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Abstract 

This article examines two questions: first, is the erosion of personal and 
economic security in Latin America directly related to increasing claims of 
the region’s increasing “ungovernability”?  Second, must these two 
conditions necessarily imply an increasingly interventionist role on the 
part of national military establishments?  The ultimate argument of this 
study is that the acuity of military perceptions of insecurity in their 
societies will ultimately determine their political responses.  By examining 
some of the salient critiques of the last “wave” of authoritarian 
dictatorships, it is hoped that some light will be shed on a future course of 
action. 
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“The military man tends to see himself as the perennial 
victim of civilian warmongering.  It is the people and the 
politicians, public opinion and governments, who start 
wars.  It is the military who have to fight them.” 

   
 

Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State1 
 
 
There has never been a more appropriate time to consider the broad 
concept of personal security in its Latin American and world contexts.  
The “Third Wave” of democratisation,2 while continuing at an 
unprecedented, yet not always robust pace, is increasingly being defined 
by its changing sociological, political and economic premises.3  Latin 
America, along with other world regions, has seen a dramatic breakdown 
in perceptions of personal economic and physical security, while national 
economic conditions have exacerbated and, in some cases, blended with 
individual security concerns.  Terrorism has intruded as well, in Argentina, 
Brazil, Colombia, Peru, Mexico, and so on, joining Latin America in a 
world wide drift toward insecurity.  In some countries, such as Venezuela, 
an entire middle class has become threatened.  The implication of such 
threats for the governance of Latin American countries is of increasing 
concern, as evidenced by the growing use of the term “governability.”  
Furthermore, because military establishments in Latin America are 
frequently charged with addressing security threats of all kinds, as 
Huntington’s opening quote avers, the breakdown of personal security has 
immediate implications, through its connection with governance.   
 
This article is driven by two, related questions: first, is the apparent 
erosion of personal and economic security in Latin America over the past 
five years directly related to increasing claims of the region’s increasing 
“ungovernability”?  Second, must these two conditions—erosion of 
personal security and putative “ungovernability”—both of crucial concern 
for the region’s middle classes, necessarily imply an increasingly 
interventionist role on the part of national military establishments?  It is 
the role of academia to examine social phenomena closely, and to clarify 
social reality through analytical distinctions.  The ultimate argument of 
this study is that the acuity of military perceptions of insecurity in their 
societies will ultimately determine their political responses.  By examining 
some of the salient critiques of the last “wave” of authoritarian 
dictatorships, it is hoped that some light will be shed on a future course of 
action.4 
 
This article recommends that military strategists make several crucial and 
determinate distinctions in their analyses.  Paramount among these is the 
distinction between societal and national security, on the one hand, and 
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group or class security and interests on the other. Of central importance to 
our understanding of this complex subject are the general improvements in 
civil-military relations in Latin American countries since the end of the 
authoritarian period.5  Military establishments have, for the most part, 
regained their prestigious position in national public opinion polls,6 and 
hence are once again in a position to be called upon by civilian 
authorities—or coerced and intrigued by them—into assisting in 
addressing fundamental problems of governance.  This should not be taken 
to imply that the military establishments of Latin America have ever, in 
most cases, fully withdrawn from governance, nor for that matter, that they 
are always disinclined to expand their governance roles.  It merely points 
to the growing potential, during this historical wave of dissatisfaction (if 
not insecurity), for Latin American military establishments to come to 
exercise a greater political impact upon their societies, for better or for 
worse.  
 
 

Thinking About Security in the Latin 
American Context 

“Security” is a broad and slippery term.  It ranges from individual 
security, with all of its possible definitions, to class security, suggesting 
that whole economic and social classes may “feel” the presence or absence 
of adequate physical and economic security, to national, regional, and 
international security.  During the years of the National Security states in 
Latin America, military establishments redefined ”security,” or 
operationalised its definitions, as often as every year.7  Since the 1980s, 
varying personal, class and national security perceptions have become 
easily disparaged as unattainable and even undesirable goals.  Political 
(electoral) democracy has been given priority in their place.  There is 
abundant evidence to suggest, however, that popular attraction to political 
democracy has been based upon the spurious assumption that it included 
economic and personal order and well-being, largely defined in middle 
class terms.  Hence, current popular discontent with political democracy in 
Latin America would appear to be related directly to its inability to deliver 
personal security in its physical and economic terms. 
 
The term “security” could easily be replaced with the following 
descriptives:  stability, law, order, and moderate, continual and at least 
somewhat distributed economic growth.  Security, moreover, is primarily a 
perception on the part of specific groups of people, rather than the 
indisputable “existence” of this set of circumstances “in the concrete.”  As 
has been often observed, the lower classes in Latin America—the majority 
of the population—have never had even a modicum of personal security—
at least in the middle-class sense of the term.  Their conditions have waxed 
and waned, been somewhat “more secure,” or drastically “less secure,” but 
have not been comparable to even the most modest middle-class standards 
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of security.  Historically, impoverished workers and campesinos have been 
willing, and even eager, to risk destroying “the system” to better their 
immediate circumstances; the middle class, when it has been threatened, 
has been willing to abide all manner of authoritarianism to reaffirm their 
“sistema”. 
 
Security, then, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder.  The first 
definition in the Oxford English Dictionary of the term “secure” is, in fact, 
tied to perception, and frankly pejorative: 
 

Feeling no care or apprehension; without 
care, careless; free from care, apprehension 
or anxiety, or alarm; over-confident.8 

 
In its basic psychological conceptualisation, security and insecurity 
remain perceptual phenomena of particular people and groups of people, 
rather than descriptions of objective reality.  Hence they remain terms 
requiring contextual definition and clarification.  
 
Furthermore, notions of security are inevitably laden with a “static bias.”  
Change threatens most conceptualisations of security.  At the very least, 
changing circumstances cannot be understood in the context of security.  
During periods of rapid economic and political change conservative and 
affluent groups tend to see “insecurity” whilst the poor and 
disenfranchised tend to see “opportunity.” 
 
Striking insecurity in Latin America over the past five years, stemming 
from petty and interpersonal crime, corruption, economic stagnation and 
collapse, civil wars, terrorism, international crime, political polarization, 
and the consequent breakdown of behavioural norms, the global economic 
climate and ultimately the failure of national economies, has underscored 
the inadequacy of terms such as “national security” and even “social 
security”, and has pointed to the need for a new analytical focus.  As the 
Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle9 should remind us, the way that a 
society understands “security,” the perceptual and interpretive act of 
security analysis, clearly has an impact upon the nature of the security 
being observed, and how institutions such as the military ultimately deal 
with it.   
 
Several observers have suggested the need to distinguish between the 
insecurity of groups and that of society,10 and to aggregate a number of 
factors in order to understand better the impact of insecurity upon policy.  
The insecurity of ethnic, religious, or other social groups is all too often 
confused with the insecurity of the state,11 with potentially dire 
consequences.  As Ole Weaver, Barry Bazan, et al. argue: 
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If society rather than the state is made the 
central focus of security analysis, then a 
new policy agenda and a new set of causal 
dynamics come clearly into view.  This tactic 
does not remove the state from security 
analysis, but it does shift it off center stage:  
it puts more of the “national” back into 
“national security.”12 

 
Weaver, Bazan et al. propose an alternative analysis of “societal security,” 
that is posed in the European context, but that has obvious applicability to 
Latin American countries.13  In this perspective, José Nun’s decades old 
analysis of military intervention, “The Middle-Class Military Coup,” as an 
almost unconscious act of the military establishment on behalf of an 
insecure middle class, might be usefully resurrected:  military 
establishments that clearly recognised and contextualised middle class 
insecurity (as one element of many in societal security), and acted 
accordingly, and appropriately, would, indeed, be taking a major step 
towards putting the “national” back into “national security.”   
 
An immediate and effective analysis should disclose to the observers when 
the “nation” is threatened, and, alternatively, when a group (even a very 
influential group) is seeking to make that case, or is having that case made 
for it, for its own ends.  While it is clear that most Latin American 
countries are currently suffering some level of what Weaver, Bazan and 
their collaborators refer to as societal insecurity, there are numerous 
groups within each of those societies that are striving to confuse their 
acute needs and crises with the crisis of the nation. The burgeoning of 
terrorism reinforces these concerns and blurs the distinction between state 
oriented national security and societal security even further.  

 

Governability: Old Wine in a New Bottle? 
The increasingly omnipresent term “governability” is very new, so new, in 
fact, that most dictionaries have not yet recognised it.  Nevertheless, 
cursory checks on the World Wide Web reveal hundreds of references to 
governability, most of them regarding Latin America.14  Related to the 
more recognised term governable15, “governability” both asks a question 
and, by implication, answers it:  can some societies be governed (it 
implies)? No, it tacitly answers itself, apparently not.  As a self-defining 
term, it thus makes a strong, if somewhat circular, statement.  It does not, 
at a cursory glance at any rate, breaks new conceptual ground, however.  
Terms like legitimacy, sovereignty, authority, and, ultimately, power, long 
ago defined the same conceptual region.  Machiavelli, in The Prince, 
provides a handbook for governing based on the premise that all city-states 
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in Italy were, indeed, at least potentially “governable,” if only the prince 
would follow a prescribed set of instructions.16 
 
The currency of the term governability in contemporary Latin American 
politics comes from its strident connotations: the nexus of rapidly 
intensifying circumstances, including local, regional, national and 
international crime, corruption (an especially problematic category of 
crime), interpersonal violence, economic deterioration and widespread 
dissatisfaction.  It also refers obliquely to the struggle of new democracies 
to establish and respect the norms and institutions necessary to ensure their 
survival.  The concept of ungovernability is hence the implied message. 
Colombia, Argentina, and even Chavez’s Venezuela are cases in point. 
 
Of much more relevance in interpreting the “ungovernability” of a given 
Latin American country is competition between self-interested groups.  
Because of a tradition of strong presidential government, coupled with 
“irregular executive transfers” and elite manipulation of the process of 
succession, such social groups often conduct themselves more as factions 
than as loyal constituents of the national political process.  The problem of 
“governability” runs deeper than this, however.  In his work, Strong 
Societies, Weak States, Joel Migdal argued that the systematic 
undermining of strong institutions by leaders in developing countries who 
have felt personally threatened by them has left a legacy of weak 
institutions.  In most Latin American countries over the past century, only 
the Roman Catholic Church and national military establishments have 
maintained the kind of continual institutionalisation, with strong 
procedures and conventions that routinely outlast charismatic 
personalities, necessary for political development.  Furthermore, over the 
past fifteen years there has been a dramatic increase in the formation of 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), many of them grass-roots.  
While this bodes very well for the growth of democratic consciousness, in 
the short term it has put great pressures on developing national institutions 
capable of perpetuating themselves intact through the decades. 
 
One of the central pressure points in the governability question involves 
the continuing status of unrestricted property rights.  With growing 
economic pressures, and the growing aspirations of the poorest classes and 
groups within Latin American societies, efforts to achieve greater 
distribution of economic resources are increasingly focusing upon property 
ownership rights.  This bedrock issue tends to be linked by elite interests 
to governability; in essence, challenges to unrestricted property rights are 
equated with societal insecurity by some groups, while the persistence of 
huge, exclusive properties is decried as the root cause of national 
insecurity by others.17  Latin American military establishments, moreover, 
have tended in most cases to be unequivocal in their support of 
unrestricted rights to property ownership18 as an article of national 
security.  This is likely because of their own anti-communist legacies, 
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although it is important to add that virtually every Latin American military 
establishment evinces profound ideological divisions among its officer 
corps, and frequently such divisions devolve upon this fundamental 
question. 
 
One of the most difficult putative causes of “ungovernability” in Latin 
America involves regional and national participation in the global 
economic system.   The currently unfavourable position of Latin American 
economies in the global economic system has triggered a series of national 
crises that threaten to exacerbate the governability question further.  
Economic dysfunction in Argentina, rapid weakening of the real in 
Brazil,19 the widespread economic crisis in Venezuela (coupled with the 
recent struggle for executive power in that country), and the recent re-
nationalisation of utilities and other sectors in Uruguay, to name some 
examples, point to the reason for Latin America’s growing disenchantment 
with the global economy.  Terms such as “global corporate predation,” and 
“globalised corruption” are increasingly common in the daily language of 
Latin American media.  
 
Of a more threatening, if less immediate, nature is the security threat posed 
by the “ungovernability” of a neighbouring country.20  Governability, in 
this sense of an external threat, makes clearer sense in a national context.  
The current case that is receiving most attention in Latin America is that of 
the ongoing civil war in Colombia.21 The Colombian “spillover effect” has 
been repeatedly cited by military authorities in Brazil, for example, as a 
threat to Brazilian security, although ramifications of Colombian 
“ungovernability” affect a number of other countries in one form or 
another.22 
 
It is clear that there is a propensity for governability crises in some 
countries in contemporary Latin America.  However, it is important to 
note that the concept of “governability” is very clearly an old and familiar 
wine in a new bottle.  It easily serves in many cases as another bid for 
power through the manipulation of public opinion, an undeniable, if 
circular demand that certain groups or class interests be elevated above 
those of others.   Elite groups in society may not be able to govern in their 
own interests, but in an electoral democracy, they can usually veto key 
elements of the governing process.  Claims of “ungovernability” suggest 
the use of such vetoes.  The subsequent appeal to the military by self-
interested groups to resolve the “governability crisis” may thus lack 
complete sincerity.23 Even though the relationship between individual and 
group insecurity is not necessarily linked to “governability,” nevertheless, 
there is genuine cause for concern.  The putative relationship between 
security (broadly defined) and “governability” has repeatedly justified 
military intervention in Latin American history. Chile in 1973 and 
Argentina in the 1970s are but a few cases in point. 
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Military Establishments, Ungovernability, 
Nationalism, and Intervention 

Military establishments had a combination of political and economic 
motives for their bureaucratic authoritarian interventions into the political 
systems of Latin America in the 1960s and 1970s.   Political motives 
included national political stalemates, a military phobia for Marxism,24 the 
invitation and even insistence of civilian politicians to intervene, charges 
of civilian corruption, and a growth of grassroots organisations that 
threatened “order,” not to mention elite interests.  The Cold War, and the 
mistrust and fear of populism in the region by elites, and by the United 
States government, further encouraged the wave of dictatorships that 
overtook the region.   
 
Economic and social causes are far more difficult to identify, although 
they clearly constituted critical motivations for the wave of interventions.  
Guillermo O’Donnell, originator of the “bureaucratic authoritarian” 
interpretation of the subsequent military regimes,25 has been most 
stridently criticised for the economic causal and descriptive variables (e.g., 
import substitution industrialisation) that he associated with the 
dictatorships,26 although these governments clearly had ideological 
economic approaches in dealing with their national development 
problems.27  As noted above, José Nun, an Argentinean Marxist, wrote an 
influential article in the mid-1960s that linked the military interventions to 
middle-class interests.28  Nun argued that the middle class does not have a 
sense of itself, although it does have very palpable interests, and if they are 
ignored, the military will tend to intervene—if unconsciously—on behalf 
of those middle-class interests.  While Nun was somewhat imprecise about 
the hierarchy of interests that might stimulate direct military intervention, 
it remains clear that there are certain interests that remain fundamental.  
The unrestricted right to property ownership appears in most cases to be 
one of those.  Personal security and economic prosperity (more 
specifically defined) are others.29  
 
Each of these issues has immediate ramifications in police functions.  
Writing in the 1970s, Morris Janowitz noted that 
 

…the increased capacity of the regimes in 
[developing] nations to rule has been a 
function of institution building, and 
especially of the increased growth and 
effectiveness of their police agencies—those 
instruments of repressive control.  In the 
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process of institution building, one important 
feature has been the extension of direction 
and control of the police and the 
paramilitary by the central national military 
establishment.30 

 
The growth of democratisation in Latin America beginning in the early 
1980s underscored these comments.  While extreme mechanisms of social 
control, involving petty criminality as well as more severe threats to 
individual and middle class security, had been openly practiced during the 
military dictatorships, middle-class public opinion in the 1980s and 1990s 
did not appear to embrace social and economic democracy with the same 
fervour with which they flocked to political democratisation.  
 
Most Latin American military interventions of the 1960s and 1970s cited 
civilian corruption,31 the growth of communism (often confused with 
threats to unrestricted property ownership), insecurity (again, broadly 
defined), and civilian political gridlock as rationales,32 although the 
ultimate ideological expression of all of them was nationalism.  The 
consequent national security states reinforced the policing of political and 
criminal “violators,” and in many cases military personnel became directly 
involved in these police functions.  The national security states in 
Argentina, Chile, Uruguay, and, to a lesser extent, Brazil, involved direct 
military policing actions, including arrest, imprisonment, torture and 
murder of both political and criminal suspects.  The objects of their arrest, 
imprisonment, torture, and summary executions were invariably cast as 
“internal enemies” of the nation.  The legitimacy of their actions remains a 
hotly disputed legal and political subject today. 
 
Military establishments, even those involved in the national security states 
of the 1960s and 1970s, typically resent and avoid police functions, while 
recognising their critical importance to political order.33  While personal 
and group security are accepted by the military as fundamental precepts of 
an orderly society, the military has never willingly entered this arena.  
Civilian political and economic elites, on the other hand, tend to regard the 
military as a kind of “super police”34 waiting in the wings, and frequently 
call upon them in this capacity.  It should be stressed, however, that even 
during the height of the Latin American military dictatorships of the 1960s 
and 1970s, military establishments maintained a distance from these 
functions, as Janowitz, writing in the late 1970s, explained: 
 

When the military is actively involved in 
internal constabulary operations, it is often 
more prone to display force than to use 
force.  It seems to operate on the 
assumption that minor day-to-day resort to 
force weakens its organisational capacity to 
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intervene successfully with shock tactics and 
with overpowering impact.  This appears to 
be an application of the military theme of 
conservation of resources.  Paradoxically, 
such reluctance to be involved in police work 
increases the ability of the military to 
intervene in a political crisis period; thereby, 
the military is frequently free of the stigma 
of having “pushed people around” and 
having engaged in “undercover police 
work.”35 

 
Additionally, military personnel are not appropriately conditioned or 
trained in most cases for police work in civil society.   This ultimately 
leaves civilian elites who aspire to using the military in a policing capacity 
with the need to confuse personal, group or class security with the larger 
notion of “national security.”    
 
The worldwide intensification of expressions of nationalism, anti-
globalism, and ethnic, religious and racial bigotry, while separate 
phenomena, share many of the same causal variables.  Nationalism, in 
particular, seems to have taken on a very distinct and paranoid vision in 
Latin America, and military establishments have proven themselves 
particularly vulnerable to it.  As  observed in an earlier work,36 one 
popular book among Latin American military officers37 stresses an alleged 
conspiratorial role of the United States and Europe in undermining Latin 
American sovereignty.  It formulates a direct appeal to the “national 
security” of Latin American countries, even if its evidence is a patchwork 
of often unrelated “facts.”  The extreme nature of these appeals is 
disturbing and—in view of their apparent acceptability—somewhat 
mystifying. 
 
Anti-global sentiments within Latin American military establishments are 
far easier to understand.   The profound economic and social crises of the 
major Latin American countries seem to link in many respects to the 
dynamics of global business and culture.  The pejorative economic 
position that Latin American countries currently occupy, for example, in 
international commodity markets almost guarantees that regional growth 
and prosperity will be delayed for decades.  It would be a mistake to 
assume that globalism is a new phenomenon, however.  It has existed in 
varying forms for centuries, and has periodically waxed and waned.  The 
immediacy afforded by modern technology has served to intensify its 
impact in some respects, but may not represent a qualitative change. 
 
In assessing the complex relationship of security, governability, and the 
worldwide intensification of ethnic, racial, religious and cultural 
intolerance, the “instrumental” value of such appeals is continually 
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evident.  Military establishments, because of their fundamental devotion to 
protecting the nation, are particularly vulnerable to such appeals.  Political 
elites, particularly those threatened by growing grass-roots democracy and 
the effects of prolonged economic crisis, can easily manipulate such 
“primordial” hatreds.  While the breakdown in personal and group security 
makes people far more susceptible to such emotional responses, however, 
the “necessary” connection between them and “governability” as a pretext 
for military intervention is oblique at best. 

 

Conclusions 

Few would deny that another critical moment in civil-military relations in 
Latin America is at hand.   Terrorism, economic dysfunction, globalism 
(and its complex demands), middle-class insecurity, and fundamental 
political problems have once again been coupled with an almost 
universally higher popular regard for national military establishments qua 
institutions.  Moreover, frequent claims of national “ungovernability”—
typically made by specific political groups—are being lodged at just the 
juncture when the military establishments of the region, responding to the 
most pejorative elements of globalism, have found increasingly strident 
forms of nationalism to be most alluring.  Civilian politicians are again 
showing signs of turning to the military to resolve their most intractable 
political problems. Ecuador in 2000 and Venezuela in the last several 
years are but a few of the more glaring examples where the civilians 
turned to the armed forces to overthrow undesirable presidents.  
 
There is a critical and enduring need for military establishments to see 
questions of security and insecurity clearly,38 to distinguish between 
state/national insecurity and other, more localised forms, and to respond 
appropriately to civilian political claims of national ungovernability.  As 
the wavelike process of world history continues, it would be unreasonable 
to assume that the ultimate forces of coercion will not be called upon once 
again to resolve local political power struggles in the name of security.  As 
important as the growth and prosperity of the middle classes is to the 
region, the military establishments of Latin America should not allow 
themselves to become the tools of the middle—or any other—class.   
 
In this regard, it remains absolutely imperative that military establishments 
be able to contribute to societal security—including police functions—
without confusing group, or class insecurity with nationalistic 
conceptualisations of state security.  It may be useful to return at this 
juncture to the central questions posed at the beginning of this study:  is 
the apparent erosion of personal and economic security in Latin America 
over the past five years directly related to the region’s increasing 
“ungovernability”?  Second, do these two conditions—erosion of personal 
security and putative ungovernability—both of crucial concern to the 
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region’s middle classes, necessarily imply an increasingly interventionist 
role on the part of national military establishments?  A provisional “no” 
must be maintained in response to the first question.  Continuing 
competition between mostly elite groups appears to explain the 
“governability” crises in most Latin American cases.  Although grass-roots 
organisations have grown dramatically in strength, the vetoing of normal 
governmental functioning (i.e., ungovernability) ultimately and always 
represents a “conservative” elite tactic. 
 
It is ultimately the nationalistic response of military establishments to 
conditions of insecurity that should remind them of the dangers of a 
previous era, and the vulnerability of their own nationalistic precepts.  At 
the close of World War II, in what is described as a striking exposition of 
political realism, E.H. Carr concluded that 
 

…it is the failure of the nation-state to 
assure military security or economic well-
being which has in part inspired the 
widespread questioning of the moral 
credentials of nationalism.39 
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1 Huntington, The Soldier and the State; The Theory and Politics 
of Civil-Military Relations (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
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as a foil for critics of his thesis that professionalization of the 
military is conducive to democratic civil-military relations. 
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Late Twentieth Century (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
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2000 address to the World Movement for Democracy that 
“…today democracy has a worldwide reach that probably has not 
been equaled at any other moment in the history of mankind,” 
although fundamental problems with human rights and poverty 
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