The Middle Eastern soul map – the left, the right and the Arab world
I will begin with the most important: We must appeal emotionally to the Muslim world and offer it a reconciliation of brothers and not of a liberal Western peace. This call should emanate from a profound understanding of the different patterns of thought of the Muslim world and of ours, of a modern-individualistic society coming up versus a traditional-collectivist society. The objective is to kindle a true psychological process of drawing closer, because the solution in the Middle East is first and foremost emotional, more important than any contractual or other agreement. 

I will begin with two examples borrowed from current events:
1. Abu Mazen recently declared: “the Holocaust is the most heinous crime in human history,” and Netanyahu ridiculed him. 

How does each side relate to expressions of recognition, or conversely, to compliments from the other side? The right frequently views this as manipulation, the left as an opportunity to grow closer. The right, which is capable of responding with warmth, will for the most part remain reserved and distant. The left certainly would have responded with Western approbation, with polite expressions of gratitude, but not with emotion or feeling, because the left is ashamed of showing feeling, teardrops in the eyes or pathos. 
And how can this be used to get closer to the other side? To say, for example, with tears in eyes and emotional voice, that only a leader of honor to a nation of honor could say this sentence. A collective society does not rebuff expressions of intimacy or compliments. When somebody says to you “Wear it in good health,” you respond, “You have good taste.” 
With the encouragement of Patrick Seale, the biographer of Assad who became close with him, Barak declared that Syria under Assad’s leadership was “strong, independent and confident… Syria is highly important to the stability of the Middle East.” Assad responded by saying, “Barak is a strong and sincere man.” This is how the talks between Barak and Assad began, when Barak first entered office. It does not mean that there is going to be any miraculous show of flexibility, in the wake of a single compliment, but it would most certainly presage an improvement in the atmosphere. 
So the right is somewhat correct; Abu Mazen’s statement is manipulation. The left is somewhat correct, as it extends an invitation to greater closeness from a person who had in the past been considered a Holocaust denier. Both of them are describing real aspects of the same phenomenon, but neither is wise enough to leverage it toward the other, who has his own emotional needs. 
2. Netanyahu wishes to secure by means of passage of a Basic Law the idea of Israel as a Jewish state. He’s right, isn’t he? Yes, the left has a hard time with the word “Jewish.” It defines itself as Israeli. It isn’t interested in religious definition. The right will often say that it is first Jewish, and only then Israeli. For instance, Begin would describe himself as “a simple Jew.” So it is that the right is the steward of Judaism for the left, and the left is the steward of Israeliness for the right, and the one cannot exist without the other. 
Most of the Arabs, as far as they are concerned, are first and foremost Muslims. Religious definition is more powerful than any national definition; consequently they see us above all as Jews. Netanyahu is doing the right thing when he demands that they recognize us as a Jewish state, which would infer Palestinian concession on the right of return. But he does so in a defiant manner: we will force them to recognize us as a Jewish state. 
What is need is to stand before the Muslim world and not only Abu Mazen – as he himself advises us in his autobiography 
, because the religious issue is linked to the entire Muslim world – and to say to them with a solidarity of brothers, which they do understand, “Just as you need religious definition and are so sensitive to any insult to your religion, we, too, are in need of this definition. Your religion is not threatened, but ours is, and you are the first ones to understand that. Your recognition of us as a Jewish state will prove to everyone that you are prepared to reach a reconciliation with the Jews. So go and prove it to everyone.”
This is the traditional-collectivist language with which you always have to prove the main point to the other and not to yourself. This is what Arab negotiators are always saying: “We will prove to them that we…” So it is absolutely justified to ask the Arabs to recognize us as a Jewish state, but Netanyahu does so in a defiant manner. Meanwhile, the left in general has a hard time even pronouncing this word, and none of its representatives are capable of speaking to the correct address and in the correct language. 
And now let us move on to a broader perspective: 

3. And what about Jerusalem? The left wants partition, separateness; the right wants unification under Israeli sovereignty. The right isn’t crazy about ruling over the Arabs of East Jerusalem and the left isn’t crazy about dividing a city that isn’t all that dividable. And what does the other side want? One capital city for two states. Unification with us because it is a collective society and can’t go it alone. But we’ll talk about that below. 
But the right wing of “the chosen people” cannot believe that its capital won’t be only its own, whereas the left cannot think in emotion-stirring heroic terms, like Sadat, who proposed to build houses of prayer for the three religions on Santa Katarina, or King Hussein, who proposed that Jerusalem be under God’s sole sovereignty. Mubarak taught us that when it comes to Jerusalem we mustn’t use the word “compromise” because the word is inappropriate to any religious perception, and the Saudi peace initiative of 2002 does not use this word at all. 

We need a unifying language, not a fracturing analytic one. Jerusalem is the solution and not the problem. A little creativity is required vis-à-vis how to construct such a city: how you fill it with Arab flags on all of the places sacred to Islam alongside Israeli flags over all of the places sacred to us. How you build joint committees that would preserve the holy places – and which bear in mind the important collective principle that you are responsible for the other no less than for yourself. How you decide on collecting the trash in the shared city, and who will be the mayor. A city that primarily calls for an emotional solution more than any written contract, and which requires leaders who will know how to unify religions and not to divide them. Thus, Carter attributed the success at Camp David, among other things, to the fact that Begin, Sadat and he himself were men of faith.
Abu Mazen, as we’ve seen, advises us to refer not to him on the matter of Jerusalem but to the entire Muslim world, as Jerusalem is its issue. In his book, he adds that he will advance at the same rate of peace as for all the Arab states.
Sadat implored Weizman that Israel win the heart of the Egyptian people and initiate friendly relations with it, adding in his mutual-collectivist language “I need your people and you need my people.” And then came Assad, who would always emphasize and reemphasize to every Western negotiator the importance of Arab public opinion. Everyone was sending us to the Muslim world, but we have always recoiled at the idea of negotiations with the Arab League, on the assumption that their unity will come at our expense. And we are not speaking at all to the Muslim world, which is especially keen to know us, particularly in the Internet era. By its nature, a collective society is directed toward the other, whereas we are directed inward to ourselves and do not see the deluge of Israeli web sites by users from the Arab world. (My video clip that was uploaded by the Foreign Ministry as part of the Courant Project
 had over a million visits by Muslims.) 
Arab leaders like Sadat and Hussein, who desired peace, appealed to the Israeli public emotionally, and those that did not desire peace, or who were not ready for it, like Arafat and Assad, made no such appeal. As for us, I cannot recall any of our leaders turning to the Arab world in an emotional call, in a language that one could learn from Begin, who began every speech to the Mizrahi Jews with “My brothers and sisters” and the rest was no longer important. 
Even if an emotional appeal like this would not generate wonders, it would improve the relationship, because this is the emotional language understood by the other side. But we regularly talk to them in “our language” and we think that talking in “their language” is one big fake, or worse yet, obsequiousness. The truth is that by continuing to talk to the other in a language he does not understand, and the refusal to speak in his language, is nothing but cultural narcissism, something of which we are all guilty. 

Bringing Christians into the equation would improve the situation because the transition from two religions to three religions is a transition from a dyadic connection to a group, and forces the participants to internalize the narcissistic harm, as each one of them would have a little less room. Religions are the symbol of narcissism and if we would all be a little less narcissistic the chances for success would be greater. As for us, where are we? The right doesn’t really want to talk with the Arab world and the left doesn’t know how to do it.
4. Two states for two peoples

It is hard for the right to concede parts of the homeland and the left holds onto the little, sane bit that it possesses – the idea of the Jewish state and not a binational state. It is easier for the left to concede, but it is content to have someone else watch over it, to make sure it doesn’t do anything too foolish. Otherwise, it is possible that it would have returned the Golan to Assad and the West Bank to Hamas. But what does the other side want?
If we haven’t yet figured it out, what all of them want is nothing short of independence and statehood. That is the secret that they are even concealing from themselves. They do not trust themselves to be able to run a state, at least not a progressive one. They have defined themselves over the years by means of the “no” and “the resistance” more than by means of the “yes,” and so they remain dependent on the struggle with us instead of investing effort in themselves.
They could have long ago declared their independence, as we did in ’48 without waiting for any external approval, and could have built themselves up more than bringing us down. But they made do solely with incessant threats that they would do so. They cannot separate from us, starting with the psychology of the suicide terrorist who chooses to die with his enemy instead of just killing him, and ending with the yearning for a binational state. 
The truth is that the idea of “two states for two peoples” offends them because it is separateness and independence, and they’re not there yet. The aspiration to be mixed up with us and emulate us is evident in numerous areas. For instance, they chose to mark their Nakba Day on our Independence Day and not on a day of their own. They are fighting us and needing us in the same breath: they receive from us electricity, water and treatment of their injured, at the same time as they are fighting us. That is how a collective society is. 
So the left cannot offer the Palestinians a heroic togetherness because it bears a Western, liberal, individualistic and separate soul. And the right, which is capable of being warmer, doesn’t offer the Palestinians any place of their own, due to all its settlements. They, the Palestinians, want us not to say “two states for two peoples” but rather “together we will establish two states for two peoples,” and “a peace of the brave,” and a language of “we” and not “I” because that is their language. This is the advice that Naguib Mahfouz, the Egyptian Nobel Prize for Literature laureate, gave us: “Speak to the shared and not to the different and separating.” If only we knew how to transmit the correct emotional message in the language of the heroic togetherness, a language of dignity, and not in liberal Western separateness…

5. Can you trust the Arabs? The right claims you can’t and it has an abundance of rich evidence to support its case. I will offer three less-well-known proofs; it is important that we be familiar with them. Abu Ala, the chief Palestinian negotiator, tells in his two autobiographical books that from the start Arafat did not intend to observe the Oslo Accords, and tells how the Palestinian delegation to the Camp David summit rejoiced when in the end it came to nothing. In his own book, Majali, who would subsequently become the prime minister of Jordan, expressed how proud he was, how the Jordanian delegation “fooled” the Israeli delegation throughout the negotiations. 
Meanwhile, the left overlooks their deceptiveness in the hope that this time they are really serious, but points out how we are also lying, in a different way, that we are building settlements. The left knows that the right is also correct, and the left knows that the left is also correct. But neither understands a collective society in which lying is a legitimate use of common sense borne of life experience and of social skills, a society in which one shouldn’t come with complaints to someone who fooled you, in the same way that in the West you can’t protest that someone is more skilled than you. And if someone fooled you then its your problem because you should have been cautious, and those are the rules of the game. 
Neither of them, left or right, understand an Arab society in which the truth is not sacred, and is less important than the relationship. In a society where the focus of control is external, where the relationship is more important than the truth and it has the value of survivability, it is possible to deny the Holocaust, for example, and if you ask the denier what he really thinks, he will tell you that really, it is a matter of your word. As far as he’s concerned, the truth is not so important, more important is relationship and the internal loyalty of a group. It is a society in which the most important thing is not the agreement but the interpersonal relationships, as we have been shown by many Arab leaders in various contexts, and they have to be regularly sustained and nurtured. The best guarantee to observing an agreement is the relationship and not the opposite. Alternatively, a broader-based group commitment of additional states would be helpful. Indeed, a member of a collective society can lie, but he can also do more for you than he will do for himself, if a relationship exists.
6. How is the relationship conceived? The right views the relationship with the Arabs as wholly unnecessary; certainly we do not need the Arabs for anything. The left sees a New Middle East that will humiliate the Arabs and demonstrate our superiority – we will help them and we will advance them – although it is not doing so consciously and intentionally, but rather out of a cultural narcissism that sees only itself, and most of the West is guilty of this. Neither side has intentions of forming a true relationship – the left seeks a patronizing relationship and the right seeks to disregard and dismiss. 
And what does the other side want? The other side needs a relationship of togetherness, closeness and solidarity more than any progress. This is a society in which relationships are mainly family relationships, fraternal relationships that are devoid of separateness and individualization, and the stranger is liable to be viewed as enemy. If we want a close relationship with them, we should start by conducting a visualization exercise and imagine that they are members of our family. In this way we won’t be any less separate from them but will be perceived as being less cold, distant and condescending, as they describe us being in countless encounters. 

Alternatively, we can visualize that standing before us is not an individual person but a group, because the person across from us does not experience himself as an individual but as the representative of a group that takes its national identity no less seriously than its individual identity. To put it in simpler terms, Carter called Sadat ‘my brother and my twin soul,’ and Sadat asked him to decide for him. While Abu Mazen speaks about a Western world without feeling, and Barak, who was always directed at the result and not the relationship, was viewed as being cold, logical and incapable of forming an emotional connection. This is how King Hussein longingly describes his relationship with Rabin: “There was a special relationship that we shared; oftentimes I felt that he was putting himself in my shoes. I put myself in his shoes…” And at Rabin’s funeral: “Today I have lost the best friend I had.” Or Sadat: “We have to continue together. We’re in the same boat… I understand your difficulties and you have to understand ours… I am always trying to put on Menachem’s shoes. If he is having a hard time, then I am having a hard time, too.” 
7. What happens in a meeting?

Here right and left commit the same sin, beginning with “yes” – what are they prepared to concede, whereas the Arab side always begins with “no” in regard to what it can not concede. So Sadat declared at the onset that we was not prepared to concede a single square foot of Sinai and that he would not allow any settlements to remain. Assad was not prepared to concede a single square foot on the Golan Heights and Arafat declared that he would not concede a single square foot of the West Bank or the right to return. 

The Western position, that “the sky is the limit” and that by employing salami tactics one side will concede a bit more each time, is something that drives the member of a collective society crazy. He comes from an authoritative society, in which existence is not always assured, and the individual needs clear boundaries, to know at the outset where the “no” is. “If we had begun at what we are not prepared to concede on, the other side would have had a much easier time with us.”

The Palestinians were constantly seeking out our red lines and we concealed them, even from ourselves. Assad had the same problem with Rabin’s formulation “the deeper the peace, the deeper the withdrawal.” He wanted a clear border – what is it that we are not willing to concede? – that would have enabled him to ease up on his own demands. With the Palestinians, we had to open our numerous rounds of negotiations with the right of return – which, without concession on this issue, there’s nothing to talk about. If we’d followed this method, it may be that we would now be in a much better place, or that we would not be fooling ourselves without a border or an end. But we always left this issue for the end, and we never got down to dealing with it in serious fashion. 
In my humble opinion, an unconscious agreement exists here – we don’t demand an unequivocal concession on the right of return and they don’t demand that we suspend settlement construction as an ironclad precondition. This way, each side is left to fantasize about the other’s territory. Neither side subjects its rival to the true test because this is also a test for itself. So it is that we found ourselves through the years arguing over yet another plot of ground on the West Bank at a time when the home remained unsecured. 

As for Assad, there was justification to say, for instance, that we would not concede a single drop of Lake Kinneret water, instead of exhausting ourselves and causing the negotiations to fail because of a few meters more this way or that way. That is the essence of the holistic Arab perception of negotiations that characterizes traditional-collective societies in general: first, they negotiate over existence and honor (over what cannot be conceded) and they postpone the arguments over the details until later on. So it was, for example, that Sadat demanded at the onset that which he felt was existential for him – all of Sinai – and Begin demanded full peace; so it was that Rabin and Hussein agreed to make peace and then left the exchange of territories to the lower ranks, with instructions to reach an agreement. Conceding the right of return versus conceding the settlements also sets off minimum demands for existence versus minimum demands for existence, which is why this formula speaks in the “language” of the Arab world.

In the meeting it is best to let the other side start, to be more passive and not to showboat with our smart remarks. This is because a member of the collective society tends to respond and not to initiate, and if our narcissism takes over, we will leave the meeting without even knowing what the other side wants and is thinking, because we were the only ones who spoke. This happened to many Israeli leaders, including Moshe Dayan and Yitzhak Rabin. In other instances, our activeness filled their passive void, only to find out in the end that we were the only ones to take part in the celebration. It is worthwhile, notwithstanding the narcissistic harm, to do without our creativity in problem solving, because it is liable to humiliate the other side, which cannot do it because there is an authority hanging over his head and he is not as free to act as we are.
What’s more, he is not free as we are to play with his thoughts, because he is directed at the other and not at the self. As far as he is concerned, only God can permit himself the sort of freedom that we take for ourselves. This is what Yasser Abed Rabi said: “Brainstorming is a natural action for me in about the same degree as walking the streets of Ramallah wearing a dress.”

Barak argued with the Syrian chief of staff, Shihabi, as to how to advance the peace process. Barak argued that it is like painting a painting. You try and you try, you go back and make adjustments, without knowing in advance what is going to result. Whereas Shihabi argued that it is like building a house – follow a clear and defined plan, first the foundations, then the walls and finally the roof, meaning that when you start out you know more or less how the home is going to look in the end. 
In another conversation, the Palestinians were asked: assuming that all of your territorial demands are met, how do you envision the security arrangements that you would grant Israel? The Palestinians had a hard time responding to a hypothetical question. The Arabs want a short contract with a holistic approach that places existence, recognition and dignity at the center, and then it is possible to present it to their public in a simple manner, whereas we try to address every detail in the agreement. It would be wise to dispense with this obsession which in any event will not yield results without a close relationship.
8. Conspiracy: comes across as delusional and totally incomprehensible to both right and left. All of these stories that Israel is planning, for instance, an earthquake that would bring down the Al Aqsa Mosque, that the Twin Towers in New York was simply a conspiracy against the Muslim world, et al. So what is really going on here? This is a collective, hierarchal society without transparency, which naturally encourages thoughts of a paranoid nature, because there really is an authority that does indeed conceal. 
So let’s not be heroes, if we lived a single day in such a society we, too, would certainly feel that others around us were weaving all sorts of schemes against us. So what is the remedy against lies and fabrications told about us? A close relationship. Love. When there is love there is no paranoia and no conspiracies. If a member of the traditional-collective society feels we are close to him, not only will there be no conspiracy theory, there will be emotional commitment. And if we think about the function of incitement – to unite the group in the face of the external threat such that there will be no claims against the leader, as opposed to what occurs in a democratic regime – we will understand that the Palestinian textbooks will change when they feel we are with them from the inside and not from the outside.

9. And what about boundaries and power?

Arab leaders usually prefer negotiations with the right rather than the left because the right is conceived as being stronger and they need clear boundaries, if only for the sake of their own unity. So the right is “strong” but has a hard time recognizing them, while the left is “weak” and is more willing to recognize them, whereas they need a “strong” party willing to recognize them. 
This is an authoritative society that was raised in a world of clear boundaries. In the absence of boundaries, they examine and they seek them. This is how Mohammed Dahlan described the Israelis: “You are like a lemon being squeezed, but with you, there’s no end to the juice.” The Arab side will act this way so long as it doesn’t come up against a boundary. 

Western society does not like displays of power and this inter-cultural encounter is especially hard on it. It is a narcissistic society that is self-absorbed, which has already forgotten the taste of survival; its social skills are inferior, and you can mock it, as Iran does. It is a society that feels emotions in the spectrum of emptiness, loneliness, despair, dejection, ambivalence et al, and not of fear, power, envy, vengeance, hatred and the like. The inter-cultural encounter impels us to experience feelings that we long ago suppressed in our individual and our cultural pasts, and we lack the tools to deal with them. 
The member of a Western society must not allow a member of an Eastern society to humiliate him, because dignity is an existential matter of strategic importance, and an alliance is only forged with strong partners. As far as Abu Ala is concerned, for instance, rehabilitation of Palestinian honor is the core issue of the peace process. Conversely, someone who tries to humiliate you, who harms your dignity, does not want a relationship. At least not now.
The “illusion of peace” is the name given to the prevalent “disease” found mainly in the left, where the Western individual is unable to comprehend that his co-discussant simply does not want peace because a peace agreement threatens its culture and its unity and it does not want to concede everything that is dear to it. So it is that Gilead Sher entitled his book “Within Reach” and Itamar Rabinovich his book “The Brink of Peace” at a time when in the opinion of the Palestinians and the Syrians we were very distant from said objective. A thoughtful approach to the other side, one that takes into account an understanding of their emotional world and way of thinking, and not one based on cultural narcissism, is the solution.
10. So how to approach the other side? You never accuse or criticize, because in the absence of separateness and individualization, there is no ability to take responsibility. The blame will immediately be thrown back at you. But there is great capacity to identify with the other. Carter never blamed Sadat. When a difficulty arose, he approached him in a conciliatory tone of closeness, and told him that he needed his help. Nor should we admit to our own guilt, because that, too, is incomprehensible. You explain to the other that if it were you, you would act the same way, and you stress the need to jointly overcome the problem.
11. Which conceptual errors is each side making vis-à-vis the other? Left and right place less importance on world opinion, as Ben-Gurion put it: “It isn’t important what the goyim say, what’s important is what the Jews do.” While the collective Arab society places significant weight on public opinion, the enlistment of additional states, in particular Muslim states, would by all means help, in particular in the current period, in which there is weight placed on the opinion of the Arab street. Hussein and Arafat, for instance, were among the leaders who traveled more around the world in order to explain their positions and to develop personal relationships. Conversely, the Americans, given their individualist mindset, neglected over the years the need for pan-Arab support of the peace process. We do not place too much significance on the dissemination of information or publicity, either.

Our mistake in relation to the Arab world is reflected in the way we project our individualistic thought patterns on them, and vice versa. We have a difficult time understanding the extent to which they are dependent on authority and on a mutuality of opinions, or how cautious they are in their language, how afraid they are to stand up for what they believe and express their opinion independently and separately. We will approach them just as we would have approached ourselves, and we will not grasp that they are not in the same place. 
Meanwhile, they will think that we are much more dependent on the environment than we really are. They have ascribed to us conspiracies, manipulations, submitting to external pressure and the like. 
They will have a hard time understanding where we are coming from, from where our thoughts and statements emanate - that they come from our individual selves. As far as they are concerned, someone who does that is either especially brave, or cold, detached and condescending. We expect that what we hear in a room from the Arab leader will also be said outside. In a collective society it is often customary to say to the other that which he wants to hear, and it is more important not to enter into conflict than it is to consistently stick to the truth or to a personal commitment. Therefore, one should determine what the speaker really means. 
We would behave the same way alone or in a group, due to our tendency to be loyal to our self. Whereas the Arab partner is capable of acting in a completely different manner when he is alone and there is no one observing him – when he is much more liberated. 
As far as we are concerned, substance is all important. As far as they’re concerned, no less important is how it will look and how it will be conceived, what others will say. They attribute too much importance to symbols. They, who come from a world of consensus, will not understand that it is acceptable for friends not to agree, and our relationship with the Americans is a riddle to them. How is it that they do not influence us, or force their opinion on us? 
Whereas we will minimize the effect of their environment on them, and attribute to them independent thinking– this, as I have said, is a big botch-up. They are certain that we are focused on them more than we really are, and as evidence of that see the plethora of conspiracies attributed to us that have the aim of harming them. And we will think that they are focused less on us than they really are. They, coming from an authoritative society, are likely to support a coerced solution and even to ask for it, in part so that they can say that they had no choice, whereas we would reject it. They will maintain a consensus between members of their group such that it will seem rigid to us; they will not understand how it is that each individual on our side says what he feels like saying. Where is the authority? They will try to exploit differences in approach within the Israeli delegation.
A modern-individualistic society is an active and optimistic society because the individual feels that his fate is in his hands. A traditional-collectivistic society is more passive and pessimistic because the individual feels that he is dependent on a group. The Palestinians were surprised by the Israeli optimism and joked that the Israelis are capable of going to the same movie twice, in hopes that this time the hero will act differently (which one was the hero?). When a member of Arab society dramatically threatens, he does not understand that the Westerner is taking his threats seriously. This is because he is not in the practice of making threats. This is how a few wars broke out that could have been avoided. (Hussein related that Nasser did not intend on starting the Six-Day War, but only wished to display threatening behavior. Sadat made an impression, was seen in the Arab world as strong, having been ashamed to be perceived as weak, and did not read the Americans correctly. Similarly, Hezbollah did not read us correctly in the Second Lebanon War. Two soldiers were kidnapped and Hezbollah was astonished when this provocation led to war). The member of the Western society must decisively set boundaries to a member of Arab society; otherwise, the introverted nature of the Westerner will be interpreted as weakness, which is liable to invite further aggressiveness.

In conclusion: I propose setting up a web site that would appeal directly to the Muslim and Jewish worlds, from an understanding of their and ours emotional worlds and the gap that exists between them. On the site, it will be possible, for example, to offer examples from the negotiations, as well as from life in general, and to teach the two sides the ways that the other side thinks.
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. This article is based on the book “Babylon – a Guide to the East-West Encounter. The questionnaire “Vector of the Mind” 
will enable the reader to examine his own way of thinking, and to what degree his mindset is modern-individualized or traditional-collective.
1 Through Secret Channels, 1995.


2 See “Quranet: a Guide for Education” 
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