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It is education that has altered my life. Carried me far. I write this autobiography as the 
history of my schooling. To admit the change in my life I must speak of years as a student, 
of losses, of gains.

—Richard Rodriguez, Hunger of Memory:  
The Education of Richard Rodriguez

The ethnic group carries a divergent set of cultural traits which are evaluated by the host 
society as inferior. We have seen . . . how these cultural groups are identified with being 
different and given an inferior rating and how they form their own social world to nurse 
their members through a period of transition until these members “unlearn” what they 
have been taught and successfully learn the new way of life necessary for full acceptance in 
the host society.

—W. Lloyd Warner and Leo Srole,  
The Social Systems of American Ethnic Groups

H unger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez brings into 
relief the dual role that school has long played in the United States 
as a coercive mechanism of assimilation and catalyst of personal and 

social transformation. While US educational institutions have demanded social 
conformity—that minority students “unlearn” their “inferior” cultures and 
“learn” the ways of the majority—they have also served as a vital platform for 
social reform and, in some instances, radical change. Desegregation efforts, the 
implementation of affirmative action and bilingual education, the establishment 
of ethnic studies in high schools and postsecondary institutions, the protec-
tion of undocumented K–12 pupils, and increased access to higher education 
for DREAMers, beneficiaries of the Development, Relief, and Education for 
Alien Minors Act, testify to some of the ways in which the American school 
has shaped and been shaped by social change.1 

I first read Hunger of Memory shortly after I arrived at Berkeley as an English 
major in the late 1980s, “a moment when,” in the words of Abdul R. JanMo-
hamed and David Lloyd, “the liberation and celebration of differences and 
polyvocality” had become “central features of critical endeavors” like ethnic 
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and feminist studies.2 Curiously, I encountered Rodriguez’s autobiography, a 
rant against bilingual education, affirmative action, and the identity politics 
of “middle-class ethnics,” on more than one syllabus as a paragon of Chicano 
literature and expression of multicultural education.3 Hunger of Memory 
was unquestionably a plea for assimilation, yet its author had entered the 
mainstream as “the representative ‘Hispanic’ subject.”4 “This was my story,” 
Rodriguez writes. “An American story.”5

The present essay probes some of the contradictions and complexities of 
the American story of assimilation. While assimilation is an important sub-
ject in the social sciences, particularly sociology, it is often overlooked—even 
shunned—in ethnic studies, the field in which I studied and continue to work. 
Yet as an organizing rubric in narratives about the United States and how its 
people become (or do not become) Americans, assimilation, as a norm, ideal, 
ideology, policy, and practice, warrants scrutiny. I maintain that it has much 
to teach us about social and political inclusion, exclusion, marginalization, 
and subordination—all key concerns of ethnic studies.

There are many definitions of assimilation. Drawing from work in sociol-
ogy, critical race theory, and critical whiteness studies, I define it as a process 
whereby the boundary between mainstream and margin blurs, disappears, 
or paradoxically, is reinforced. The term generally refers to an individual’s or 
group’s relationship to particular institutions and social and cultural practices. 
These institutions and practices are often associated with the state—for ex-
ample, citizenship and voting—but may also be linked to other social arenas, 
namely, civil society and the market. At times, integration at one level of soci-
ety is predicated on exclusion at another. Think, for example, of the market’s 
reliance on undocumented labor and the state’s simultaneous exclusion of 
undocumented workers. In many instances of assimilation, formerly distin-
guishable groups, practices, or products eradicate, blend into, or transform 
one another, becoming more similar in the process. In others, however, the 
majority incorporates a minority as its distinct, constitutive, and/or subordi-
nate other. In short, one can be assimilated as an outsider—for example, as an 
undocumented worker or, in Rodriguez’s case, a minority writer. 

To shed light on assimilation’s paradox and the school’s dual role as guardian 
of stasis and agent of change, this essay juxtaposes desegregation efforts, the 
DREAM Act, and ethnic studies. In recent years, ethnic studies has under-
gone a renovation. The launch of new doctoral programs, for example, at the 
University of California, Riverside, in 2009 and the University of Colorado, 
Boulder, in 2014, as well as the establishment of the Critical Ethnic Studies 
Association (CESA) in 2011, speak to the field’s growth and evolution. At the 
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same time, ethnic studies has come under attack. For example, Arizona’s House 
Bill 2281 (2010) prohibits ethnic studies, particularly Chicano studies, in K–12 
public education in that state. Why the resurgence and ban? Decades after the 
establishment of the first programs and departments, why does ethnic studies 
continue to resonate and threaten? And what can it tell us about the relation-
ship between education and assimilation, between learning and unlearning?

Focusing on Alvarez v. Lemon Grove School District (1931) and Mendez 
v. Westminster School District (1946), two important precursors to Brown v. 
Board of Education (1954), I argue that ethnic studies differs greatly from de-
segregation efforts and the struggle to pass the DREAM Act because it aims 
to produce a very different kind of subject. While Alvarez, Mendez, and the 
DREAM Act have called for the transformation of Mexicans into Americans 
and the incorporation of Mexican Americans and undocumented immigrants 
in the American polity, ethnic studies prompts students to trace the mutable 
boundaries of that polity and to look beyond it. Often this field challenges 
official histories that uphold the United States as a peaceful and egalitarian 
meritocracy. And where the public school has endeavored to produce loyal and 
compliant citizens, however subordinated, ethnic studies strives to produce 
subjects with a keen knowledge of American legacies of expansion, exploita-
tion, exclusion, and struggle. For its proponents, ethnic studies represents 
the promise of education to transform individuals and society alike. For its 
opponents, it is a bad subject that produces bad subjects.

Ethnic Studies

After completing my bachelor’s degree in English, I decided to pursue a PhD 
in ethnic studies. I had enjoyed studying Chaucer, Shakespeare, Blake, and 
Mary Shelley as an undergraduate. After spending twelve years in Catholic 
schools, reading the King James Bible as literature was both pleasurable and 
instructive. Like Rodriguez, I felt a bit like Caliban as I stole “their books” 
and made them my own.6 Yet I wanted something else. I wanted to explore 
approaches to the study of literature that did not necessarily revolve around 
canons, periods, or nations and national languages. In short, I wanted to 
unlearn what I had learned as an undergraduate. Ethnic studies gave me the 
freedom and tools to do so.

Ethnic studies is a vast and heterogeneous field. It is not limited to a particu-
lar discipline, method, source, question, or institutional space, so it is difficult 
to pin down. Nonetheless, at the risk of oversimplifying, I offer the following 
definition: ethnic studies is, among other things, the study of race—a broad and 
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mutable category in and of itself—and power. It is an intellectual project with 
roots in and connections to social movements and the quest for social justice.

According to its detractors, ethnic studies is divisive and un-American. HB 
2281’s language and history point to some ways in which the field has been 
linked to hostility against the United States. That law mandates “that public 
school pupils . . . be taught to treat and value each other as individuals and 
not be taught to resent or hate other races or classes of people” and forbids 
“courses or classes that . . . promote the overthrow of the United States gov-
ernment.”7 Its failed precedent in the Arizona State Senate, SB 1108 (2008), 
sought to prohibit public schools, including colleges and universities, from 
offering classes that “denigrate, disparage or overtly encourage dissent from 
the values of American democracy and Western civilization.”8  

In fact, ethnic studies scrutinizes “the United States nation-building project” 
and “very intentionally include[s] historically marginalized communities” in 
narratives about the United States and its place in the world.9 That said, it is 
not simply a celebration of people of color and our contributions to Ameri-
can history, culture, and society. It is not sensitivity training and does not set 
out to make anyone feel good or bad. Although some students, particularly 
students of color, gravitate toward ethnic studies because they feel alienated 
in and dissatisfied with traditional disciplines and fields, it is not a family, nor 
is it, in the words of Gary Y. Okihiro, founding director of the Center for the 
Study of Ethnicity and Race at Columbia University, “an intellectual form of 
. . . affirmative action for people of color.”10  

As an intellectual project that strives to create new knowledge, inform, and 
empower, ethnic studies teaches critical thinking, an “understanding [of ] how 
. . . we acquire and test our knowledge in order to move beyond the limits of 
current knowledge,” via a systematic analysis of power.11 Studies show that 
it often improves both white and minority students’ academic performance 
and educational outcomes.12 As Christine E. Sleeter, former president of the 
National Association for Multicultural Education, has pointed out, “Students 
of color experience racism; ethnic studies does not introduce them to that con-
cept. Rather, by taking racism and culture seriously, ethnic studies attempt[s] 
to give students the tools to navigate racially hostile systems,” tools that serve 
many of them well both within and beyond educational institutions.13

Ethnic studies arose as a rejoinder to Eurocentric curricula, their oversights, 
and inaccuracies, and the lack of students, faculty, and administrators of color 
in American educational institutions. Most narrations of this field’s origins and 
evolution begin with the 1968–69 Third World Liberation Front strike at San 
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Francisco State University and the establishment of the Department of Ethnic 
Studies at Berkeley in 1969.14 (By the 1990s there were over seven hundred 
programs and departments.)15 Yet, as Sleeter observes, “Ethnic studies has a 
much longer history . . . building on pioneering works such as the writings of 
Carter G. Woodson (1933) and W. E. B. Du Bois (1903), freedom schools 
of the 1960s, Black independent schools and Afrocentric public schools . . . 
tribal schools . . . and language immersion schools.”16

Today, much of the best work in ethnic studies foregrounds and interrogates 
intersectionality, the articulation of multiple social categories and relation-
ships.17 And where much earlier scholarship emphasized relations between 
whites and people of color, “for a new generation of ethnic-studies scholars,” 
Okihiro points out, “the focus is not just—or even foremost—on the rela-
tions between white and nonwhite people but on relations among,” and here 
I would add, within communities of color.18 This is not to say that whites and 
whiteness are not part of ethnic studies. Indeed, the field of critical whiteness 
studies exposes whiteness as a racial formation and traces the deliberate and 
all too often violent construction and policing of categories such as America, 
American, citizen, individual, and human.

Finally, ethnic studies has long been concerned with decolonial and anti-
racist movements worldwide, from the Third World Liberation Front strike 
to CESA’s July 2014 endorsement of the boycott, divestment, and sanctions 
movement against Israel.19 According to Evelyn Hu-DeHart, scholars “work-
ing within diasporic, transnational, and postcolonial frameworks [have been] 
steadily globalizing ethnic studies, in ways that distinguish it from interna-
tional affairs or area studies.”20 In fact, the department in which I work, Latin 
American and Latino studies at UC Santa Cruz, bridges area and ethnic 
studies by underscoring “new forms of cultural and political identifications 
that are shaping and transforming the territorial boundaries of the nation-
state” throughout the Americas.21 Some scholars, such as Okihiro, warn that 
an emphasis on the trans- or postnational threatens ethnic studies’ “political 
edge,” as well as its “specificity and responsibility.”22 Still others welcome chal-
lenges to “the U.S.-centric character of . . . knowledge production” and laud 
the field’s capaciousness and responsiveness to the exigencies of modernity and 
globalization.23 Concepts like the “‘Black Atlantic’ and ‘diaspora’ extended the 
horizon of intellectual work and political imagination,” Vijay Prashad observes. 
“All this came relatively easily to Ethnic Studies.”24
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Alvarez, Mendez, and the DREAM Act

In response to charges that ethnic studies is un-, anti-, or not adequately 
American, some of its defenders have aligned it with Americanness, particularly 
American multiculturalism. For example, in a May 15, 2011, op-ed piece in 
the Arizona Daily Star, Arizona congressman Raúl Grijalva praised the belea-
guered Tucson Unified School District’s (TUSD’s) Mexican American studies 
program for doing

a very American thing: It’s taught students to value themselves, to value their families, to 
value who they are, to know who they are, and to be proud of that heritage. This country 
celebrates and acknowledges its diversity—in this respect, Mexican Americans are no dif-
ferent than Italian Americans or Polish Americans. We’re all Americans, and our families 
all came from somewhere.25

Grijalva’s defense of Mexican American studies resembles W. Lloyd Warner and 
Leo Srole’s 1945 characterization of assimilation as a process whereby minori-
ties “form their own social world to nurse their members through a period 
of transition.”26 According to the congressman, TUSD’s Mexican American 
studies program nurtures its Mexican American pupils; it teaches them who 
they are and instills in them a sense of pride. In doing so, it does what the 
school has long done (and should do, according to critics of ethnic studies): 
Mexican American studies transforms Mexican Americans into “Americans.”  

Grijalva’s assimilationist strategy is also reminiscent of that of Alvarez v. 
Lemon Grove School District and Mendez v. Westminster School District, both 
of which emphasized Mexican Americans’ Americanness. In the former case, 
Mexican-origin parents in Lemon Grove, a town near San Diego, California, 
underscored that 95 percent of students denied admission to the Lemon 
Grove Grammar School and redirected to the newly established, yet patently 
inferior “Mexican” school were US citizens “entitled to all the rights and 
privileges common to all citizens of the United States.”27 On March 30, 1931, 
the court ruled that Mexican pupils could not be segregated under the laws 
of the state of California because they were “Caucasian” and not “Oriental,” 
“Negro,” or “Indian.”28 Hindsight (or what historians call presentism) reveals 
a painful irony: while Alvarez challenged the practice of segregating Mexican 
Americans and has even been celebrated as the first successful desegregation 
case in the United States, it fell short of defying the institution of segregation 
and, ultimately, maintained white supremacy.  

Fifteen years later, the segregation of Mexican American children in Cali-
fornia’s public schools would be challenged again in the courtroom. Like their 
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predecessors in Alvarez, the plaintiffs in Mendez highlighted their children’s 
Americanness as they demanded a place for them at so-called white schools 
in Orange County. Gonzalo Méndez, a naturalized US citizen from Mexico, 
and his wife, Felícita “La Prieta” Méndez, a Puerto Rican (and, therefore, a 
US citizen), initiated the lawsuit after their children were denied admission 
to their neighborhood school and redirected to the more distant “Mexican” 
school in the fall of 1944.29 As Felícita testified, “We always tell our children 
they are Americans.”30 In 1946 the court ruled that the segregation of Mexican 
American pupils amounted to a denial of the equal protection clause of the 
Fourteenth Amendment. The following year, Governor Earl Warren repealed 
all school codes mandating segregation in California. Like Alvarez, Mendez 
“hinged on the viability of race-based statutes,” on the belief that whites and 
nonwhites should and could be kept apart.31 However, in 1954, it would “as-
sume . . . national significance” as a precursor to Brown.32

In the twenty-first century, the struggle for equal opportunity in education 
continues via the DREAM Act. Where many of the plaintiffs in Alvarez and 
Mendez were US citizens, a fact underpinning the rationale to desegregate 
California’s public schools, federal and state DREAM Acts address the needs 
and hopes of the undocumented, particularly “students [who] were brought to 
the United States as young children by their parents, speak English, consider 
themselves American, and will spend the rest of their lives in this country.”33 

Beneficiaries call themselves and are called DREAMers, an evocation of the 
American dream and a reminder of the vital role that immigrants have played 
and continue to play in this country.

First introduced in the US Senate on August 1, 2001, the DREAM Act seeks 
to repeal a 1996 federal statute that denies undocumented students in-state 
tuition rates at public colleges and universities.34 It would also offer a path to 
legal permanent residency and, in some cases, citizenship to undocumented 
immigrants of “good moral character” who have graduated from high school 
or completed two years of military service or college in good standing.35 While 
the federal DREAM Act has stalled in Congress, fifteen states have enacted 
their own versions of the bill.36 Like the federal iteration, these “mini” DREAM 
Acts allow certain undocumented students to pay in-state tuition at public 
colleges and universities and/or make them eligible for scholarships and state 
financial aid. In short, they endeavor to pull some of the most marginalized, 
vulnerable, and promising members of society into the proverbial fold, thereby 
expanding the boundaries of the American polity.
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Assimilation, Alien Citizens, and Anticitizens

By legalizing those who are “illegal” and transforming aliens into citizens, the 
DREAM Act shares more than a bit in common with Alvarez and Mendez. 
If we define assimilation as the opposite of segregation or as integration, in-
corporation, or acculturation, terms that are sometimes used synonymously 
with it, then all three efforts share assimilation as a goal. By rejecting Mexican 
Americans’ status as alien citizens—US citizens “presumed to be foreign by 
the mainstream of American culture and, at times, by the state”—Alvarez and 
Mendez sought to assimilate Mexican Americans as full citizens, individu-
als with access to the state’s resources, including its protection.37 And while 
DREAMers are not normative (i.e., legal, official) citizens, two justifications for 
their formal incorporation are their participation in the mainstream and their 
Americanness. Many of these youths have few, if any, ties to their countries of 
origin and are well integrated into US society as soldiers, students, and workers. 
What is more, many see themselves as American. The title alone of William 
Perez’s We Are Americans, a collection of interviews with DREAMers, makes 
this clear.38 Often, DREAMers pass as Americans: they speak English without 
a foreign accent and generally do not wear putative signs of foreignness, like 
turbans, veils, or huipiles. In other words, they have acculturated.

Likewise, Grijalva’s rousing defense of TUSD’s Mexican American studies 
program invokes assimilation in its emphasis on mimesis, the blurring or dis-
appearance of a boundary distinguishing us from them. In the congressman’s 
own words: “Mexican Americans are no different than Italian Americans or 
Polish Americans.”39 Ethnic studies shows us that, yes, Mexican Americans 
do have quite a bit in common with Italian Americans and Polish Americans. 
And we do not and that should be acceptable in a diverse and tolerant society.

Grijalva’s plea for Mexican American studies also invokes assimilation by 
bringing into play ethnicity and whiteness. His comparison of Mexican Ameri-
cans with Italian Americans and Polish Americans, two ethnic, as opposed to 
racial, groups, is, in all likelihood, strategic and warrants scrutiny. Since the 
1940s, the ideologies of pluralism and multiculturalism have allowed some 
Americans—namely, white ones—to assimilate into the mainstream; first, as 
so-called ethnic Americans and then simply as “Americans.” David Roediger 
locates the rise of ethnicity as the dominant articulation of Americanness in 
the context of “antifascism[,] . . . increasing inclusion of new immigrants by 
the New Deal state[,] . . . a left that fervently wished to embrace American-
ism, . . . renewed demands for black freedom, and a Cold War liberalism that 
answered those demands by emphasizing that the main elements in U.S. history 



| 1065Learning and Unlearning from Ethnic Studies

predicted an end to racism.”40 As he and other scholars have shown, erstwhile 
“temporary Negroes” and “provisional” whites, such as Italian Americans 
and Polish Americans, became bona fide (i.e., white) Americans by actively 
distancing themselves from and defining themselves against people of color, 
particularly blacks, Mexicans, and Chinese.41 Tracing the movement of late 
nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century “white ethnic immigrants” 
and their descendants “from race to ethnicity to nationality”—for example, 
from “Mediterranean” (a widely acknowledged racial category a century ago) 
to “Italian-American” to “American”—Jennifer Hochschild concludes that this 
“move arguably required the existence of a race that could not traverse the same 
path” (a constitutive other, in other words), “since becoming American was in 
many ways intricately tied up with becoming white.”42

What if Grijalva had likened Mexican Americans to a nonwhite group, not 
to Italian Americans and Polish Americans but to, say, Japanese Americans and 
Haitian Americans? Would his words have had the same meaning, intention, or 
effect? If his goal was to claim Americanness for Mexican Americans, then the 
answer to this question is probably no, given the long-standing link between 
whiteness and Americanness, a connection going back to the Naturalization 
Act of 1790, which limited naturalization to free white persons. Until the 
ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868, blacks were noncitizens, 
while Japanese were ineligible for US citizenship until passage of the McCarran-
Walter Act in 1952. Although Section 2169 of the Naturalization Act of July 
14, 1870, would make “aliens of African nativity” and “persons of African de-
scent” eligible for naturalization,43 blacks were still seen as what Roediger calls 
“anticitizens, as enemies rather than . . . members of the social compact.”44 Jim 
Crow, followed by high rates of incarceration and disenfranchisement —what 
Michelle Alexander aptly calls “the new Jim Crow”—have continued to exclude 
them from the polity and rendered them alien citizens.45

Because of the link between whiteness and Americanness, and between 
Americanness and rights, it should come as little surprise that so many groups 
in the United States, from the Irish in the nineteenth century to Mexicans in 
the twentieth and twenty-first, have grappled for whiteness.46 To claim their 
rights as Americans, the plaintiffs in Alvarez and Mendez had to convince the 
state that they, too, were white. That Grijalva would revisit this strategy in 
2011 in his defense of ethnic studies underscores the enduring bond between 
whiteness and Americanness and the exigencies and paradoxes of assimilation.

Like Alvarez, Mendez, and the DREAM Act, Grijalva’s problematic de-
fense of TUSD’s Mexican American studies program exposes assimilation as 
a complex and contradictory process. In their own ways, these cases debunk 
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the theory of straight-line (i.e., unimpeded and inexorable) assimilation as 
they point to processes of segmented assimilation and racial naturalization.47 
Segmented assimilation, as theorized by Alejandro Portes and Min Zhou, posits 
that individuals and groups assimilate into a particular segment of society.48 
While some individuals and groups have assimilated and continue to assimi-
late into the white mainstream in the United States, others are barred from 
it because of perceived racial differences and, thus, may be incorporated into 
other segments of the population. For example, black immigrants from Africa, 
the Caribbean, and Latin America and their descendants may assimilate and 
be assimilated as African Americans, a process Devon Carbado terms “racial 
naturalization.”49 Racial naturalization highlights how some groups are violently 
included in the United States via racial subordination and exclusion from the 
white mainstream. Like Portes and Zhou’s theory of segmented assimilation, 
Carbado’s concept points to social stratification and the paradox of inclusion 
via marginalization or exclusion.

Ethnic studies reckons with this paradox. Indeed, one could say it was 
founded on and because of it. It shows that marginalization and exclusion 
did not end with the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment, the signing 
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, or Barack Obama’s election as president of 
the United States in 2008. Instead of burying “the history of American racism 
within a larger narrative of inevitable American progress” and treating “race 
relations as a linear trajectory of improvement,” ethnic studies approaches 
race and racial struggles as “a messy and continual struggle over power” and 
resources, an ebb and flow of progress and retreat.50 Think, for example, of 
Reconstruction and Jim Crow, school desegregation and white flight, and af-
firmative action and Proposition 209.

Moreover, Alvarez, Mendez, and the DREAM Act concern themselves with 
a legitimate (i.e., state-sanctioned) community and the citizens and legal resi-
dents who form it. To be sure, lawyers, lawmakers, and activists, like Grijalva, 
those who took part in school desegregation efforts, and those pushing for the 
DREAM Act, must set practical goals and compromise at times with those 
who do not necessarily share their viewpoints or values.51 Scholars, in contrast, 
tend to enjoy more freedom, flexibility, and independence. We can and should 
imagine alternate ways of being, knowing, and acting.

By foregrounding the contributions of communities of color in and to the 
United States, ethnic studies detaches whiteness from Americanness. That is, it 
expands definitions of Americanness, rendering it more pliable and inclusive. In 
this regard, ethnic studies shares quite a bit in common with Alvarez, Mendez, 
and the DREAM Act, all of which set their sights on changing the United 
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States and the category “American”—a courageous, admirable, and necessary 
pursuit. Yet ethnic studies differs from these other struggles by envisioning new 
subjects and communities. Many scholars in this field study nations without 
states and dare to explore a multiplicity of citizenships, many of them nonnor-
mative (e.g., alien citizenship and anticitizenship). Some of the most exciting 
scholarship calls for, in the words of Alicia Schmidt Camacho, “rights beyond 
citizenship” and acknowledges “our bonds of community beyond the limited 
borders of the nation.”52 This unlearning of norms and assumptions is one of 
the most valuable lessons ethnic studies offers.
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