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Morphological traits may convey saial  messages among 
humans 3s they do among other species. This study pre- 
sents &ta fmm observers in 11 nationsVcultural settings 
who vitwed 19 pain of portrait photographs and selected 
either more dominant-looking or happier-looking pair 

? members. Signillcant cross-sample agreement in domi- 
nance attributions emerged for eight portrait pain. Sig- 
nificant em-sample agreement in happiness attribu- 
tions occurred for dne  portrait pain. Post hoc, among 
the characteristics of dominant faces were receded hair- 
lines and reIatively broad faces, The traits or happier- 
looking facrs frequently included relatkely dark eyes 
7nd thick lips, with m e  exceptions. 
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In nature, morphological traits may convey so- 
cial messages among species members. For ex- 
~mple, social dominance corresponds, in part, 
to the plumage coloration of Harris sparrows 
(Rohwer and Rohwer, 1978) and to the silver- 
back of the mountain gorilla (Schaller. 1963). It 
seems these characteristics mediate the social 
status that normally accompanies sexual matu- 
rity and age. Some ethologists have speculated 
that certain rnorpho:ogical characteristics op- 
erate as social signaling devices among humans 
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and may be rooted in our phylogenetic past 
(Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1972: 1975; Guthrie, 1970: 
Wickler, 1967). Evidence of cross-cultural con- 
sistency in social perceptiorrs of human mor- 
phological traits could be used to support such 
a contention. 

Our intention was to uncover human facial 
characteristics corresponding to pancultural per- 
ceptions of "dominance" and "happiness" by 
using data from a recent cross-cultural study that 
examined the effects of certain facial gesntres 
on these perceptions (Keating et al.. 1981~). 
Viewing these data so as to control for facial 
gestures, would we find that certain human faces 
compel disproportionate numbers of observers 
from diverse cultures to attribute dominsnce or 
happiness to them? 

METHODS 

Subjects 
Data were collected in the United States trom 
150 university students in Fort Worth, Texas 
(64% female; ages 17-37 with a median of 19) 
and from 202 university students in Syracuse, 
New York (50% female; ages 17-24 with a me- 
dian of 19). Ninety-eight Chinese students and 
relatives living in Syracuse also participated as 
observers (42% female: ages 21-65 with a mc- 
dian of 30). In Konstanz, Germany, responses 
were gathered from 138 pcople (over 50% were 
university students, the rest were teachers, sec 
retaries, adrninistraters, hospital workers. an0 
patients; 37% were feaale; ages 16-86 with A 

median of 25). One-hundred sixty-six high schod 
-'udents from the Meru district in Kenya (51% 
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female; ages 14-23 with a median of 17) plus 198 
Zambian high schoal students, secretaries, jan- 
itors, and clerks participatkd (over 70% were 
high school students; 51% were female; ages 
13-53 with a median of 3). In the Canary Is- 
lands, Spain, a sample of 93 local workers were 
contacted in the town of San Sebastian de la 
Gomera (70% included shopkeepers, cab driv- 
ers, construction workers, secretaries, and so 
on, 12% were peasant farmers, and 18% were 
students; 22% were female; ages 13-72 with a 
median of 26). A swond Canary Island sample 
of 181 studenrs fmm the University of La La- 
guna was okdned (69% female; ageb17-49 with 
a median of B). Farm workers from rural vil- 
lages in Cundinamarca and Boyad plus a few 
residents of barrio comprised a Colom- 
bian sample of 202 observers (about 20% were 
from BogotB; 48% were female; ages 13-60 with 
a median of 20). One-hundred seventy-one 
workers f m  sugar awe plantations in Paraiba 
and Pcmsunbuco, Brazil, were recruited as ob- 
servers (!% female; ages 13-72 with a median 
of 25). In Thailand, 200 peasant farmers, largely 
from Sarnutsakorn and Singbun provinces, also 
psvticipated as observers (29% female; ages 
16-78 with a median 0f 42). For both the Bra- 
zilian a d  Thai samples, illiteracy was estimated 
to be greater than 90% and experience with 
Westerners, Western education, and Western 
media extremely rare. 

Procedure 
Each observer viewed 19 pairs of portrait pho- 
tographs. In each sample, roughly half of ob- 
servers were asked to select the more dominant- 
looking person from each pair, while the re- 
maining observers were asked to select the hap- 
pier-looking person. All Chinese observers judged 
dominance, however, due to their small number. 

Stimulus Materials. Adult volunteers of 
Euro-American (1 1 pairs), Oriental-Polynesian 
(3 pairs), African-Black American (4 pairs), and 
Indian-subcontinent (1 pair) ethnicities served 
as photographic models. All were photographed 
while gazing directly into the camera lens. Each 
portrait pair was printed on a 35.6 by 19 cm page 
in black and white halftones. Heads measured 
16 to 18 cm from chin to crown. 

For purposes of the facial gestures study (see 
Keating et al., 1981a), each model from every 

portrait pair was pkotqraphed with two differ- 
ent expressiana. Some models were shown smil- 
ing in one portrait and not smiling (with a relaxed 
mouth) in the other. Other mod& had their eye- 
brows raised in one portrait and lowered in the 
other. Each model's two portraits were sepa- 
rated into two different series of portrait pairs, 
designated Series A and B. E a h  series shows 
tho same pairs of models, L the same order and 
position (left-right); however, the poses in Se- 
ries A we reversed in Series B. For exampie, if 
the first portrait pair in !kries A shows "Max" 
not smiling (or with lowered brow) on the left 
with "JOG" smiling (or with rdwd brows) on the 
right, then in Series B ~ d y  the poses are 
switched so that " M a "  is shewn smiling (or 
with raised brows) with "Joe" not smiling (or 
with lowered brows). Each portrait series in- 
cluded 12 pain in which one model has lowered 
brows while the other has raised brows, and 
seven pairs in which o w  model smiles while the 
other does not. The portrdt series were designed 
so that observers, by viewing either Series A crr 
B, saw each model just once, in only om pose. 

Sex, ethic grouping, and age were held con- 
s m t  within each ponrait pair, An attempt was 
made to keep facial hair s i m k ,  as we11 as head 
size, eye lewl. and the apparent distance of each 
pair member from the camera lens. A p h ~ o -  
graphic slide version of the stimuli was also pro- 
duced and h e r  used in Texas, &many, Canary 
Islands (students only) and Kenya.' 

Tesfing. Observers were instructed and per- 
formed in their native language (in Kenya, Eng- 
lish was used as it is their naiond language). 
Observers were randomly assigned to view 
either Series A A B partrait photographs and 
were randomly instructed to make judgments of 
either dominance or of happiness. The observ- 
ers' task was iatroducad by a five-isem compre- 
hensim check requiring them to select one of 
two fwes based on delibersteiy obvious criteria 
lib r i a 2  Upon completion of the comprehen- 
sion items, those assigned to judge dominance 
were told: "A dominant person usually tcils 

in  addition, all observers viewsd n set of c w o n  face- 
pairs but these data will not be repaned here (see Kearing rt 
al.. 19816). 

Experimenters in thi: Canary Islands and Germany re- 
pond that the comprehension itam wen unnwassary and 
omitted them. 
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other people what to do, and is usually re- 
spected. A dominant person seldom submits to 
others." Observers judging happiness were told: 
"A happy person is usually content, glad, and 
pleased. A happy person is seldom sad." Ob- 
servers then viewed each portrait pair singly or 
'in groups and made their selections independ- 
ently. 

Dependent Measure 
In the present study, the influence of facial ges- 
tures on perceptions of happiness and dominance 
was ignored in order to determine whether 
physlognomic characteristics had any influence 
on observers' choicer. Would one member of a 
portrait pair be disproportionately selected as 
the dominant (or happier) of t h ~  pair regardless 
of facial pose? Arbitrarily, models occuppying 
the left-hand position of each pair were selected 
for these analyses. By combining and weighting 
equally (by 0.5) the proportiolls of observers 
who selected the designated (left) models as 
dominant (or happier) irrespective of which one 
of the models' brow poses (raisedhowered) or 
mouth poses (smilinglnonsmiling) observers 
viewed, we "coatrolled" for facial pose. Facial 
poses were "controlled" only in the sense that 
their varied influences were ignored and simply 
summed together. Thus, 19 times for each sam- 
ple, the percantage of observers who viewed 
portrait Series A and selected the model on the 
left in one pose was weighted by 0.5 and c m -  
bined with the equally weighted proportion of 
Series B observers who picked left when viewing 
the same model pair but with poses reversed. 

Roughly 50 percent of observers from a given 
sample should choose each model if, contrdling 
for facial pose the way we have, no physiog- 
nomic dominance cues remain. Deviations from 
SO percent within samples in response to partic- 
ular model pairs would indicate some observers 
were usirrg such cues. Where percenrages depart 
from 50 percent for every sample and agree in 

- direction, pancultural dominance cues may be 
operating. 

RESULTS 

Dominame AUribuSTons 
Figure 1 presents for each cultural sample the 
equally weighted and combined percentage of 

Series A and B observers who selected desig- 
natsd (left-hand) models as dminctnt-looking 
paimtes.  Figure 1 reveals relatively little cross- 
sample agreement in dominance attributions far 
11 model pairs but considerable agreement for 
six For the latter six, Fig. 1 shows that 
over SO percent of observers from every sample 
chme the same (left) model as domirant from 
Frve pairs (10, 8, 12, 6, and 15) and avoided 
cho~sing the model on the left of pair 7. The 
probability of such cross-sample qgreement oc- 
curring by chance for any singie model pair is 
beyond 0.01 (two-tailed, sign test). Figure I also 
shows a near-universal choke bias far the left 
model From pair 1, and against the left model 
from pair 2, again not likely d w  to chance, p 
< 0.02 (two-tailed, sign test). 
Thus, considerable cress-cultural agreement 

in dominance attributions emerg4 fot eight face 
pairs. Three Caucasian, two African-Black 
Amwican, and three Oriental-Poly m i a n  model 
pairs were included among these eight, seven of 
which depicted males. 

Post k c ,  model pairs were examined for fa- 
cial traits that Guthrie (1970, 1976) argued were 
associated with human dominance signaling. 
Guthrie speculated abaut many such character- 
istics (involving chins, iheekbones, skin tex- 
tures, and hair cotors among others) but we se- 
lected those that could be either readily measured 
or readily judged from our pottrait photographs. 
Thus from the list of Guthrie's idem, we ex- 
amined traits invdving jaw size, hairline, eye- 
brow thickness, lip thickness, ear prominence, 
and eye color. On a hunch, we also looked at 
facial width. 
We determined modeis' traits by asking six, 

naive volunteer "judges" (50% were female) to 
independently decide for each face pair which 
(if either) model h d  (a) a receded hairline (if 
both did, the most receded hairline), (b) thicker 
eyebrows, and (c) thimer lips. These traits were 
expected to characterize portraits models pro- 
ducing cross-sample consistency in dominance 
attributioi~s (Guthrie, 1970; 1976). Judges also 
contrasted pairmates for eye calor (light vs. dark 
iris) and ear prominence thou& relationships 

' For each cutture, thaw was an overall bias co choose I& 
among observers judgi~g dominance (aweraged across cul- 
tures. 54 prsent of choices were "loft") and among observer$ 
jud@ng happiness (averaged a ~ m s  cultures, 32 percent of 
choices wen "left"). 



C. F. Keating, A. Mazur, and M. H. Segall 

4 CHINA 
GERMANY 

8,. SPAIN (Can. Is. 1,II) 
01 a BRAZILI COLOMBIA 
010 KENYA,ZAMBIA a 

A THAILAND og 4 

PERCENTAGE OF OBSERVERS 

between these characteristics and dominance 
signding are apparently more variable (Guthrie, 
1970, pp. 2@-272; 1976, p. 147). Only when at 
least five of the six judges agreed that a partic- 
ular tr&t characterized a particular model were 
models counted as having that trait. 

According to the judges, receded hairlines 
distinguished one model from another in five 
portrait pairs. Four of these pairs (7.8, 19, and, 
marginally, 3 but not 9) generated substantial 
cross-sample agreement on status attributions 
(see Fie. 1): in each of the four pairs, models 
with receded hairlines were selected as domi- 
nant. At best, the nine portrait pairs judged to 
have lipthickness differences produced tive 
thin-lipped madeis associated with consistent 
cross-sample dominance choices (pairs 1, 10, 12 

Figure 1. Percentage of observers from I I ~ationaU 
cultural samples sdedng the left member of face pairs 
as dominant. Similar symbols designate: New Yorkers 
a d  Texans; Canary Island student8 (1) and workers 
(Ill; CoIombians and Brazilians; Kunyans and Zam- 
bians. Cbinese obaervcm were interviewed while re- 
siding in the United States. 

and, with less agreement, 3 and 4). However, 
the thick-lipped model was consistently chosen 
in pair 7 and neither model from pairs 13, 16, or 
18 was chosen, despite lip-thickness diff~rences. 
Brow thickness, eye-lightness, and ear promi- 
nence had no particular assrsciation with cross- 
sample agreement on eminance choices. 

Ponrait pairmates were aim compared for 
relative jaw sizes and orerail facial width. Each 
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. portrait was measured across the widest extent 
of the face along two lines parallel to the eyes- 
one at the level of the zygomatic bone (just 
below the temple) and the other at the level of 
the mouth (roughly jowl-to-jowl). Jaw size was 
indexed by the ratio of these two measurements 
where models with larger jaws produced larger 
ratios than their pairmates. Models were con- 
sidered to have wider faces than pairmates when 
both measurements across the upper and lower 
parts of the face exceeded those for pairmates. 
There were three model pairs ,excluded from 
these analyses because beards made accurate 
measurement diacult. 

Twelve face pairs showed measurable differ- 
ences in jaw size. Observers confirmed Guth- 
rie's expectation for 6 of those 12 pairs by iden- 
tifying the larger-jawed individual as dominant 
(in pairs 2, 6, 7, 10, 15, and, marginally, 3) but 
picked the smaller-jawed- pairmate of pair 1. 
Models from the remaining five pairs with jaw- 
size differenceafailed to produce cross-sample 
agreement on dominance attributions (pairs 5, 
13, 14, 18, and 19) (see Fig. 1). 

Face-width differences produced a similar 
pattern of results. Twelve portrait pairs dis- 
played face-width differences. Seven of these 
pairs (pairs 2, 6, 12, 15, and pairs 3, 7, and 8, 
which were characterized by receding hairlines, 
as well) generated considerable cross-sample 
agreement in status attributions though the re- 
maining five (pairs 5, 13, 14, 18, and 19) did not 
(see Fig. 1). So, while models with faces broader 
than their pairmates' frequently characterized 
the dominance choices of observers from diverse 
cultures, this trait did not produce such agme- 
ment for all such face pairs. Slender faces, how- 
ever, were never associated with cross-sample 
perceptions of dominance. 

I 

Happiness Attributions 
Observers instructed to identify happier-looking 
models from these same portrait pairs also dis- 
played choice biases in response to certain 
models. Figure 2 presents for each sample the 
equally weighted and combined percentages of 
Series A and Series B observers who selected 
models on the left as happier-looking pairmates. 
Figure 2 shows meager cross~cultural agreement 
for 10 model pairs but substantial consistency 
for three others (see footnote 3). Choices of 

models from the latter three pairs fall consis- 
tently above (pairs 9 and 17) or below (pair 10) 
50 percent across all samples, each such result 
not likely due to chance, p < 0.02 (two-tailed, 
sign test). Near-universal choice biases occurred 
in which single data points disturbed the direc- 
tional consistency of the others on pairs 3, 18. 
5, 4, 19, and 12. For any dngle model pair, the 
probability of such agreement is p < 0.05 (two- 
tailed sign test). 

Thus, nine face-pairs klicited similar choice 
biases among observers from diverse nationall 
cultural settings who selected happier-looking 
pairmates. Among these nine model pairs were 
four Caucasian pairs, three African-Black 
American pairs, one Oriental-Polynesian pair, 
and one Indian pair (six were male pairs). 

As registered by our six judges, the physiog- 
nomic traits that distinguished "happier" models 
from their pairmates frequently included dark 
eyes andfor thick lips but aot without exception. 
Of the eight portrait pairs in which eye-lightness 
varied, four produced a relatively consistent 
cross-sample choice bias for the dark-eyed model 
'(pairs 3, .9, 18 and, marginally, 16). three pro- 
duced no cross-sample bias (pairs 13, 14, and 
13, and one resulted in a cross-sampled pref- 
erence for the light-eyed model (pair 19; see Fig.' 
2). The latter pair was also the only instance 
where the thin-lipped, large-jawed pairmate ap- 
peared happier among all samples. For instance, 
of the nine portrait pairs displaying obvious lip- 
thickness differences, five generated cross-sam- 
ple choice biases favoring the thick-lipped model 
as happier (pairs 3, 10, 12, 18, and, marginally, 
16) and only from pair 19 was the thin-lipped 
model generally perceived as happier. Similarly, 
in the 5 of 12 instances where cross-sampte 
choice biases coincided with jaw-size differ- 
ences, small-jawed pairmates were chosen from 
four pairs (3, 5, 10, and 18) but the large-jawed 
pairmate from pair 19 was chosen. Character- 
istics unique to pair 19 perhaps overwhelmed 
the usual effect of eyes, lips, and jaw size. 

Brow-thickness, ear prominence, and face- 
width variations showed no particular relation- 
ship to cross-sample attributions of happiness. 
The pairmares of modeis with receded hairlines 
were perceived as happier-looking in pdrs 3, 9, 
and 10 but neither model generated such cross- 
sample consistency for pair 7 or 8, where hairline 
differences were also apparent. 
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cultural samples selecting the left member of face pairs 
an i n ~ g u i n g  amount of agreemea emerged as happier. Similar symbols designate: New Yorkm 

and Texans: Canary Island students (1) and workers among O ~ K N ~ ~ S  from diverse cultural back- (I*r: COIOmbian~ BIq my a * grounds who judged dominance and happiness ' )  .,. 
from photographs of faces. Portrait photographs 

' 

il - 

1 ; 
that generated cross-sample consistency in dom- i 
inance attributions comprised several traits which 12) who was disproponionate~~ picked by ~ b -  I : '  were, post hoc, consistent with Guthrie's (1970, servers as happier-looking was the pairmate of i 
1976) speculations on the universal signal value the model disproportionately chosen by other i . 

I '  

of certain morphological characteristics. Our re- observers (from the same samples) who judged 
sults also suggest that there may be physiog- dominance. There was no funher overlap. Model 
nomic traits associated with happiness, as well. pairs producing significant cross-sample agree- 

Two of the eight face pairs that produced sta- ment in dominance attributions were not those 
tistically significant cross-sample agreement in that produced such agreement in happiness at- 
dominance attributions produced similar agree- tributions, suggesting that face preferences were 1 
ment among observers who judged happiness. responsive to the different instructional sets 1 
The model from each of these pairs (pairs 10 and (dominance and happiness). 
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Most portrait pairs promoted considerable 
cross-sample variability among observers' per- 
ceptions of dominance and happiness. This var- 
iability extended to samples from similar cultural 
backgrounds. In particular, the two Spanish 
samples (Canary Island students and workers) 
produced opposing choice biases in response to 
six face pairs judged for dominance (see Fig. 1. 

2, 4, 5, 14, 16, and 18) and to three pairs 
judged for happiness (see Fig. 2, pairs 6, 8, and 
IS). The two United States samples (New York- 
ers and Texans) produced opposing choice biases 
twice when judging dominance (see Fig. 1, pairs 
5 and 9) and four times when judging happiness 

, (see Fig. 2, pairs 8, 1 1, 12, and 19). Such dis- 
crepancies were most disturbing for portrait 
pairs engendering signscant cross-sample re- 
sponse patterns since pancultural physiognomic 
cues are implicated. However, the latter situa- 
tion applied to only a single case for the Spanish 
samples @air 2) and to two cases for the United 
States samples (pairs 12 and 19). 

Nevertheless, it is important to note that each 
cultural sample differed from one another in a 
number of ways that may have contributed to 
cross-sample response variation. Chancteristics 
like age, sex, social class, and education were 
represented differently among samples. In some 
cases, field conditions made the recruiting of 
female observers difficult, for instance, in Brazil 
and Thailand. Experimenters and also, to a de- 
gree, experimental procedures, differed among 
samples. For example, while observers from 
some samples were assigned to experimental 
conditions individually, in other samples assign- 
ment was made on a classroom basis, which fre- 
quently resulted in a highly unbalanced repre- 
sentation of each sex within conditions. 

In places where the sexes were reasonably 
balanced within conditions (Zambia, China, 
New York, and Colombia), we compared male 
and female choice biases for each of the model 
pairs judged for dominance and happiness. For 
both the Zambian and Chinese samples, male 
and female choice biases differed in response to 
two model pairs. Substituting either male or fe- 
male choice biases for each samples' (male plus 
female) data reported for these pairs in Figs. 1 
and 2 would not alter the pattern of cross-sample 
findings. New York males and females produced 
opposing choice biases for nine model pairs but, 
again, substituting either choice bias for the New 
York data points shown in Figs. 1 and 2 would 

not alter significant results. Colombian males 
and females produced opposing choice biases in 
response' to eight portrait pairs and, in one in- 
stance, shift results. Using the dominance choice 
bias of Colombian males, the marginal result of 
model pair 3 (Fig. 1) becomes statistically sig- 
nificant. However, by and large, where the 
choice biases of males and females differed, they 
differed in response to model pairs that produced 
variation among other samples. 

Because our original intent had been to ex- 
plore the influence of facial gestures, no special 
effort was made to select models with potential 
physiognomic traits of dominance or happiness. 
Nor did the pairing of portraits represent an at- 
tempt to contrast models with different facial 
characteristics. If anything, we diminished such 
differences by matching models, for instance, 
having similar facial hair. In addition, by equally 
weighting and combining observers' responses 
to different facial poses, we ignored the uneven 
influence varied intensities of expression may 
have had on perceptions of dominance and hap- 
piness. 

So many aspects varied between members of 
each portrait pair that we could only guess which 
ones were actually responsible for the observed 
cross-sample consistency in attributions. Guth- 
rie (1970, 1976) seems to have provided us with 
some good guesses. As Guthrie proposed, rel- 
atively thin lips, receded hairlines, and large 
jaws frequently characterized models attributed 
dominance across samples though other pro- 
posed traits seemed unrelated (i.e., brow thick- 
ness, ear prominence, eye lightness). 

Thin lips perhaps minhize the receptive 
meaning lips impart in relation to nurturing/sex- 
ual signaling and convey dominance because of 
an association with the weather-exposed faces 
characteristic of mature males (Guthrie, 1976). 
Guthrie (1970) contended that human jaw size 
may signal dominance because of its evolution- 
ary association with teeth as a weapon. The 
more. massive the jaw appears, the more intim- 
idating. We also found broad faces characterized 
models perceived as dominant. The status at- 
tributed broader faces may relate to body build. 
Perhaps broader faces implied larger, stronger, 
better-fed body types associated with domi- 
nance due to their potential contribution to sur- 
vival and reproduction. 

The status attributed to receding hairlines 
may be that attributed, cross culturally, to age 
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(van den Bergiw, 1975). Hairlines recede and - 
York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1975. heads bald especially among the males of many 

primate species in addition to humans. ~ ~ ~ h f i ~  Guthrie. R.D. Evolution of human threat display o 

(1970) argued that balding for its 
in signaling the status of seniority, thereby 
forcing the reproductive advantages of ex 
enced individuals whose living strategies re- ..~nd, 1976. 
sulted in survival to and beyond maturity: 

When observers attributed happiness tc ' es 
some trait preferences appeared across sar-,-2s. 
The modal "happy" face could be tentatively 
described as relatively thick-lipped, dark-eyed 
and, perhaps, small-jawed without a receded 
hairline. An underlying theme of receptivity - 
seems to distinguish these traits from their coun- ration). 
terparts. Rohwer, S. and Rohwcr, F.C. Status signalling in 

Hanis spamws: experimental deceptions achieved. 
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