stark, 2007; Home Office, 2015; Walby & Towers, 2018). It is clearly also a feature of predatory sexual “grooming gangs” who target vulnerable young women. However, it can also occur between a child and mother, where the child is the narcissistic agent who has possessed the mother’s mind. Such examples may evoke feelings of horror and are frequently hidden because of extensive shame.
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