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Foreword



By David Talbot

The world is burning, and yet the firelight illuminates the way out. The times are dire, even catastrophic. Nonetheless we can sense a grand awakening, a growing realization all around the globe that “people have the power, to dream, to rule, to wrestle the world from fools” in the prophetic words of Patti Smith.

But in order to rouse ourselves from the nightmares that hold us in their grip, we need to know more about the forces that bedevil us, the structures of power that profit from humanity’s exploitation and from that of the earth. That’s the impetus behind Hot Books, a series that seeks to expose the dark operations of power and to light the way forward.

Skyhorse publisher Tony Lyons and I started Hot Books in 2015 because we believe that books can make a difference. Since then the Hot Books series has shined a light on the cruel reign of racism and police violence in Baltimore (D. Watkins’s The Beast Side); the poisoning of U.S. soldiers by their own environmentally reckless commanding officers (Joseph Hickman’s The Burn Pits); the urgent need to hold U.S. officials accountable for their criminal actions during the war on terror (Rachel Gordon’s American Nuremberg); the covert manipulation of the media by intelligence agencies (Nicholas Schou’s Spooked); the rise of a rape culture on campus (Kirby Dick and Amy Ziering’s The Hunting Ground); the insidious demonizing of Muslims in the media and Washington (Arsalan Iftikhar’s Scapegoats); the crackdown on whistleblowers who know the government’s dirty secrets (Mark Hertsgaard’s Bravehearts); the disastrous policies of the liberal elite that led to the triumph of Trump (Chris Hedges’s Unspeakable); the American wastelands that gave rise to this dark reign (Alexander Zaitchik’s The Gilded Rage); the energy titans and their political servants who are threatening human survival (Dick Russell’s Horsemen of the Apocalypse); the utilization of authoritarian tactics by Donald Trump that threaten to erode American democracy (Brian Klaas’s The Despot’s Apprentice); the capture, torture, and detention of the first “high-value target” captured by the CIA after 9/11 (Joseph Hickman and John Kiriakou’s The Convenient Terrorist); and the deportation of American veterans (J Malcolm Garcia’s Without a Country). And the series continues, going where few publishers dare.

Hot Books are more condensed than standard-length books. They’re packed with provocative information and points of view that mainstream publishers usually shy from. Hot Books are meant not just to stir readers’ thinking, but to stir trouble.

Hot Books authors follow the blazing path of such legendary muckrakers and troublemakers as Upton Sinclair, Lincoln Steffens, Rachel Carson, Jane Jacobs, Jessica Mitford, I. F. Stone and Seymour Hersh. The magazines and newspapers that once provided a forum for this deep and dangerous journalism have shrunk in number and available resources. Hot Books aims to fill this crucial gap.

American journalism has become increasingly digitized and commodified. If the news isn’t fake, it’s usually shallow. But there’s a growing hunger for information that is both credible and undiluted by corporate filters.

A publishing series with this intensity cannot keep burning in a vacuum. Hot Books needs a culture of equally passionate readers. Please spread the word about these titles—encourage your bookstores to carry them, post comments about them in online stores and forums, persuade your book clubs, schools, political groups, and community organizations to read them and invite the authors to speak.

We’re engaged in a war of ideas, a war for the hearts and minds of the American people. For too long, this war has been dominated by Fox News, right wing talk radio and the bestsellers that they manufacture. And by the corporate-sponsored discourse of the liberal media—including the New York Times and NPR-blessed authors and pundits who keep their social commentary within acceptable boundaries.

It’s time to go beyond this packaged news and propaganda. It’s time for Hot Books . . . journalism without borders.

—David Talbot, 2018


Introduction



Troll

1. to fish for by trolling

2. a: to antagonize (others) online by deliberately posting inflammatory, irrelevant, or offensive comments or other disruptive content

b: to act as a troll

—Merriam-Webster.com, 2017.

The national tragedy that was the election of 2016, in which a conspiracy theory–minded half-literate racist demagogue named Donald Trump managed to defeat the eminently qualified Hillary Clinton in the presidential race, created its own mini media industry asking the question why? How had this human troll, with his mugging face, orange coloring, and pussy-grabbing ways, managed to beat someone who had a long career in public service and had clearly done her homework?

A number of theories were floated, including claims that white working class America was reacting to poor economic circumstances, even though the economy was far more stable than it had been when Barack Obama won in 2008 and job numbers were largely looking good. Some imagined it must have had something to do with Clinton herself, that she had somehow run a uniquely terrible campaign and was solely to blame for the loss. But the evidence for this is lean on the ground.

The sad truth is that Trump owes his victory to a very dark turn in American conservatism. Unlike right wing ideologues of old, who at least tried to portray themselves as stabilizing and constructive, the right in the era of Trump is a movement of annihilation. They are bigoted, sexist, and mean, and often don’t even try to dress these destructive impulses up in the garb of tradition or religion.

They delight in cruelty for its own sake. Building something positive has no real value in this new right wing. Pissing off perceived enemies, such as feminists and liberals, is the only real political goal worth fighting for.

They are, in other words, a nation of trolls.

Trolling is a term that started on the internet, to describe people whose main purpose online was irritating other people. It’s the sort of thing that people of all political stripes used to engage in, a casual bullying for its own sake that was low stakes. But as the boundaries between real life and internet life have broken down, and as the internet has become the primary form of political communication, trolling morphed into something of a right wing philosophy.

No longer do those on the right feel any need to offer a particularly positive vision of America. Even Trump’s campaign slogan, “Make America Great Again,” was rarely backed up with an articulated vision of what, exactly, that greatness entailed. Instead, it was an angry yelp, aimed at liberal America. It’s about tearing apart a new America that was becoming more feminist and racially diverse. When social progress cannot be argued against, its opponents instead turn to trolling. And Trump—ignorant, thoughtless, mean, barely literate—would be their leader.

Trump’s election had the strangest of bellwethers: the world of video games.

It’s hard to believe it now, but in 2014, a storm of controversy raged for months in the online world of video gamers and became the template for what has been deemed “Trumpism.” Before there was Trump, there was “Gamergate,” where the smaller but equally American community of video game players was torn apart as the same bitter white guys (and their sad suck-up female supporters) lost their minds because some women had opinions about video games.

To most people who witnessed it at the time, Gamergate seemed like one of those incomprehensible internet wars that fades as quickly as it erupts, but in retrospect, it was an alarming portend of the rise of Trump, the alt-right, and an America that now has torch-wielding white supremacists starting street fights in the name of fascism. It foretold a country where the American right has devolved into a nihilistic movement, prepared to tear down the country rather than share it fairly with women, LGBT people and people of color.

Like many historical calamities, Gamergate began because a young man did not accept it when a woman told him no.

In August 2014, a man named Eron Gjoni wrote a nearly 10,000 word essay about his ex-girlfriend, a video game developer named Zoë Quinn. The piece, which he posted online, was an incoherent train wreck of thwarted male entitlement, in which Gjoni obsessed about Quinn’s sex life. Calling a girl a slut online is often enough to get the internet hoards to attack her, but Gjoni’s real stroke of genius was in claiming Quinn’s professional success was not a result of her talent, but due to her trading sexual favors for good press coverage.

The accusation, and this cannot be stated clearly enough, was flat-out false. (Quinn did date a journalist, but he never wrote about her work.) But it played off the resentment so many men feel when they see a woman who has more professional success than they do. The lie gave these men a comforting fiction to cling to, which is that women who excel aren’t really talented or interesting, but instead must be cheating—using sex or liberal guilt or anything but their actual talents to get ahead.

It’s the same myth that millions would later use to convince themselves that Trump was somehow more worthy of their vote than Clinton.

Gjoni shared his post on internet forums where a lot of young men had already gathered to complain about women who were gaining a foothold in the video game industry. The result was the stalker’s dream: Hundreds, possibly thousands of young men (and some women!) became lieutenants in Gjoni’s quest to punish Quinn for dumping him. They harassed and threatened Quinn until she was forced to leave her home.

The campaign continued to spiral even further out of control, as the online mob expanded the circle of harassment. The targets of the Gamergate are familiar to anyone who watched the rise of Trump. While women who were viewed as uppity were the main hate objects, accusations also flew against journalists, deemed corrupt and out of touch by the Gamergaters. People who advocated for gender and racial equality were sneeringly dismissed as “SJWs,” short for “social justice warriors.” The vitriol was always justified by a hazy nostalgia for the good old days, when video games were supposedly simple and didn’t bother players with all this political correctness.

Gamergaters, one could say, wanted to make video gaming “great again.”

While the entire debacle garnered a lot of media attention, mostly from journalists—including myself—who couldn’t believe how angry so many young men were, one enterprising young writer named Milo Yiannopoulos saw an opportunity. He saw that Gamergaters were incoherent and unorganized, but with a little leadership, they could be whipped into a hard-right youth movement. Yiannopoulos got to work injecting himself into the middle of Gamergate, writing apologies for the movement on the far-right site Breitbart and riling up the harassment mobs on Twitter.

Mainstream conservatives tend to lean on arguments of tradition and morality in order to undermine women’s progress. Older conservatives try to spin their sexist views in positive terms, claiming that putting restrictions on women’s reproductive rights and job opportunities is about constructing a happy family life. Traditional conservatism is genteel and condescending to women.

Yiannopoulos, despite—or because—he’s both gay and British, seemed to get why Gamergaters were different. He dispensed with the niceties of the past and embraced a politics of unvarnished resentment. He told angry young men that they were being terrorized by “an army of sociopathic feminist programmers and campaigners, abetted by achingly politically correct American tech bloggers,” and gave his young followers permission to embrace the politics of destruction.

Milo didn’t pretend to be motivated by sexual morality or family values. Instead, he wallowed in foul language and braggadocio about his sexual exploits. He told his readers that they were justified in their feeling that women had, by striving for equality, stolen something from them. He offered them an anti-feminism stripped of any pretense towards chivalry, instead giving them permission to embrace a politics composed of nothing but resentment and destructive urges. He let them believe that the minor bumps and bruises of young adulthood, such as career struggles or dating struggles, were the direct result of women’s efforts towards equality—and that justified harassment and cruelty towards women in return.

Gamergate faded, but Yiannopoulos’s star continued to rise. Mainstream media sources were fascinated by how he was selling a right wing politics that wasn’t interested in the usual justifications of social order or religious faith. Milo portrayed himself as a rebel, framing destructiveness as subversion. He harnessed an army of young male supporters he cultivated by tapping their resentments towards women, and pointed their ire at targets, such as Muslim immigrants, that fit the larger Breitbart agenda of white nationalism.

It was Yiannopoulos who really grasped, for instance, that the 2016 reboot of Ghostbusters, which starred four women instead of four men, created a perfect opportunity to tap into a vein of male outrage. For every man who still can’t believe women are allowed to reject him, for every male college student angry that a girl got better grades, for every sexist still bitter that a woman got promoted over him at work, Milo offered yowling about the supposed injustice of Ghostbusters as an opportunity for revenge.

Yiannopoulos called the movie “an overpriced self-esteem device for women betrayed by the lies of third-wave feminism.” It was a perfect distillation of his immense powers of projection. It’s his audience whose self-esteem is shattered by seeing women in the kind of comedic roles they wish to believe that only men are capable of mastering. And it’s his audience that would rather tear the Ghostbusters franchise down by its ears than have to share it with women.

As with Gamergate, Yiannopoulos was a ringleader in the movement to destroy Ghostbusters through an online harassment campaign, a movement that unsurprisingly focused mostly on the one woman of color on the cast, Leslie Jones, who Yiannopoulos called “barely literate” and “another black dude.”

Even Trump got involved, putting out a 6-minute video where he whined, “And now they’re making Ghostbusters with only women. What’s going on?!”

The harassment of Jones got Yiannopoulos kicked off Twitter, but his banning only seemed to reinforce the view of Yiannopoulos’s fans that they are victims of a “politically correct” culture that supposedly wishes to suppress supposed truths about race and gender through shaming and censoriousness.

To be clear, neither Yiannopoulos nor the modern right writ large invented this idea of trolling the left as a political ideology onto itself. Plenty of right wing personalities laid the pathway for the idea that messing with liberals is a reasonable substitute for having a coherent political philosophy. Rush Limbaugh, for instance, has maintained a multi-decade career as a radio talk show host by focusing his show primarily on the subject of the alleged evils of liberals and why listeners should hate these ominous creatures.

But after decades of that kind of propaganda, trolling liberals is no longer considered just a fun sport, but the ultimate purpose of conservative politics. The idea of making a positive argument in favor of conservative values has atrophied, leaving only the desire to troll in its place.

Ultimately, Yiannopoulos’s most lasting legacy will likely be in his support for the Trump campaign, which in turn helped a generation of resentful young men believe that voting Trump, who Yiannopoulos called “Daddy,” was the ultimate way to troll the feminists and liberals they hate. That Trump had nothing positive to offer doesn’t bother Milo and his fans. If anything, that is seen as a plus: Trump is the politics of destruction, personified.

“I can put up with almost anything from Donald Trump, because of the existential threat he poses to political correctness,” Yiannopoulos told me when I interviewed him in October 2016.

“He’d rather grab a pussy than be one,” Yiannopoulos said after a tape was released of Trump, apparently unaware of a hot mic, bragging about how he likes to kiss and grab women “by the pussy” without their consent. Sexual assault is of no concern to this new right. It angers feminists and puts women in their place, after all. What else do you need to know?

Milo and his millions of supporters embody the nihilism that defines the new right under Trump. They don’t particularly care if Trump is a failure or incapable of doing or creating anything positive. He’s just a human sledgehammer to wield against a world that is starting to question whether white men are inherently superior to the rest of us. He’s revenge for every woman who wouldn’t fuck them, every black guy that got better grades, every younger relative who wrinkled their nose at them when they had too many drinks at Thanksgiving and let loose with a racial slur.

“I could stand in the middle of 5th Avenue and shoot somebody and I wouldn’t lose voters,” Trump bragged while campaigning for the Iowa caucus.

It’s a brag that rings true, at least for his most ardent supporters. Depending on whom he shot, they might even cheer.

But imagine if Trump got hit on the head and had a personality change that led him to declare that, in interest of rectifying hundreds of years of white supremacy, he was supporting reparations. Then, after all this time, his base would turn on him.

Both Gamergate and the Yiannopoulos-led campaign against Ghostbusters have much in common with the strategy Trump used to transition out of being a reality TV star and into politics: Birtherism, a widespread conspiracy theory on the right that holds that Barack Obama was an illegitimate president because he was supposedly not born in the United States.

Trump didn’t invent birtherism, which writer Ta-Nehisi Coates calls “that modern recasting of the old American precept that black people are not fit to be citizens of the country they built.” But Trump did use his fame as a tabloid fixture and the host of The Apprentice to repeatedly inject the conspiracy theory into mainstream media spaces that used to be hostile to the kind of people who breathlessly recite racist urban legends.

Starting in the spring of 2011, Trump appeared on Fox News, NBC, MSNBC, and CNN, claiming, falsely, that Obama was hiding his true birth certificate and that a “tape’s going to be produced fairly soon” proving Obama was born in Kenya. Even after Obama, in an effort to shut down the Trump-fueled media chatter, produced the birth certificate, Trump kept at it, declaring on Twitter that the birth certificate is “a fraud” and suggesting Obama was having people murdered to cover up the truth.

Trump also started pushing the idea that Obama hadn’t gotten into Columbia University and Harvard Law School honestly. Trump repeatedly claimed he would pay millions of dollars in a ransom to get copies of Obama’s transcripts, clearly implying that Obama didn’t have the grades and had cheated to get into these prestigious universities.

Trump’s birtherism and Yiannopoulos’s campaigns around Gamergate and Ghostbusters, are about saying, without coming right out and saying it, that women and people of color are inferior to white men. The implication of all these movements is that the success enjoyed by women or people of color is unearned and inauthentic, that people like them simply cannot actually be smart or talented or even legitimate enough to get that far. And that everyone else supposedly sees it, too, but are too cowed by the fear of being called “racist” or “sexist” to say so publicly.

This narrative has a special appeal to men like Trump, who aren’t particularly special or intelligent. The idea that the unfit are getting elevated by “affirmative action” or “political correctness” allows such men to believe that they would be the stars and the much-heralded geniuses, if those undeserving inferiors weren’t sucking all the oxygen out of the room.

Yiannopoulos himself was set to ride a narrative of white male victimization to the kind of fame and fortune that continues to elude his female or non-white peers in mediocrity. Even after he got kicked off Twitter, he secured a quarter million dollar advance on a book deal with Simon & Schuster and was starting to book high profile appearances on shows like “Real Time with Bill Maher,” where he received a convivial welcome.

Then a video surfaced in early 2017 showing Milo decrying the “arbitrary and oppressive idea of consent” that legally and morally prevents adult men from having sex with 13-year-old boys, a social more he blamed on “the left.” While celebrating Trump bragging about the sexual abuse of adult women was treated by many in both right wing and mainstream media as a joyous assault on political correctness, celebrating the sexual abuse of boys was a bridge too far. After all, most of the people in power had themselves once been a boy, vulnerable to sexual predation.

Yiannopoulos lost his book deal and most of his mainstream media support after that. Luckily for him, the landings for the oppressed wealthy white man tend, even in 2017, to be feathery soft. Yiannopoulos self-published his book and is getting a heavy promotion schedule at Breitbart. He also has a lucrative speaking career, getting paid the big bucks by conservative groups on college campuses who see booking him as a delightful way to troll the liberals.

Milo’s career demonstrates that, in the 21st century, one doesn’t need interesting ideas or any real talents to sell yourself as a thought leader on the right. All you need is an overweening sense of white male entitlement and a gleeful sadism in defending it. As long as you have both those things, nothing you can say or do, no matter how offensive or terrible, will cause an audience of bitter white men (and some women!) to pry themselves away from you.

Ask Milo’s hero: Donald J. Trump. Or, as people now call him, “Mr. President.”


Chapter 1

Political Correctness



Almost no other concept has been as great a gift to the American right as the myth of “political correctness,” this widespread contention in right wing circles that a censorious left has somehow disallowed conservatives nationwide to enjoy their First Amendment–guaranteed right to be an asshole. This belief, that right wing mouths have all been sewn shut by a Stalinist left, played an enormous role in the election of Trump.

“I am so tired of this politically correct crap,” Politico reported Trump saying to the biggest cheers of the night at a South Carolina rally during the campaign.

“They have put political correctness above common sense, above your safety, and above all else,” he said in a speech in June 2016.

“I think the big problem this country has is being politically correct. I’ve been challenged by so many people and I don’t, frankly, have time for total political correctness,” Trump said during a Republican debate.

There are many other examples, but I’ll end on that one, because it encapsulates the rhetorical sleight-of-hand so many on the right use to establish the myth of “political correctness.” They conflate being challenged with being censored.

It’s an argument that really should be self-refuting. If the conservative right to free speech depends on not being challenged, then, by logic, it requires ending the liberal right to free speech. After all, what are liberals doing when they challenge Trump, if not using their free speech to counter his?

Even setting aside the legal definition of free speech, the problem with the term “political correctness” is, in itself, a form of political correctness. What is political correctness, if not the use of shame and social repercussions to discourage certain forms of expression? But labeling someone “politically correct” is using shame and the threat social repercussions to discourage any expression the conservative deems overly progressive.

It’s a very snake-eating-its-tail problem, but the illogic doesn’t seem to register with the members of troll nation. As with most things in troll nation, the free speech posturing and claims to desire a rough-and-tumble public discourse are feints. The behavior of the right suggests that the real goal here is not free speech at all. If anything, it’s an effort to escape engaging in real discourse, which always brings with it the threat of proving the intellectual emptiness of so many right wing ideas.

There’s an evil genius to conservatives painting themselves as champions of free speech chafing against the censorious forces of political correctness. As long as people are arguing about free speech and whether or not it’s being taken from the right, they aren’t actually arguing about the ideas that conservatives are touting. The “political correctness” gambit allows right wingers to imply their ideas are just so scintillating that the scared lefties have to censor them, without ever having to prove the validity of those ideas. It’s a damn good way to make bad ideas seem rebellious and compelling.

Nowhere has this become more obvious than in the growing community of overt white supremacists, angry “men’s rights activists,” would-be brownshirts and other assorted jackasses that Hillary Clinton memorably labeled the “deplorables” that have been empowered by Trump’s campaign and election.

Spend five minutes reading some alt-right blogger expounding on the supposed threats to “Western civilization” or how men are the gender that’s really oppressed or, god forbid, how the popularity of rap music is leading to “white genocide,” and it quickly becomes apparent how, just on the basis of their arguments alone, they aren’t going to make inroads with the public at large. And the alt-right knows this, which is why their public-facing events have been packaged not as showcases for their rancid political beliefs, but as “free speech” rallies.

Instead of trying to defend their actual arguments, the alt-right prefers to be seen defending their right to make those arguments. That very few people are actually trying to shut them down hardly seems to matter. If they can’t get actual leftists with actual power, they will pull stunts to create the illusion of censorship where none exists.

This was how the violence in Charlottesville, Virginia—which ended in the murder of a woman named Heather Heyer when a white supremacist plowed his car into a crowd of progressive demonstraters—began.

A group of white supremacists and other fringe right figures descended on the city for a two-day protest, claiming, as they always do, that they are the victims of leftist oppression. In this case, the complaint was over efforts to tear down statues honoring Confederate leaders, including the one of Robert E. Lee in Charlottesville. Fringe right figures love Confederate statues, because, obviously, these statues are tributes to white supremacy. It’s not just that the men depicted literally committed treason to defend slavery, though that certainly should be reason enough to tear the statues down. The statues were largely built expressly as a way to assert white supremacy.

As many historians repeatedly pointed out, most Confederate statues were built during times of heightened racial tensions—usually when black Americans were pushing for more rights or gaining economically, and getting lynched or terrorized in return. Most were built in the early 20th century, when the KKK was reforming and lynchings were on the rise, and there was another spate of statue-building in response to the civil rights movement of the ’50s and ’60s.

The Robert E. Lee statue in Charlottesville was built in 1924, at the edge of a prosperous black neighborhood, Vinegar Hill. It was less about memorializing anything special Lee had done, and more to send a threat to black residents who were seen as uppity for having economic success. Eventually, white Virginians made good on the implicit threat, and Vinegar Hill was razed and taken over.

It’s quite clear that the reason that the alt-right feels protective of these statues is they continue to admire and honor the values these statues stand for, which are white supremacy and the terrorizing of black people. But those are hard values to defend publicly, so instead, the right tries to make the discussion one of censorship and free speech, by accusing progressives of trying to hide history.

This is a nonsense argument, of course. Europeans, for instance, do a fine job of remembering the history of WWII without littering the landscape with statues portraying Hitler as a noble Christian warrior. But as a rhetorical tactic, it works fairly well. As long as they’re forcing an argument about speech and memory and censorship, the alt-right doesn’t have to defend what it is about slavery and white supremacy they find so honorable anyway.

The one problem, however, was that the protesters that showed up in Charlottesville did a piss-poor job of keeping up the pretense that this was an anti-censorship rally. The torch-wielding mob chanted racist slogans, waved Nazi flags, and made it quite clear what these folks are really about.

But even after the mask slipped that far, Trump clearly thought he could get away with rolling out the script about how it’s just a bunch of free speech activists sticking it to the politically correct.

“You had people in that group that were there to protest the taking down of, to them, a very, very important statue and the renaming of a park from Robert E. Lee to another name,” Trump whined during a post-Charlottesville press conference. “You’re changing history. You’re changing culture.”

Trump and the alt-right organizers’ attempt to establish a narrative where oppressed white supremacists are enduring censorship at the hands of leftists failed him that time, due to the murder and the general inability of the alt-right crowds to keep a lid on their enthusiasm for fascism that day. But the strategy of framing their issue in terms of “free speech” and opposition to “political correctness”—instead of as simply naked enthusiasm for racism and misogyny—has made more headway elsewhere.

The strategy, in Charlottesville and elsewhere, has been simple: Hold alt-right rallies in liberal-leaning cities with large college populations, pretending that the rallies are in the name of “free speech,” but which are in fact an attempt to recruit more people to a toxic ideology built around bigotry and fascist sympathies. Act in incredibly provocative ways, including starting fights, and then pose as victims of violent leftist thugs who use their fists in the name of censorship. Ideally, they also get universities or the city police departments to shut it all down, so they can then claim they are victims of liberal censorship.

It’s a disturbingly effective strategy because, to be blunt, there are a small minority on the left who are willing to play their assigned roles in this little bit of fascist drama, as the censors and the violent thugs. Antifas, the name for a loose coalition of anti-fascist activists who believe in direct action like outing fascists and confronting them on the street, have been known to get into fistfights with the “deplorables.” This is especially true in college towns, where there are a lot more young, idealistic people ready to do this sort of thing. And there are a number of people on the left who demand that universities shut down right wing speakers.
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