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Justice, Kamma and Dhamma: Does Kamma in Buddhism Make Justice Redundant?

Introduction

Writing on the Buddhist view on human rights Damien Keown observed: 

Buddhism is a latecomer to the course of human rights, and for most of its history has been preoccupied with other concerns. It might be suggested, in defence of Buddhism, that concern for human rights is a postreligious phenomenon which has more to do with secular ideologies and power-politics than religion. And it is therefore unreasonable to accuse Buddhism of neglect in this area…. there is no doubt that Buddhism lags far behind religions such as Christianity and Islam in developing the framework for a social gospel within which questions of this kind can be addressed. For such an intellectually dynamic tradition Buddhism is a lightweight in moral and political philosophy
.  

If what Keown says in the context of human rights is correct, it must equally be applicable to the concept of justice. Juxtaposed with such traditions as Christianity and Islam in which God is always spoken of as just it is true that Buddhism seems even not to have a clear concept to denote justice. Is this because the Buddhists were simply not concerned about the whole issue of justice or is it because they had a perspective different from the theistic western tradition and articulated their concerns in a different manner which means that they simply did not view certain situations as involving an issue of justice? 

In discussing a Buddhist theory of justice one is faced with considerable difficulties from the very beginning. The apparent absence of a term denoting justice is a key problem. In such a situation it is easy to conclude that there is no concept of justice in Buddhism. I think this would be a hasty conclusion for the absence of a clear conceptualization does not necessarily mean that the underlying concern and the appropriate behaviour was not there.

One way to see whether or not the Buddhist tradition had a concept of justice is to examine situations in which discourse of justice can naturally be invoked from them according to our present-day understanding of justice
. For instance in rejecting the caste system which was religiously ordained by brahmins one would expect Buddha to refer to the injustices suffered by those who were considered low. In the Hindu view, the caste system and its associated social roles, denoted by the terms ‘varna-dharma’ and ‘sva-dharma’ respectively, were a part of creation. As some critics have shown the four varna concept, appearing first in the Purush Sukta, belongs to a more recent period in Vedic literature.  At the early stage of the Rg Veda references are always only to three varnas, namely, Brahmana, Kshatriya, and Vaishya. The evolution of this concept into one referring to a hierarchical order takes place subsequently and is shown in works such as Manusmrti. As a modern commentator has shown:

 Later the myth presented in the Purusha-sukta was used for marking off the four varnas from each other, and lending sanction to an explicitly hierarchical conception of caturvarnya. Thus Manusmrti states that the Creator, in order to secure prosperity of the people, created respectively out of his mouth, arms, thighs and feet, Brahmana, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudra
. 

The division and the hierarchy of the caste system are justified on the ground that they are meant for the prosperity of the people. It is not easy to raise any question of justice in such a situation.  

Buddhism being a non-creationist religion, does not have a belief in a creator God. Consequently it rejects the caste system and its associated social stratification as unfounded. In rejecting the caste system Buddhism produces various arguments to establish the oneness of humanity
. In the well-known Vasettha-sutta
 the Buddha produces arguments from history, biology, psychology and ethics in support of the fact that all human beings belong to one group. The underlying assumption is that as human beings, all human beings must be treated alike. In this context one would expect Buddhism to resort to the discourse of justice and talk about injustices caused by the system to those who were at the bottom of the social scale. But nothing of the sort is found in the texts. A curious fact is that in rejecting the Hindu view of inherent inequality of human beings Buddhism upholds a view of huamn equality which is usually a necessary precondition for upholding a view of justice. In other words, equality is taken as providing justification for treating the relevant cases justly. The Buddhist view, so it seems, does not lead to the invoking of justice. Instead, it seems to follow a different route , namely, deriving an ethical implication from the fact that all human beings are equal as human beings. This requires one to treat all others, strictly speaking, not only human beings but also all living beings, as similar to oneself. The implication is that one must not do anything that one does not like others to do to oneself
. What this means is that, treating human beings unequally is not a matter of injustice but a matter of ill-treating them, being unkind to them and a matter of being misguided by a wrong way of perceiving human reality. 

The Buddhist monastic Vinaya (the code of the disciplinary rules of the monks and the nuns) is another obvious instance where one would expect considerations of justice to become highlighted. Such a concept , however, is not at all visible in this literature. In giving reasons for the promulgation of disciplinary rules (sikkha-pada) the Vinaya (III. P.29) refers, among others, to the following two considerations:  Dummankunam puggalanam niggahaya: ‘for the censure of those who are not disciplined’ and pesalanam bhikkhunam phasuviharaya: ‘for the wellbeing of those who are disciplined’. This suggests that the system was meant to deal with those who are ill-behaved and by doing so, to make the life of those who are well-behaved easy. Censure of the ill-behaved basically refers to punishment. A well-established theory holds that the purpose of the punishment is retribution. From a closer look we may see that the Buddhist theory of punishment is not retributive but reformative. In such a theory there cannot be underlying concept of justice similar to one operative in a retributive system of punishment.

This does not, nevertheless, indicate that there is no concept of justice operating here. Even for reformative purposes punishment has to be in accordance with the degree of the gravity of the offence. The nature of the punishment is determined in accordance with the nature of the violation. It is clear that there is a sense of justice underlying this process. The concern for justice is further seen in seven procedures of conflict resolution (satta adhikarana samatha) adopted in the Vinaya
. In none of these instances, however, do we find the issues of justice articulated in the manner one would do today. 

The Buddhist views on social issues are, again, not articulated in terms of social justice. The well known Sigalovada-sutta is the locus classicus of the Buddha’s discussion on social relations. Six kinds of social relations have been enumerated there. They are the relation between parents and children, tecahers and pupils, husband and wife, friends and friends, employers and employees and religious people and their supporters. Among these relations one could expect issues of justice emerging in the relations between parents and children, teachers and pupils and employees and employers in particular. In more recent times the concerns of justice have been brought into the sphere of family life
 and hence one may think on the matters relating to family life too in terms of justice. The Sigalovada talks about mutual duties and responsibilities inter se each of the six groups. The word used is ‘sangaha’ meaning to minister or treat well. The mutual duties and responsibilities of those in each group, have been conceptualized as a direction which has taken as a religious connotation. Taking ‘care’ of these six directions has been described as ‘honouring’ (namasseyya). What is significant in this discussion is that a discourse of justice is conspicuously absent. The employer and employee relation, which may be conceived as involving various issues of justice, has been dealt with sufficiently without presenting things to be done as matters of justice or even matters of rights
. The account goes in the following manner: 

There are five ways in which a master should minister to his servants and workpeople as the nadir: by arranging their work according to their strength, by supplying them with food and wages, by looking after them when they are ill, by sharing special delicacies with them, and by letting them off work at the right time. And there are five ways in which servants and workpeople thus ministered to by their master as the nadir, will reciprocate: they will get up before him, go to bed after him, take only what they are given, do their work properly, and be bearers of his praise and good repute. In this way the nadir is covered, making it at peace and free from fear
.

The language used here is not legal implying directly or indirectly rights or matters of justice. The entire relationship has been viewed as one of reciprocity. 

Earlier we noticed how Buddhism responds to the Hindu view of social stratification. A key characteristic in this hiearchical society was economic inequality, particularly the poverty prevalent in society. Buddhism deals with the problem of poverty and understands it basically as a problem which requires the attention of rulers. In discourses such as Kutadanta it is clearly mentioned that it is the responsibility of the king to provide people with capital and infra-structure necessary for conducting business and agriculture. Furthermore Buddhism disapproves of hoarding money and amassing it without making use of it for oneself or for others. In spite of all this, it does not talk about these considerations as involving issues of justice or rights.  The important question therefore to be asked is how we should understand the way Buddhism deals with the issues of what is called social justice without employing a concept of justice.

The Jataka literature (stories containing the accounts of the past births of the Buddha) has a lot to say about good and bad rulers, and, again it is clear that there is a strong notion of justice and injustice underlying these stories. Although it is obvious that Buddhism does not have a clearly articulated theory of justice. At a closer look we see that issues of justice have been articulated through the broad concept of ‘dhamma’. Describing the good gevernance of kings, the Jataka always uses the phrase “dhammena samena”, ‘righteously and equally’. The term ‘sama’ in this context is not difficult to interpret as a sense of equality which is nothing more than the literal meaning of the term. The broad term ‘dhamma’ in this context may be interpreted as justice for ‘dhamma’ in state-craft is basically justice as the term is understood today. One needs to have a far more comprehensive discussion to determine the right term if at all the concept exists in Buddhism. We do not propose to do that here. 

A key problem any student of Buddhist social, political or legal philosophy faces is to explain this obvious lack of a concept denoting justice and an absence of an explanation of human or social situations exhibiting a concept of justice. When thinking in these lines one is inevitably forced to examine the Buddhist view of kamma (karma = sanskrit) which seems to provide a theoretical framework for explaining human actions and their results. In the heart of the karma theory is the belief that human actions produce results propotionate to their nature and the intensity. The following metaphorical statement articulates this notion
: 

Whatever sort of seed is sown – That is the sort of fruit one reaps

The doer of good reaps good – The doer of evil reaps evil

 By you, dear, the seed been sown – Thus you will experience the fruit

As we will be seeing in detail later, the workings of karma have been understood in Buddhism as one not involving any human or divine agency but acting on its own. The general Indian concept of karma has been understood by many to involve a serious sense of fatalism which cannot be altered by human intervention. If the popular interpretation is correct, what one gets is one’s due for which no one else is to be blamed or praised. This means that there is not much room for any discussion of social justice in particular.

Discussing tha absence of a concept of justice in Buddhism, Winston L. King observes that the Buddha’s teaching ‘represents a fine-tuning of the existing social order with no question asked about whether the order itself is fair or just such as are today raised in the “justice”-conscious West’. He observes further that there are two reasons for this situation: one is that Buddhism is ‘a gospel of personal salvation’ according to which escape from and not the transformation of samsara (wheel of existence) is the case. The second is that for Buddhists the western concept of justice is ‘too much of an unending revengeful tit for tat”. Coming to the most crucial reason for the lack of concept of justice in Buddhism King says: 

While these two factors are important in explaining the general lack of concern for justice in the Buddhist world of past and present, there is a more basic and fundamental reason for this disposition. Its name is Karma. In the scheme of  time-space structured existence embodied in sentient existence at all levels and in all forms (human, sub-human, super-human) the karmic principle of justice rules without exception or hindrance. There is no such thing as unexplained, causeless suffering, … Every state of existence, good or bad, animal, ghostly, hellish or heavenly, is caused by ethically good or evil deeds. Karmic justice, like the mills of the Greek gods, may grind very slowly but grinds exceedingly fine
.

King’s artuculation of the Buddhist concept of karma is too rigid, too fatalistic and too deterministic. It is true that in the Indian religious tradition  such theories of karma are not unknown. But the same does not hold for the Buddhist theory of karma articulated in various discourses in the Pali canon. We have to admit that there can be a gap between the ‘ideal’ theory and the less-than ideal practice of karma theory. The popular understanding of karma across Buddhist societies may be close to what King articulates. But his articulation does not seem to be supported by any sociological investigation. He seems to present very much an interpretation based on textual analysis. In so far as textual evidence is concerned the following discussion of ours will show that the Buddhist theory of karma is not exactly what King articulates. Although his other claims in this regard are interesting this is not the proper context for us to go deep into them. 

As exemplified also by King’s interpretation, any discussion of a Buddhist concept of justice needs to address, first of all, the issue of karma. The present paper is not meant to be a comprehensive or even a sketchy study of a Buddhist concept of justice. The narrower purpose is to examine the Buddhist theory of karma in order to see whether in Buddhism karma has been understood as providing the basis for understanding social situations, relations and conditions. The purpose is to see whether its theory of karma is the reason for Buddhism’s apparent lack of a concept of justice.

II

Buddhist theory of karma

Karma is a pan-Indian religious concept. Those who do not believe in it vehemently oppose it. In that manner all Indian philosophies and religions have their own position regarding karma. The history of the concept goes back to the early Vedic literature. By the time of the Buddha Vedic religion had reached the stage of the Upanishads (early period).  The sramana systems which had sprung as reactions to dominant Brahmanism were numerous and they too had their own theories of karma. 

Buddhism defines karma basically as intention (cetana). The Buddha says: “Monks I say that intention is karma. Having intended one performs karma by body, speech and mind”
. What is said is that the nature of a karma is determined by the intention behind it. The teaching of karma is closely linked to the idea of th result produced by it. The nature of the result is determined by the nature of the action. As the Dhammapada says: Things done with evil intention bring about unhappiness where as things done with good intention bring about happiness
. The Buddha rejected the contemporary theories of karma and its result as belonging to two extreme positions. The texts classify these views into two broad categories
: one is the view that one and the same person does and undergoes results (so karoti so patisamvedeti); the other is the view that the doer and the experiencer are two different persons (anno karoti anno patisamvedeti). The first view is represented by those who believed in an everlasting soul (atman). The prime candidates for this view were brahmins. All the sramanas who believed in such a soul also can be believed to have contributed to this view. The second view is attributed to the materialists who did not believe in the existence of soul. Buddhism naturally rejected both these views. The reason for rejecting them is not so much how they have been described as the underlying assumptions of eternalism and annihilationism of the soul.

In explaining the existence of human suffering Buddhism rejects some four positions held by various religious groups
: i. suffering is self-wrought (sayam katam dukkham); ii. suffering is other-wrought (para-katam dukkham); iii. suffering is wrought by both oneself and other (sayam katam para-katam ca dukkham) and iv. suffering is due to accident (adhicca samuppannam dukkham). The first two positions are rejected for the same reasons as the ones due to which the earlier two positions were rejected. The third is rejected for the reason that the combination of two wrong positions does not make a correct position. The fourth is rejected for the obvious reason explained in the teaching of dependant origination (paticca samuppada), that there are causes and conditions for any situation to take place and that without them nothing would happen.

In addition to these broad categories of karma theories, there is another version of karma rejected by the Buddha which has very important implications for the present discussion.  It is the view that all happiness and unhappiness experienced by people are due to their past karma which is called sabbam pubbekatahetu-vada , ‘the view that everything is due to past karma’. This view is attributed to jains and in several  instances the Buddha has shown his rejection of this view in unequiviocal terms. In the following remarks the Buddha describes what is wrong with this view:

There are certain recluses and Brahmins who teach thus, who hold this view: - Whatsoever weal or woe or neutral feeling is experienced, all that is due to some previous action. … Then I say to them: “So then, owing to a previous action, men will become murderers, thieves, unchaste, liars, slanderers, abusive, babblers, covetous, malicious, and perverse in view. Thus for those who fall back on the former deed as the essential reason there is neither desire to do, nor effort to do, nor necessity to do this deed or abstain from that deed. So then, the necessity for action or inaction not being found to exist in truth and verity, the term ‘recluse’ cannot reasonably be applied to yourselves…

In saying that everything is not due to one’s past karma, the Buddha is asserting that only certain things are due to such karma. The most important aspect of this assertion is that it safeguards the meaningfulness of human action.

What is meant by past karma is in this context can be problematic. What is popularly understood is that it is not the action done in the past but some sort of ‘karmic force’ produced by it. But how does that force work? Does it have an existence independent of the doer but works on him/her from outside? Or does it exist in the doer’s mind and condition his behaviour? The former seems unable to explain karmic effects according to Buddhism and hence it cannot be the Buddhist position. (We will discuss some aspects of this question later.) The latter seems to be more plausible according to Buddhism. But in a universe in which not everything happens according to one’s own will what it amounts to is that not everything is a result of one’s past karma. That this indeed is the position held by the Buddha is clear from the above discussion. 

In so far as a concept of justice is concerned the question one can raise is: Can one speak meaningfully about justice if everything happens due to one’s past karma? The answer is obviously in the negative.  The only way to talk about justice will be to hold that karma itself is just. But this makes human agents irrelevant in the process. This cannot be a good ground for developing a theory and practice of justice.

An implication of rejecting the view that everything is due to past karma is that things can be due to one’s present karma. This is an aspect not given its due emphasis at all in the present-day Buddhist discussions of karma. There is a strong sense of karma in the teaching of the Buddha that it is one’s present behaviour that can determine one’s present status. A good example of this possibility is the Buddha’s interpretation of ‘out-caste’ (vasala) and ‘high-caste’ (brahmana). In this analysis the Buddha says very clearly that it is not by a specific birth that one becomes either a vasala or a brahmin but by one’s action (behaviour)
. The action or karma referred to here is nothing more than what one does at the present moment. The teaching cannot be interpreted as saying that it is due to one’s past karma that one becomes either a vasala or a brahman. A similar observation can be made on the practice of the path of purification taught by the Buddha. In following the path it is expected that one gets rid of one’s defilements gradually by developing one-pointed-ness of mind (samadhi) and liberative knowledge (panna). In this process one’s past actions or their results, meaning karma committed in the samsaric past, play virtually no role. What really matters is one’s present practice (karma). This is not to deny that one’s mental condition and dispositions would not matter. It is said that in the course of surveying the area for potential listeners of the Dhamma the Buddha realized that there were people “with less dust in their eyes and much dust in their eyes, those who have subtle faculties and mild faculties, with favourable dispositions and not favourable dispositions, easily instructed and not easily instructed”
 and so on. These variations in abilities and dispositions have to be explained as resulting from one’s past karma and continued karma represented by a cluster of factors such as upbringing, education, environment and behaviour. What this means is that one is a result of one’s past karma, meaning basically one’s past karma in the present birth. The Buddhist belief in rebirth and the possibility of influence from the previous existences is an extension of the same. It can only be explained as it is explained with regard to one’s immediate past existence in this very life. The overall theory understood in this manner, instead of being detrimental, seems to have salutary implications for developing a theory of justice.

In addition, there are many instances in which the Buddha tried to demystify and rationalize the idea of karma and its result. For instance responding to a statement made by someone to the effect that one gets results for every action one does the Buddha says
:  

Monks, if anyone should say: “Just as this man does a deed, so does he experience it,” –this being so there is no living of the holy life, there is no opportunity manifested for the utter destruction of ill. But if one should say: “Just as this man does a deed that is to be experienced, so does he experiences its fulfillment” – this being so, monks, there is a living of the holy life, there is an opportunity manifested for the utter ending of ill.

Here the Buddha makes a distinction between deeds that have the potential of producing experiences and those that do not. What determines this potential is the moral or immoral nature of the doer. Elaborating on this point further the Buddha says that the moral implications of the results of an action can be either enhanced or mitigated by the moral or immoral nature of the doer. In other words, apart from the nature of the act itself the character of the doer is also a factor that determines the nature of its result and the way it affects him. The Buddha also rejected the view that one’s life is dominated by things one does often
. In responding to a statement made by a follower of Jainism to the effect that one is karmically led by the things such as killing, stealing etc., that one does often, the Buddha rejects the view and it is revealed in the following dialogue:

 If, headman, it were the case that one is led on [to rebirth] by the manner in which one usually dwells, then according to Nigantha Nataputta’s word, no one at all would be bound for a state of misery, bound for hell. What do you think, headman? In the case of a person who destroys life, if one compares one occasion with another, whether by day or by night, which is more frequent: the occasions when he is destroying life or those when he is not doing so?

In the case of a person who destroys life, venerable sir, if one compares one occasion with another whether by day or by night, the occasions when he is destroying life are infrequent while those when he is not doing so are frequent.

So, headman, if it were the case that one is led on [to rebirth] by the manner in which one usually dwells, then according to Nigantha Nataputta’s word no one would be bound for a state of misery, bound for hell.

These instances suggest that although any volitional act is karma what is taken as important is only those with moral implications. Human life is full of activities and all of them do not have moral implications. Nor do all of them have a lasting effect on their doers.

The canonical stand of karma and its result as non-deterministic and non-rigid has not only been upheld but also been elaborated on by the subsequent exegetical tradition. For example, the commentary to the Anguttara-nikaya lists four factors
, namely, birth (gati), physical appearance (upadhi), time of the birth (kala) and behaviour (payoga) that may affect in good manner or in adverse manner the results of one’s karma. What is said is that if the four factors are favourable then the bad results will be superseded by good ones and vice versa.  What this really indicates is that irrespective of one’s past karma empirically verifiable non-ethical factors ultimately determine one’s present status. Although this classification is not available in the canon we can see that it is a faithful elaboration of the canonical standpoint. The clear message contained in this classification is that karma and its result are not totally determined and rigid. They change depending on situations that have nothing to do with the particular karmas.

A problem inherently associated with the belief that one is affected by one’s karmas belonging to past lives is one’s inability to know which of the present situations are due to such karma and which are not. Buddhism believes that with the development of higher meditative states one can develop such abilities as the knoweldge of seeing one’s own past life (pubbe-nivasa-nussati nana) and the knowledge of how other beings are born according to their karma (cutupapata nana). But it is clear that these higher forms of cognition are beyond the reach of the ordinary people who are affected by day-to-day situations which require correction. In such a situation the belief in karma is nothing more than a reminder that one is governed by forces created by oneself  and that some of them are not totally within one’s control. If it is taken as a reminder to be humble it is understandable. Apart from that, any notion that advances the impression that one is not one’s own maker cannot go together with early Buddhsit attitude characteristically expressed by such statements as “atta hi attano natho
”, one is one’s own saviour. 

Karma as a Universal Moral principle?

The general understanding of karma seems to be characterized by the belief that it is a universal phenomenon that exists as a part of Nature. The question to be raised is:

Does Buddhism believe that there is a universal moral principle according to which the righteous are rewarded and the unrighteous are punished? If such a principle exists then is it the same as the principle of Karma? 

Although it may not be justifiable philosophically, it seems that ‘folk’ Buddhism has accepted the existence of such a universal nature or a universal principle. In the Jataka stories there are frequent references to Sakka’s stony seat which would get heated when something drastically goes wrong below in the world. Sakka being an individual god this ‘universal’ role attributed to him is difficult to understand. This particular happening associated with his life attributes to him a function similar to one traditionally attributed to God
. Another thing that points out to this direction is the ‘act of truth’ (Satya-kriya), again, frequently, mentioned in the Jatakas. Now this act which is characterized by invoking the power of truth and virtue seems to assume that these powers exist as universal principles. When understood in this manner these virtues are not associated with any particular god or a creator God. Therefore the indication is that they exist as a part of the workings of Nature. When all the means fail it is believed that one may appeal to this force.

Given some basic assumptions in Buddhism it is difficult to justify the possibility of a universal moral principle. For instance, in the absence of a belief in a creator God Buddhism cannot be holding this belief in association with such an omnipotent god with whom the ultimate responsibility of everything lies. With the belief that the world is founded on suffering (dukkhe loko patitthito
) and that one's Samsaric existence is sorrowful the universe cannot be a moral universe, inherently good and where goodness triumphs ultimately. Further the Buddhist teaching of karma bars us from believing in any activation of it without one’s volitional interference for karma ultimately is one’s volition. If this is the case, it is difficult to believe that karma functions as an agentless universal phenomenon which is a part of Nature. 
Conclusion

The above discussion of the Buddhsit view of karma surely does not explain everything about it. But it does make clear the Buddhist position regarding certain key issues involving the karma theory: i. By karma Buddhism does not talk about a universal force existing independently of particular doers. ii. Buddhism takes karma as basically a psychological phenomenon which is determined by the nature of one’s volition. iii. According to Buddhism everything that happens to human beings is not due to their past actions. iv. The present karma or present human actions are of vital importance in determining the present condition of an individual or a group of individuals. v. Karma is not a kind of determinism or fatalism.

Winston L King to whom we referred earlier characterizes Buddhism as not endorsing the change of the present situation but as ‘ducking one’s head’ and trying to escape from it by attaining nirvana. Whether or not a kind of fatalistic attitude similar to this was developed among the peoples where Buddhism spread is a matter to be investigated by sociologists. But in so far as the basic teaching of the Buddha and its subsequent exegetical tradition are concerned King’s reading remains unsupported. It is an interesting fact to observe that most of the Buddha’s discussions on karma are devoted to dispelling wrong views and distinguishing the right view from what the Buddha considered to be erroneous. There are many instances in the discourses that show that the Buddha really tried to give a kind of naturalist interpretation to the traditional and mostly misunderstood view of karma. It seems that the Buddha was trying to accommodate the contemporary karma theory as much as possible without sacrificing the empirical outlook ingrained in the teaching.

The implication of all these is that it is not due to the theory of karma that there is not apparently a concept of justice in Buddhism. The larger question whether or not there is a concept of justice in Buddhism remains open. It is not wise to conclude that there is such a concept only on the ground that everything that is modern is there in Buddhism. It is quite possible that Buddhism viewed human situations and relations in a manner different from the modern western perspective. This does not mean that Buddhism was not caring enough or that it did not have a social awareness and sense of fairness. It could simply mean that it operates on different assumptions with a different world-view.
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