Chapter 2
Marginality—A Framework for Analyzing
Causal Complexities of Poverty

Franz W. Gatzweiler and Heike Baumiiller

Abstract This chapter presents an interdisciplinary framework for the investigation
of marginality which is inclusive of the diversity of existing poverty research
approaches. Marginality is presented as a systemic and evolutionary concept with
particular reference to the role of institutions that constrain or motivate actions as
measured against a performance indicator such as productivity growth. Based on a
brief review of marginality research in social, economic, and development fields,
this chapter presents a definition of marginality and explains the differences between
this conceptual framework and those of poverty. Finally, the components of the
framework and its interrelationships are described and awareness for the need for
further research on marginality is raised.
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2.1 Towards the Development of a Concept

The persistence of poverty has motivated research to shift from looking at single
dimension explanations towards recognizing that the causes of poverty are “‘complex,
multifaceted, and difficult to isolate” (Haveman and Smeeding 2007, 2). As a result,
poverty research has contributed to a more comprehensive understanding of
the causes of poverty, and it has been recognized that the traditional methods
of disciplinary science fall short of seeing and explaining the “big picture” of causal
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factors underlying poverty (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2004; von Braun et al. 2009, 44).
These shortcomings led us to the development of a more inclusive and interdisci-
plinary research framework, that of marginality.

Kant (1819) noted that a concept is a general representation that is common to
several specific objects. Accordingly, the concept of marginality is an abstraction of
the idea that the causal complexities underlying people’s living conditions interact
in ways that are at systemic margins. These conditions are far from what would be
considered optimal, in balance, just, equal, sufficient, good, or fair—attributes that
describe conditions and positions in human life that are enabling and supportive,
and that are used to define poverty.

Despite the critiques of marginality in social science (Cullen and Pretes 2000;
Del Pilar and Udasco 2004), the persistence of marginality as a concept (Dickie-Clark
1966) should be regarded as an indication of the demand to express observations of
a similar kind across different epistemic cultures (Knorr Cetina 1999), and to find
solutions, here, to the phenomena of poverty. The problem of measuring the degree
of marginalization is that the reference is not fixed or unknown, and therefore when
used as a theory marginality has been criticized for the lack of construct validity
(Del Pilar and Udasco 2004, 11). In their critique, however, those authors reviewed
the use of marginality as a theory and came to the conclusion that “marginality
cannot work [as a theory] if it has multiple levels of meaning.” This critique of
the marginality concept as a theory also rests on the belief that a concept must be
a “uniform kind of mental representation” (Weiskopf 2009, 145). Weiskopf
rejects this assumption in psychology and outlines a pluralist theory of concepts in
which they are constituted by multiple representational kinds. In the following
we present a framework for the investigation of marginality—not a theory of
marginality.

Although poverty can be observed in many different forms and is caused by
many different factors, all forms of poverty can be described through the concept of
marginality. Someone who is poor will always be marginalized in one or more
dimensions, whereas the socio-cultural context and individual perception will define
in which and in how many dimensions someone needs to be marginalized in order
to be considered poor. The aim of establishing a concept of marginality is therefore
to better understand the various causal complexities of poverty by deepening and
broadening the scope of scientific investigation through:

1. identifying common causalities of poverty across scientific disciplines, and
2. including phenomena that are not typically considered as poverty or contributing
to poverty alone (e.g., living in harsh or resource scarce environments).

Deepening and broadening the scope of investigation thereby also includes
incorporating theories and models from other (non-social science) epistemic cultures
and scientific disciplines. In that sense marginality is not only a concept, but also a
conceptual framework. It is a framework for different theories of poverty within
which various models can be tested.

Frameworks. Theories and models are understood as “nested set[s] of theoretical
concepts, which range from the most general to the most detailed types of
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Table 2.1 Classes of poverty theories and selected references

Classes of poverty theory Selected references

Individual deficiencies Rainwater (1970), Ryan (1976), Gwartney and

Poverty is caused largely as a result McCaleb (1985), Herrnstein and Murray (1994),
of the attributes of individuals Weber (2001)
and the choices they make

Socio-cultural and belief systems Kapp (1963), Moynahan (1965), Valentine (1968),

Poverty is culturally manifested Murray (1984), Putnam (1993), Putnam and
and transmitted by values, Helliwell (1995), Bhalla and Lapeyre (1997),
beliefs, and norms (e.g., ghetto Lewis (1998), Mbakogu (2004), Roland (2004),
or slum subcultures) Small et al. (2010)

Political-economic (structural) barriers Smith (1776, Marx (1867), Polanyi (1944), Hamilton

The political, social, and economic systems (1967), Sen (1982), Nussbaum and Sen (1993),
provide insufficient incentives and Tobin (1994), Jencks (1996), Dasgupta (2003),
opportunities: shift in focus from the Desai (2007), North et al. (2009), von Braun
actors of the game to the game itself et al. (2009), Acemoglu and Robinson (2012)

Geographical and environmental Von Thiinen (1826), Goldsmith and Blakely (1992),
disparities Dasgupta and Miler (1994), Shaw (1996), UNDP

Causes of poverty are spatial factors (1998), Pingali (2003), Bradshaw and Muller
(e.g., distance to growth centers, (2004), Duraiappah (2004), Weber and Jensen
marginal land and climatic (2004), Pingali et al. (2005), Dellink and Ruijs
conditions) (2008), Diamond (2011)

Modified from Bradshaw and Muller (2004)

assumptions made by the analyst” (Ostrom 2005, 27). Frameworks organize, form
boundaries around the inquiry, set up general relationships among categories or
dimensions, as well as define the scope and levels of the inquiry. They do not
explain or predict, rather they organize the diagnostic inquiry. (Ostrom et al. 1994;
Schlager 1999).

Theories. Theories explain particular parts of a framework, and therefore need to
make assumptions about the patterns of relationships within frameworks. Several
theories may be accommodated within a single framework. Table 2.1 presents a
brief overview of classes of poverty theories and selected references. As Bradshaw
(2005) argues, the choice of a theory and the definition of the problem are thereby
not only scientifically motivated, but also politically influenced. O’Connor (2001, 12)
mentions that poverty research is also a political act, which is influenced by biases
and values of an educated elite who aims to “categorize, stigmatize, but above all to
neutralize the poor and disadvantaged through analysis that obscures the political
nature of social and economic inequality.”

Defining and choosing a theory means defining what is to be explained and
therefore the choice of theories is also political. For example the application
of neoclassical economic theory makes use of methodological individualism,
which can be seen as reinforcing individualistic sources of poverty. Theories in
this tradition attempt to redress the problem that “[p]overty researchers have in
effect focused on who loses out at the economic game, rather than addressing the
fact that the game produces losers in the first place” (Rank et al. 2003, 3). Models
are then applied to further specify analyses by defining concrete assumptions and



30 FW. Gatzweiler and H. Baumiiller

specific variables. “Logic, mathematics, game theory models, experimentation and
simulation, and other means are used to explore the consequences of these assump-
tions systematically” (Ostrom 2005, 28).

Eventually the challenge of drawing the bigger picture of marginality includes
taking a critical look at the science applied to understand the complexities of
marginality itself. Here science at the margins needs to investigate which knowledge
about marginality is adequate, how it influences the outcomes of the investigation,
and how this knowledge should be obtained. Despite the fact that the marginality
framework is open to different disciplinary approaches, different epistemic cultures
(Knorr Cetina 1999), with their specific rules and norms for acquiring knowledge,
do not always easily lend themselves to a synergy of findings.

2.2 Definition and Delineation of Marginality

Here we adopt the definition of marginality provided by Gatzweiler et al. (2011, 3):

an involuntary position and condition of an individual or group at the margins of social,
political, economic, ecological or biophysical systems, preventing them from access to
resources, assets, services, restraining freedom of choice, preventing the development of
capabilities, and eventually causing (extreme) poverty.

This definition is anthropocentric and describes the position and condition of an
individual, actor, or group within social, economic, and ecological systems. The
position of an actor describes their place and function within social and geographical
spaces. For example, actors can be the head of a cooperative or peasant association
and in that position are authorized or required to make particular decisions. Their
geographical position refers to where they are actually located in physical space.
The condition of an actor refers to their decision-making and information processing
capabilities, and the assets and resources they can make effective use of. Being
marginalized means being positioned at the margin of one or more societal or spatial
systems, and having few assets and/or capabilities that would allow the actor to
move away from or change that marginal situation. It then depends on the theory
and model applied in the investigation of marginality, and which evaluative criteria
are used to measure the degree of marginality.

While it is generally agreed upon that marginality is always relative to a particular
point, perspectives differ on how and by whom this point (or center) should be
defined. In some cases marginality may be regarded as fixed, such as different
regions, groups, or individuals that are part of a hierarchy centered on an (immobile)
reference point (Cullen and Pretes 2000). This perspective is reflected in the common
discourse on ‘development,” when countries are described as either ‘developing’ or
‘developed’ along a predefined linear trajectory. Others dispute the idea of a single center,
but rather define marginality depending on which one of multiple reference points is
used. Thus as Dunne (2005, 15) notes, marginality can be seen as ““a multidimensional
phenomenon in that a given person may be simultaneously integrated with one or
more centers while being marginal from one or more other centers.”
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Fig. 2.1 Changing position
and condition to reduce
marginality within a
multidimensional system: the
large circles represent
systemic dimensions (social,
economic, political, etc.), the
two smaller shaded circles
represent marginalized
individuals or groups, the
arrow represents the
directionality of change
toward the center of more
than one system (reduction
of marginality) (Modified Educational
from Gatzweiler et al. 2011, 15)
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Figure 2.1 illustrates marginality in the context of a person or group by a specific
position within multiple dimensions. Their position can be closer to, or further away
from, the desired center. Distance needs to be understood in terms of transaction and
interdependence costs (i.e., the efforts required to change and maintain a position).
The condition refers to the well-being of the individual or group and is depicted by
the size of the small, solid grey circles, whereby the larger of both depicts improved
well-being. The circles represent different systemic (social, economic, political,
nutritional, educational) dimensions of people’s lives in which they are more or less
marginalized. The size of the circles indicates the importance of these dimensions
to the respective actor or group.

Our definition of marginality draws on different disciplines, including: econom-
ics, development theory, sociology, ecology, and anthropology. Marginality is fre-
quently defined by two conceptual frameworks—spatial and social marginality
(Gurung and Kollmair 2005)—that determine the manifestations and drivers of
marginality (a distinction that is not always clear, however). We add ecological
marginality which, in addition to the other two, draws attention to extreme values
outside homeostatic ranges of living systems (see Callo-Concha et al., Chap. 4
this volume). Spatial marginality tends to focus on the distance or connectivity of
geographical areas in relation to centers of economic activity at different geographi-
cal scales (e.g., globally or regions within a country). In this context economic
determinants tend to be seen as the main drivers of marginality based on center-
periphery or core-periphery models, where one region is the center and the others
are marginal (Cullen and Pretes 2000).

Social marginality is concerned with “human dimensions such as demography,
religion, culture, social structure (e.g., caste, hierarchy, class, ethnicity, gender),
economics, and politics in connection with access to resources by individuals
and groups” (Gurung and Kollmair 2005, 10). Research into social marginality
examines the underlying reasons for exclusion, inequality, social injustice, and the
spatial segregation of people. Marginalization is seen here as a social construction,
with socio-political power as the central determinant (Cullen and Pretes 2000).
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Social marginality can also lead to spatial marginality, for instance in cases where
ethnic groups are displaced to disadvantaged geophysical regions.

In the study of spatial marginality, the investigation of factors driving the emergence
of spatially divergent growth paths within countries has emerged as an important
research area in economics, including the fields of location theory, urban economics,
and economic geography (Fujita and Thisse 2009). This line of research originated
from the work of von Thiinen (1826) and his attempts to model the location of
agricultural production in relation to markets. Since the early 1990s, drivers and
dynamics of economic concentration have attracted renewed interest among econo-
mists, in particular through the work of Krugman in the field of ‘new economic
geography’ (e.g., Krugman 1991, 1999; Krugman and Venables 1995).

Two sets of geographical factors—first- and second-nature geography—are
commonly identified as determinants shaping the spatial distribution of economic
activity (World Bank 2008). First-nature geography refers to the geographical
endowments of certain regions such as proximity to coasts, rivers, borders, or ports,
which may underlie economic success (e.g., of Chinese coastal zones or Mexican
border regions close to the USA). Gallup et al. (1999) highlight such geographic
factors as some of the key determinants of industrial location, such as the extent
of a country’s land area located in the tropics, concentration of populations in
relationship to the interior versus coasts, access to maritime transport routes, and
distance to core markets.

Second-nature geography relates to the interactions between economic agents,
and in particular economies of scale that can be achieved through agglomeration
and economic concentration (World Bank 2008). These factors have been the focus
of work by Krugman (1999), who argues that the emergence of an industrial core
is largely (though not exclusively) driven by centripetal forces in the form of backward
and forward linkages in the growth centers (e.g., a large pool of suppliers and/or
consumers), thick labor markets, and information spillovers. Forces counteracting
these drivers—what Krugman refers to as centrifugal forces—include the availability
of immobile factors in certain regions, increased demand and prices for land in
areas characterized by economic concentration, and external diseconomies (such
as congestion).

In this context the center tends to be defined through certain indicators and perfor-
mance may be judged in relation to a particular average or the performance of leading
regions. Some categorizations of regional development focus on economic indicators,
such as income, consumption, or GDP per capita (e.g., World Bank 2008; Ghani 2010).
Others compare regions on the basis of more diverse socio-economic indicators. For
instance, in Mexico the federal government has developed a marginality index that
ranks regions according to their performance in terms of education, housing, monetary
income, and distribution of the population (CONAPO 2005). What these approaches
have in common is that they tend to evaluate regions in relation to a particular reference
point and performance indicator for economic or human development.

Spatial marginality is also reflected in the field of development theory, notably
through Latin American structuralisms, dependency theory, and world systems the-
ory, which generally focus on nation states (and the world) as the unit of analysis.
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Starting with Prebisch in the 1940s and developed by leading economists and
sociologists such as Furtado, Gunder Frank, and Wallerstein, this line of thinking
contends that the global market is divided into powerful and technologically
advanced economies (the center), and relatively weak peripheral economies (the
periphery) that supply raw material and low-tech manufacturing (Preston 2002).
The underdevelopment of periphery economies is thus a result of their position
in the global (capitalist) system. To understand and address problems of underde-
velopment Wallerstein argued that it is necessary to look at the global system as a
whole rather than at individual nation states.

In the social sciences the concept of marginality can be traced back to Park’s
essay “Human Migration and The Marginal Man” published in 1928 and Stonequist’s
(1937) elaboration of the concept a decade later. Park saw the ‘marginal man’ as a
personality type that emerges as a consequence of migration. Thus a ‘marginal man’
is “a cultural hybrid, a man living and sharing intimately in the cultural life and
traditions of two distinct peoples” (Park 1928, 892). This form of marginalization
can lead to social disorganization, but also social reconstruction where the margin-
alized become intermediaries between cultures.

Park’s and Stonequist’s thinking influenced North American sociologists in
particular, who developed the idea over time. Marginality is generally seen from the
perspective of the individual or group. While debates initially focused on issues of
race and ethnic relations, the concept was later extended to the study of occupations,
gender, and scientific innovation (Goldberg 2012). Others have also sought to
broaden the concept to include anyone who in one way or another is marginalized
from one or more social groups (e.g., Hughes 1949; Deegan 2002). For instance,
Deegan defines a “marginal person” as anyone whose “perception of self, experience
of the world, and access to material resources” do not fit the prevailing society or
culture (Deegan 2002 cited in Goldberg 2012, 208).

Yet others have turned their focus to groups of individuals in similar situations that
may share a common marginal culture or identity. Goldberg (1941, 53) was the first to
argue that marginal individuals may give rise to a marginal culture over time, that is
“every bit as real and complete to him as is the nonmarginal culture to the nonmarginal
man.” Thus a subculture may be marginalized vis-a-vis the prevailing culture, but the
individual may not feel marginal within this new subculture. In some cases a group
may in fact choose to remain outside of the dominant culture in order to preserve their
own identities and independence (Scott 2009). Using the case of the Haitian diaspora
in Guadeloupe, Brodwin (2003, 403) illustrates how a group’s self-definition (or sub-
jectivity) is indeed shaped by the “experience of marginalization in a specific time and
place.” Wright and Wright (1972) distinguish between three types of marginality that
characterize groups: cultural marginality (shared behavior patterns), psychological
marginality (shared attitudes), and social marginality (patterned interrelationships).

Our units of analysis are the marginalized poor (i.e., individuals or groups that
are affected both by marginality and poverty). To define the ‘center,” we draw
on Sen’s capability approach (e.g., Sen 1979, 1992, 1999). A person’s pursuit of
well-being is shaped by what someone has chosen or been able to achieve their
“functionings” (Crocker 1992, 585). The extent of potential “functionings” is in
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turn determined by the person’s capabilities (i.e., what they can feasibly achieve).
What people choose to do may differ even if they have the same capabilities as one
another. Resources or commodities then simply become the means for achieving
well-being. Thus we define the center as the place where individuals or groups are
able to realize the desired “functionings” within their capabilities that lift them out
of poverty. The ability to do so will be determined by individual characteristics,
social institutions, and the geophysical context (Dissart et al. 2008).

Marginality can influence this process at different stages. It may restrict people’s
access to resources, for instance where people live in geo-physically disadvantaged
areas characterized by poor soils or limited water resources. Marginality may also
influence what a person may be able to achieve, for instance, where people or groups
are excluded from certain opportunities due to their gender (e.g., reduced school
attendance among girls in some patriarchal cultures) or ethnicity (e.g., preference
given to certain ethnic groups over others with respect to assuming positions of
authority). Finally, marginality can influence a person’s ability to take advantage of
the opportunities that are open to them. Here it is important to note that the potential
“functionings” that someone may regard as achievable can also be shaped by margin-
ality, given that the experience of marginality influences how individuals and groups
define themselves, their opportunities, and their abilities (Brodwin 2003).

We regard this as a dynamic and circular process where marginality can function
both as a cause and a consequence of poverty. Also the different determinants,
types, and outcomes of marginality are often interrelated. For instance, marginality
in education is influenced by factors such as poverty, language, stigmatization
of certain groups (e.g., on ethnic, cultural, or gender grounds), and legal rights
(UNESCO 2010). As already noted, social marginality (e.g., due to ethnicity or
income), can also lead to spatial marginality, as witnessed in urban ghettos or the
relocation of certain groups to remote or less productive land, which in turn leads to
marginalization from jobs, services, education, or infrastructure.

2.3 Components of the Conceptual Framework

The marginality framework takes into account the diversity of causes of people living
in poverty. As this diversity of factors causing poverty is frequently clustered, it has
been referred to as “causal complexes” or “marginality patterns” by Gatzweiler et al.
(2011, 9). Examples of such patterns are low agricultural productivity caused by an
inability to irrigate as a result of water shortages due to low water tables and the lack
of collective action resulting from central planning that in turn cause critical human
health conditions under which the elderly, woman, and children suffer most and therefore
cannot contribute their labor or receive education, which limits their ability to change
or escape the systems they are part of. Causal complexes that are self-referential
systemic feedback loops are also referred to as ‘poverty traps’ (Dasgupta 2009).
Marginality is caused by complexes of interrelating factors that are seldom
directly observable. Conceptualizing marginality in terms of causal complexes or
networks requires shifting the focus from isolated causal entities to the relationships
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Table 2.2 Components of the framework for the analysis of marginality

Actors Decide and act on, and in particular positions and conditions
Follow strategies, interact and coordinate in particular ways at different
levels of organization
Engage in rule-making themselves

Biophysical Composed of the enabling or constraining social and biophysical
and societal environments (biophysical, climatic, material, environmental
variables conditions)

Societal conditions Attributes and assets of the community and the individual
Institutions (rules in use and in form at various levels of decision making)
Governance (coordination mechanisms and strategies)
Outcomes Well-being, poverty, degree of marginalization
Evaluative criteria (re/evaluate position and condition of an actor
by criteria selected according to the theory and model applied,
the criteria measure particular, not all aspects of marginality)
Feedback and corrective action (actions based on outcomes and aimed at
changing the enabling or constraining variables as well as the way
actors have made decisions and behave)

among them. Understanding these causal complexes of marginality better—instead of
merely understanding correlations between a few variables and poverty—contributes
to a better understanding of the behavior of socio-ecological systems, and to our
ability to design policies and programs that are more responsive to the needs of the
marginalized poor.

The general question behind the conceptual framework concerns the causal
complexities and how they can be changed in order to improve livelihoods and reduce
poverty. This framework is inspired by the Institutional Analysis and Development
framework of Ostrom et al. (1994) and the Institutions of Sustainability (IoS)
framework of Hagedorn (2008), and consists of the components shown in Table 2.2.

The marginality framework groups the causal complexes into societal and bio-
physical clusters. Societal causes refer to ‘software’ variables and include the capa-
bilities of actors and communities, their social and human capital, the rules and
regulations they have set up for their societies to function, and the ways in which
rules are made and executed. Biophysical causes include ‘hardware’ variables such
as geographic location, soil quality, vegetation, and climate, but also man-made
capital (infrastructure) such as roads and buildings. Both groups have enabling or
constraining impacts on how actors make decisions and act.

Actors behave according to certain types of rationality in order to improve their
societal position or geographical location and their condition. Depending on the
theories and models applied, the actors’ rationality is a function of the institutional
setting in which they act, and their condition includes the assets and opportunities
they have for establishing and improving their level of well-being and degree of
marginalization. Vatn (2005, 113) explains that what is considered rational depends
on the institutional context, and as this context can vary, so can the meaning of
rationality and the assumed objective of rational behavior. Maximizing individual
utility by means of rational choice is assumed in neoclassical economics and with
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Fig. 2.2 Conceptual framework for the investigation of marginality: actors are in particular positions
and conditions, and make decisions that are enabled or constrained by biophysical or societal
factors, as part of the causality clusters (actors’ decisions result in outcomes that change their
well-being, measured by evaluative criteria, and also change the enabling and constraining factors
for decision making in the next round)

this type of rationality come the assumptions of a particular institutional setting in
which the actors make decisions. Recognizing that information for making choices
comes at a cost leads to bounded rationality and satisficing rationality (Simon 1957,
1959), and recognizing the fact that people behave socially, and that mutually
responsive implies different types of social rationality (Etzioni 1988; Gintis 2000;
Ostrom 2000). Which rationality is applied depends on the theories and models
applied in the investigation of marginality (Fig. 2.2).

Ideally the outcomes of actors’ decisions and actions improve their well-being and
reduce poverty. Alternatively the outcomes can be measured as the relative change in
the positions and conditions of the actors. Frequently, however, the poor are caught in
a constraining environment that prevents them from improving their positions and
conditions. Ideally feedback mechanisms would send signals to actors at higher
decision-making levels and allow them to change critical variables in the causality
clusters, changing the environment from constraining to enabling. For example, improv-
ing land tenure security in the Ethiopia would be expected to motivate owners to make
long-term investments into land and productivity gains (Deininger et al. 2003).

2.4 Conclusions

In this chapter we have explained the opportunities and the need for research on
marginality that include the views from multiple disciplines on multiple dimensions
of poverty. Reducing the diversity of poverty to a few indicators in order to facilitate
its measurement entails the risk of overlooking critical features and causalities
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underlying poverty that may be detected when poverty is evaluated from a systems
perspective. In recognition of the diversity of poverty dimensions and their irreduc-
ible and partly incommensurable nature, we have proposed a conceptual framework
and described its components and relationships. Institutions play a particular role in
explaining causal relationships among different types of marginality.

Open Access This chapter is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
Noncommercial License, which permits any noncommercial use, distribution, and reproduction in
any medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.
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