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			These provocative, wide-ranging conversations were recorded in New York City in three sessions during the fall of 2023 and spring of 2024. In prompting and directing the discussion, emphasis was placed upon relating current issues to deeper questions of knowledge, faith, the search for truth and common ground, and the vocation of the teacher in the context of the modern university. The publisher wishes to thank Professors George and West for their generous participation in this project, as well as Nic Rowan, who assisted in the preparation of the manuscript.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Seeking Truth Through Conversation

		

	
		
			The two of you have been interviewed many times on the subject of your remarkable friendship and your long history of teaching together at Princeton. But for the benefit of those who don’t know the story, why don’t you tell us how you met.

			Robert P. George: I felt a fellowship with Cornel even before we became friends because we were interested in the same questions. In Princeton faculty conversations, he was always insisting that the discussion—even if it would sometimes get a bit technical—come back to the important and deep questions, the questions of meaning and value. Once or twice we got together for lunch, but that was episodic and while we had nice conversations, we had not yet developed something we would count as a friendship, much less the deep relationship we later came to enjoy.

			That friendship began in 2005 through a student of mine who was also a student of Cornel’s. He showed up at my door during office hours to tell me about a project that he was involved with, creating a new campus magazine. He described it as our Princeton campus equivalent of The New Yorker. He and some of his fellow students had raised a large sum of money, I’m guessing from alumni, or in any event from friends, to launch it. He told me that in each issue, he wanted to have a feature where one Princeton professor would interview another. They had lined up Cornel West as interviewer in the inaugural issue and had asked him whom he would like to interview. Cornel had indicated he wanted to interview Robert George. “Who, me?” I asked.

			I was flattered because, after all, Cornel could have chosen any faculty member; Princeton is filled with accomplished, celebrated scholars across a wide range of fields. Even then, I knew the breadth of Cornel’s interests, from literature and art to philosophy. He could have interviewed anybody. Of course, I agreed to do it. When the appointed day came, we had the interview, if I can call it that. It was a rollicking, rambunctious conversation. It wasn’t anything that I would recognize as an interview, but it was great. We talked about deep philosophical questions and contemporary political questions. It became very clear—even clearer than it previously had been—that we really were interested in the same sorts of issues.

			I think it became clearer in that conversation that we were also interested in many of the same authors, the great philosophers of antiquity—Plato, Aristotle, Cicero—as well as medieval thinkers—Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas Aquinas—Reformation thinkers, Renaissance thinkers—Erasmus and Thomas More—Enlightenment thinkers, nineteenth-century figures such as John Henry Newman and John Stuart Mill, and twentieth-century thinkers, ranging from John Dewey to C.S. Lewis, and from Leo Strauss to Martin Luther King Jr. We read the same stuff, and the writers who shaped and influenced our thinking were in so many cases the same writers.

			That conversation, which I think was supposed to be an hour or maybe two hours, ended up being more than four hours before I realized that I needed to get home for dinner. And even then, as we walked down to my car, we continued the conversation. I stood there for a half hour with my hand on the door latch because we couldn’t stop chatting about these issues and thinkers we were both interested in. When we parted, we both said, “This has just been a wonderful conversation. We really do need to get to know each other better. Let’s look for another opportunity to go to lunch or have dinner soon and continue the conversation.”

			But then, just a few days later, we both received a message from the dean of the college pleading for senior faculty to volunteer to teach freshman seminars. The freshman seminar program, she explained, was a very important part of our curriculum. We advertised it to prospective students, especially the fact that even freshmen at Princeton have opportunities to interact with senior faculty, even some of our most distinguished and celebrated faculty. But she needed more senior faculty to make that a reality. Well, the light bulb went off over my head: I recalled that conversation, which I’d had only a few days earlier with Cornel. I thought, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if Cornel and I could do a freshman seminar together focused on the great books that have shaped our own journeys, our intellectual and spiritual odysseys?”

			I got in touch with Cornel, and he immediately said it was a great idea. So, we volunteered to teach our seminar. We called it “Adventures of Ideas,” which is the title of one of the great Harvard philosopher Alfred North Whitehead’s books. We began with Sophocles’ Antigone and then read Plato’s Gorgias, which had been a very important reading for my own development. We read Saint Augustine’s Confessions and went all the way up to the twentieth century with figures such as John Dewey and C.S. Lewis and Martin Buber and Martin Luther King. It was just a wonderful experience.

			From the very first moment in that seminar together, I knew that we had something that was beyond what people call “chemistry.” We had magic. We stimulated each other, we bounced ideas off each other. Cornel would say things that would make me deepen my thinking. I would say things that he says stimulated his thinking. And we were interacting with our students. Pretty soon I couldn’t wait for Wednesday to come along, so that we would be back in the classroom together. Those three hours in the evening would go flying by because it was such a wonderful, exhilarating experience. I learned so much just from teaching with him. He’s a master teacher.

			Out of that experience grew a deep friendship. As Cornel says, “It’s beyond a friendship; we’re family.” He knows my beloved parents. I knew his beloved mother and his daughter Zeytun. She calls me Uncle Robby. I refer to her as my niece Zeytun. It’s a very, very deep special relationship, which has been one of the great blessings of my life, not just as a scholar, but as a human being.

			Cornel West: Robby is a truth teller in a lot of different ways, and he told the truth there. There’s no doubt that he’s been a genuine blessing in my life. When I first met Robby, he struck me as one of the few persons who had that paradoxical feature of a serious mind, which is to say, a genuine interest in the perennial issues of what it means to be human, alongside a sense of history: You can already see the one in the many. You can already see that this transcends time, that which is on the one hand, perennial, and on the other hand, contingent and variable and changing. And what that does is it generates a synoptic vision. Robby has a synecdochic imagination, which relates parts to wholes and ways in which the whole is always more than sum of the parts. That’s very rare in the highly professionalized, commodified, corporatized academy.

			Early on, when they asked me who I would like to talk to, I said, “I’d like to talk to this brother because we never had a chance to spend a sustained amount of time together.” Now, we were with towering figures like the radical political philosopher Sheldon Wolin and the liberal political thinker George Kateb and others, so we had a deep appreciation of what intellectual greatness was. And that goes all the way back to the tradition as a whole. I think one of the things we discovered in our conversations and our teachings is that as truth seekers and persons concerned about the perennials of truth and goodness and beauty in the whole and goodness connected to justice, we had to reinforce our calling to keep alive the best of the West.

			There’s a wonderful line in T.S. Eliot’s lovely essay on the British idealist philosopher F.H. Bradley where he says that things are so dim and so grim that it’s not even a matter of talking about victory. It’s a matter of trying to keep alive the memory of what arete, excellence, once was. I think both of us had a sense of living at a particular historical moment and in a culture that was losing access not just to the best of what had gone into the making of it, but more importantly in it—as if you could be indifferent toward it, as if you could be indifferent toward the best and it would have no consequences in the quality of our lives, as well as others around the world.

			Now, we always acknowledge the best of other civilizations, empires, and cultures in Asia and Africa, Indigenous peoples, and so forth. But we acknowledged that we had been disproportionately shaped by the West. In our conversations, we always talked about the Socratic legacies of Athens and the Ciceronian legacies of Rome, the prophetic legacies of Jerusalem, the various enlightenments in Europe, as well as the ways in which the underside, the colonialism, the imperialism was always there, no doubt. But at the same time, there were Western voices that were critical of it. So, we talked about Western crimes and about various voices in the West that were critical of Western crimes, so people get a sense of the ambiguous legacies of the various traditions that had shaped us.

			Now here he was, a vanilla brother from West Virginia; his grandfathers were coal miners who had been immigrants from Syria and Italy. And here I was, descended from these dignified Africans who were enslaved, from Jim Crow and Jane Crow who were lynched, and so forth. Yet we could come together, wrestling with a sense of what it means to be human, acknowledging that we had been deeply influenced by the best of a series of legacies and traditions.

			I mean, if you look at Robby—and both of us in a certain sense—we begin with Plato. But I think Robby goes Plato, Aristotle, and then Cicero and Aquinas, where I begin with Plato, and I probably go to Lucian first, the ancient Greek satirist, and all those other comic writers with their love of incongruity and inconsistency. I’m a passionate lover of Anton Chekhov, and like him, I’m deeply preoccupied with the absurdity and irrationality of human affairs. When we get to modern skeptics like Søren Kierkegaard and Blaise Pascal, we have wonderful fights together. When I first met Robby, I was convinced that Giambattista Vico was the greatest Italian philosopher of all time. Now thanks to Robby, I’m convinced that it’s Aquinas, and Vico is a close number two.

			But even within this conversation—and we go at it philosophically and theologically—we have these deep commonalities. And when we get to politics and ideology, people say, “Well, he’s supposed to be conservative and you are progressive. He’s supposed to be right wing, and you’re supposed to be left wing.” And we say, “Oh yeah, that is true.”

			George: We’re supposed to be going at it.

			West: After all our conversations and times together with our families—and he’s going to my daughter’s plays, and I’m blessed to spend time with his wife Cindy and his mother and father who are just magnificent exemplars of loveliness and integrity—we say, “Yeah, we’re really supposed to be going at each other.” And we do have disagreements that in the wider culture can generate very intense polarization. We understand that. There’s no doubt about that. There are some very serious things at stake in terms of wrestling with issues like the relation of markets and governments, talking about abortion, and talking about how we understand the ugly legacies of white supremacy and male supremacy and anti-Jewish, anti-Arab, and all ideologies that lose sight of human beings as individuals.

			But in the end, what brings us together is something more than a friendship. It is a deep brotherhood. It really is. What brings us together is a fundamental commitment to Socratic intellectual humility. Robby exemplifies it, and he’s a masterful teacher of it. Some of the best courses that we’ve taught, we’ve had Robby on leftist writers, which I try to accent by teaching on the conservative writers.

			One of the things I’ve tried to do is to make our conversations probably as much about art: Eliot’s Four Quartets, Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis, Death in Venice by Thomas Mann, or perhaps the greatest short story in the English language, “The Dead” by James Joyce. And there’s Chekhov, of course. I also continually bring out the artistic dimensions of John Coltrane and Beethoven and Chopin and Sarah Vaughan and what have you. And this is one way in which we cross-fertilize each other, at the level of soul, mind, heart. After that you get to civic life, then you get to politics, and these are all inextricably intertwined. You tell me if you agree with that characterization. Does it make sense?

			George: Absolutely. The thing that struck me from the beginning—even before we were friends—is that Cornel is a truth seeker. He’s got opinions just as I have opinions, he has beliefs and convictions, just as I have beliefs and convictions. But he’s the kind of scholar who has not fallen so deeply in love with his opinions that he values them over truth.

			A truth seeker is someone who is always willing to subject his opinions, whatever they may be, no matter how deeply held, no matter how cherished, to criticism. Cornel wants to get to the truth of things. Now, because he’s a powerful advocate in the public square of the things he believes in, well-known as an activist as well as a scholar, people in general, I think, don’t know this about him. It’s much clearer if you’re in a seminar with him, or when we’re driving home together, maybe after an event that we did together late at night. And we’re talking about some of these issues. There, it’s very clear that what Cornel is fundamentally interested in is getting at the truth of things, especially when it comes to the deepest and most important questions.

			We do talk about substantive political issues: tax policies, social issues, environmental questions, and so forth. But those are a relatively small part of our conversation, only because we’ve got so much else to talk about. Not just philosophical questions, but matters having to do with literature and art, and especially in those areas, I learn so much from him because he is so much more deeply learned than I am in these areas. So, our relationship has caused me to do more reading, for example, on the works of great Russian writers, Leo Tolstoy, Fyodor Dostoevsky, and even Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, whom I had read only superficially prior to this relationship.

			And of course, Chekhov, Cornel’s greatest hero. I’d read the standard plays that any decently educated American student would read, but I did not know Chekhov well until Cornel’s near obsession with him caused me to think, “You know what? There’s got to be some important stuff here for Cornel to be so focused on it.” I checked and, of course, indeed, once I got into it, I can see that Chekhov’s got deep insights into the complexities of human nature that go well beyond his obvious ideas about human folly. It explains why Cornel’s so interested in him. Cornel mentioned this a moment ago, this very interesting difference in intellectual approach that we have where I go from Plato to Aristotle to Aquinas and figures like that.

			How does this play out in practice?

			George: In the heat of debate, Cornel would see me as being just too rationalist. He would see me as thinking the world is more ordered and therefore more intelligible to the inquiring human intellect than it actually is. In the heat of the same debate, I would perceive Cornel as being too fideist. That means supposing that the disorder of the world is so profound and so innate, we are required, more often than not, at the end of the day, to make leaps of faith about what we cannot actually know by the working of the intellect.

			So, where I resonate with an Aristotelian writer like Aquinas, he resonates with a paradoxical thinker like Kierkegaard. He’s struck by the absurdity of things in the world. I’m more struck by the order. Now, once we cool down, I realize that Cornel perceives sufficient order in the world to affirm that there are truths that are knowable and that it should be our business, because it’s our responsibility, to know them. We can never know them perfectly, we can never know them fully, but we must know them as well as we can to understand the order of the universe—whether it’s the moral order, the natural order, the social order, or the supernatural order—we must know them, understand them as deeply as we can. And in that same cool light, Cornel will notice that while I believe that the universe is ordered in a way that renders it fundamentally intelligible to the inquiring human intellect, it is not so tightly ordered that there are no paradoxes or even absurdities.

			So, it’s more of a difference in emphasis, a difference in what actually strikes us as the most interesting feature of the cosmos. It’s parallel in a certain sense to what they sometimes say about Samuel Johnson and James Boswell. It is sometimes said that the difference between Boswell and Johnson—and you see it right there in Boswell’s famous biography of his great friend—is that what fundamentally interests Boswell is what’s different about people, and what fundamentally interests Johnson is what is the same about people—the common human nature, as opposed to the contingent differences, despite the fact that we’re all made out of the same stuff and we’re all rational animals, to use Aristotle’s phrase.

			There’s a similar sort of difference in temperament, sensibility, in what strikes us. And because we have that difference, we enrich each other and push each other. It’s exhilarating for both of us, and it creates this bond of affection between us. I mean, how can you not love someone from whom you learn in every conversation?

			Cornel, do you want to persuade Robby?

			West: He’s a truth seeker. He’s interested in being engaged.

			George: It never occurs to me to think in terms of persuading Cornel. I just don’t think that. I mean, sure, if I believe something and he doesn’t believe it, since I think it’s right, I think he’d be better off believing it. So, I certainly want to give him my reasons.

			West: Right.

			George: But I guess when you respect another person as a genuine truth seeker and recognize that he is as determined a truth seeker as I am, even someone I admire, then when we engage, it’s not with a view to persuading him, it’s with a view to trying to get to the truth of the thing.

			So, you’re not trying to change each other’s minds?

			George: I mean, that’s not an operational objective. It could be a consequence. That’s true. There’s no doubt about that. But we’re trying to get at the truth of these things. I mean, I assume if he disagrees with me about something, there’s got to be a pretty good chance I’m wrong about it.

			West: And I could be wrong, too.

			George: He could be wrong, too.

			West: Absolutely.

			George: So, I put it on the table—or he wants to put it on the table for me—and then we kick it around and see if we can get at the truth of the matter. When you’re in this kind of relationship, it’s like you’re operating as a unit. It’s not like there’s him and there’s me. My job is not to get him to agree with me. We’re a unit and we’re operating dialectically; he’s giving reasons on one side while I’m giving counterarguments on the other side. We’re trying to get at the truth. And I know that’s his goal. I know his goal is not ideological or to persuade me over to his side. And he knows my goal isn’t ideological or to get him on my side. We’re not in the business of ideology.

			I know that the best way the two of us can get at the truth of things is to get some time together, pour me a nice red Bordeaux, pour him a nice glass of cognac, and let’s get to work on trying to figure this thing out. It really doesn’t bother me that we don’t reach an agreement or that he doesn’t come over to my side. I know it doesn’t bother him that we don’t reach an agreement and I don’t come over to his side. We’re just trying to get at the truth of things.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			What Is Truth? Why Seek It?

		

	
		
			What is truth? Obviously, we understand the difference between a true and a false statement. We understand the distinction between a true and a false theory or proposition. But what is this concept of truth? Where does it come from? What do we mean by that word?

			Robert P. George: Human beings by nature desire to be in touch with reality. Now, that desire will sometimes come into conflict with other desires. Sometimes, we’ll want things to be true that aren’t, and our desire for them to be true will deflect us from the truth. Sometimes, our desire for the truth is overwhelmed by some other passion. The fact that we have a natural human desire to be in touch with reality doesn’t mean we will be faithful truth seekers. I don’t think anyone in this vale of tears can be a perfect truth seeker because we all have those countervailing or competing desires or temptations. Fallen creatures that we are, we know that sometimes we yield to them. But we shouldn’t. We should do everything we can to build a character that will prioritize truth, being actually in touch with reality. Now, that natural human desire, fortunately, is accompanied by a faculty or power, what we call the intellect, which is a truth-attaining faculty.

			We can know things by inquiry and deliberation, by grasping the truth of the matter, by judging soundly. Aristotle taught that there are two categories of truth—practical and theoretical—but there’s only one intellect. It operates in two ways depending on the category (or type) of truth that we’re seeking. But there’s a single intellect that experiences, understands, and judges in the domain of practical truth, exercising what Aristotle calls practical reason. Although, remember, there’s one and only one intellect, not two different ones. When we’re in the domain of practical reason, what we want to know is what is to be done, including what should be done (or not done). We’re trying to grasp reasons for action, reasons we should do this, reasons we should not do that, reasons, which, in some cases, are not conclusive. We may have a reason to do X, but we may also have a competing reason not to do X, and there may be no conclusive reason that controls the situation one way or another. It’s perfectly morally legitimate to do that, but it’s also perfectly morally legitimate not to do that. It would be perfectly morally legitimate for us to go out to dinner tonight, but it would be perfectly morally legitimate for us to forgo that to see a movie or read a book or do something else.

			Sometimes, there will be conclusive reasons. Sometimes there will be moral norms that provide conclusive reasons for doing this or for not doing that. These are the “thou shalts” and “thou shalt nots.” Then, the other category is what Aristotle called theoretical truth. When we’re exercising our theoretical reason, we’re trying to figure out not what is to be done or what should be done. We’re trying to figure out what is the case about, say, the natural world. This would be the sciences—physics, biology, chemistry, and so forth—or the social world, which we study in economics, political science, sociology, anthropology, or the supernatural world, what we study in theology. The theoretical intellect aims to grasp the truths to get us in touch with reality, about intelligible realities that are out there over against us.

			We come out of an Enlightenment tradition where competing truth claims can be allowed to coexist as long as these differences are not worth killing each other over. And yet people once felt very intensely that they were. So, a new order was devised in which truth claims are subject to testing and challenge. That’s a very important mechanism, because when people are possessed with a conviction of truth, a certain righteousness can take hold and they will compel you to agree. Is this always going to be a problem?

			Cornel West: Whitehead says that Western philosophy is a series of footnotes to Plato. Part of what he means is that if it’s Socrates versus the sophist Thrasymachus, who says that might makes right and power dictates truth talk and morals talk, then the younger generation looks to Socrates and asks if this is the case. Can Socrates make an argument about intellectual integrity, rational persuasion, and persuasive argument vis-à-vis what Thrasymachus is putting forward?

			When we look at the world, it looks like Thrasymachus certainly has a point. The German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel says that history is a slaughterhouse. The British essayist and historian, Edward Gibbon, says it’s a series of crimes and follies. Thrasymachus has a lot of evidence here. I think what Brother Robby is alluding to in terms of the inescapability, fragility, and—we hope—desirability of truth-seeking are these flickering candles in the dark—that’s really what rational voices, prophetic voices, loving voices, service-oriented voices really are in the history of our species.

			For me, anytime you ask, “What is truth?” the greatest text for me in the last hundred years was written by my teacher, the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method. He begins with how we are historical, temporal, specific creatures in history and in language. All of us emerge with various traditions. So, in that sense, we’re all Gadamerians because we acknowledge we come out of our mothers’ wombs, we interact with various persons, and we’re socialized into various traditions. It’s not just one tradition: it’s a variety of different traditions because every tradition is a hybrid anyway, borrowing from what came before and forever growing. The question becomes how do you create what Socrates does vis-à-vis Thrasymachus? How do you create spaces of reason that become zones of persuasion in light of the various traditions we have? The backdrop of those traditions are what? War. Power. Domination. We understand the challenge Thrasymachus represents. We don’t accept the conclusion. But we understand the challenge.

			So, the issue of traditions becomes what? Always pluralized traditions. How do we adjudicate the various claims made within and across traditions to sustain this Socratic zone of rational persuasion, argument going beyond just power, beyond just conquest? For me, there are three inescapable realities that every human being has to come to terms with: death, dogma, and domination. We all got to die. That’s a serious question. Physical death and psychic death. There’s social death, civic death, and so forth. There’s dogma: religious dogma, ideological dogma, secular dogma, and so forth. Then there’s structures of domination. We don’t know a moment in the history of the species where all three have not operated. Given that reality, how do you create this Socratic zone of rational persuasion?

			Now, by rational persuasion, I don’t want to tilt too much in Brother Robby’s direction.

			George: I was just about to claim that you were!

			West: I believe in story and narrative and paradoxical formulation and tragicomic portraits. There are a lot of ways in which we human beings try to create these zones where power and domination and coercion don’t completely suffocate us. How do you cultivate desire in the face of death? That’s where paideia comes in, that is education—deep critical (and self-critical) inquiry and reflection. How do you generate possibilities of dialogue in the face of dogma? That’s critical engagement. All these are very feeble and fragile in the history of the species. The third is, how do you render various forms of hierarchy accountable? And that’s democracy in the face of domination, not democracy tied to just one particular system, but a system of answerability and accountability in the face of domination that says: “We don’t have to account for our power. We just forward our commands and you obey.”

			In that context, you ask, “Well, where does truth talk come in?” It’s within these various traditions that are trying to get us outside of ourselves and make claims about reality, because reality is bigger than our egos. It’s bigger than our subjectivities. It’s bigger than our families. It’s bigger than our tribes. It’s bigger than our nations. I would argue that, very much like virtues and the unity of virtues, be they pagan or Christian or Judaic or whatever, that truth is inseparable from beauty and goodness and even the holy. Truth talk without beauty talk is impoverishing to me. Truth, in a way, is like Kierkegaard on love—one and many!

			So, truth, then, is a property of reality?

			West: There are transcendental universals that get us outside of our egocentric predicament, always in the context of our tradition, because we’re temporary historical creatures. However, they’re trying to lure us in a direction that takes us beyond coercion, beyond domination, beyond narrow dogma, and beyond death and closure. So, there are ways to pursue the incomplete, unfinished, and endless perennial quest for something bigger than ourselves. It’s one end of many. There’s a lot of different kinds of truth. There’s the truth of the physicist. That’s very different from existential truth. There’s the truth of the social scientists. That’s very different from the truth of the playwright.

			Let’s look at the seventeenth-century thinker René Descartes. Descartes was a supreme rationalist obsessed with a certain model of knowledge that is tied to clear and distinct ideas. He didn’t like opacity. He didn’t like the vague, he didn’t like the indeterminate. So, what did he do with it? He pushed it aside. He suppressed it. But, hey René, the world’s not like that. We got nothing against clear and distinct ideas, but you got a lot of other stuff over here that’s not going to be made clear ever. You see what I mean? You go to your mama’s funeral, it’s not going to be clear and distinct ideas. Something else is going to be going on. And there’s truth with her in that coffin. René, what about existential truth? He didn’t have too much to say. He didn’t have the kind of jazz-like sensibilities to be able to say that maybe actually there are a number of different authorities here.

			Maybe we shouldn’t go to the Bible if we really want to understand what the relation of sun and earth is, but we could still go there for other deep formulations. Maybe we shouldn’t go to physics if we’re looking for existential truths. Maybe there’s a variety of authorities here. You don’t have to have one authority that pushes out all the others. It becomes dogmatic even though it’s critical because it’s over against what’s prevailing at the time. I mean, in Descartes’s time, it was Aristotle who was still the great figure when it came to the sciences. He was a scientist in a serious way, but not a modern scientist. And so modern physics had to displace him and come in with mathematization of knowledge, the quantitative models of knowledge, and so forth, for the new physics. It generated unbelievable success, a catastrophe of success. Francis Bacon, Sir Isaac Newton—what do you have to say about Aristotle? “Well, Aristotle’s got to go. This old qualitative model’s not working anymore. We got mathematical models.”
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