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ABSTRACT

This paper studies how Ibrahim Al-Koni’s Cultural Specific Items (CSI) in his short story al-lisan that ap-
peared in the short stories collection Kharif al-darwish (Autumn of the Dervish) (1994) are rendered into Eng-
lish. The Target Text is the English translation Tongue by Elliot Colla. The CSls are identified and classified
according to Eugene Nida’s categorization of culture: (1) ecology, (2) material culture, (3) social culture, (4)
religious culture and (5) linguistic culture. The translation procedures used are analyzed according to Jean-
Paul Vinay and Jean Darbelnet’s classification of translation strategies covering seven procedures, (i) direct
translation, which covers borrowing, calque and literal translation and (ii) oblique translation which is transpo-
sition, modulation, equivalence and adaptation. The study aimed to find out how Libyan-Tuareg CSls are han-
dled in translation. The findings demonstrated that oblique translation strategies are used more frequently than
direct translation strategies.
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Introduction

Various philosophers and scholars proposed different definitions of culture. Larson (1998:431) de-
fines culture as “complex of beliefs, attitudes, values , and rules which a group of people share.” Hof-
stede et al. (2010) add a psychological aspect to the concept referring to it as “the collective pro-
gramming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from oth-
ers." Katan defines culture as "a system of congruent and interrelated beliefs, values, strategies and
cognitive environments which guide the shared basis of behaviour" (Katan, 1999: 17). From a trans-
lation studies point of view, Newmark (1988), defines culture as "a way of life and its manifestations
that are peculiar to a community that uses a particular language as its means of expression” (lbid,
1988: 94) Cultural aspects have now been widely identified by translation scholars as a prominent
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obstacle of translation. This becomes vividly apparent when tackling texts of very different cultures
as in our case Arabic and English.

Nida (1964 /2012: .130) is among the first to stress the vitality of the cultural aspects of the transla-
tion process to the point that “differences between cultures cause many more severe complications
for the translator than do differences in language structure.” Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere
(1990:11) accentuate the interplay between translation and culture and on the way in which culture
impacts and constrains translation and on "the larger issues of context, history and convention’. This
period was rightly termed the “cultural turn” of the 1980s by Snell-Hornby (2007:47) She (Snell-
Hornby, 1988:46) herself sustains that the translator must not only be bilingual, but also bicultural.
Since then, translation scholars as Bassent (1980/2002) Hatim and Mason (1990), Bell (1991), and
Baker (1992/2011) highlight that failure to take into account cultural factors would leave the context

in which texts are translated and received incomplete.

Literature Review
Types of culture

In his seminal article, ‘Linguistics and Ethnology in Translation-Problems’, Eugene Nida
(1945), in his examination of problems in translating various aspects of culture , divides culture into
5 types, a taxonomy adopted in this study for reason of practicality, namely: (1) ecology, (2) material
culture, (3) social culture, (4) religious culture, and (5) linguistic culture.. We shall here illustrate
each type with example taken from the Source Text in this study, Ibrahim al-Koni’s al-lisan (1994:
123-132).

According to Nida,(1945) ecological culture is concerned with the extremity of ecological
variation from territory to territory , such in this study, the ecological features of the Libyan Desert

territory of North Africa of climate e.g.. ~L=e/, sandstorm,, fauna e.g. 4! , ,ls1, young camel, and
flora e.g. e/ mel gy acacia wood/l0gs, < v 4/ o8isid 4, , herbal tea, and geographical
territories, e.g. J&sYI, jungle. These lexical items might cause considerable difficulty for the transla-

tor in finding their equivalence in the target culture.
For Nida, material culture.is the type of culture knowledge that involves cultural features connected

with food, clothesm furnitures, etc. In the ST of this study, examples include: s, litham, 8, I oLl
, blue robes.(contrasted with sLa )l oLall, white robes).

Social culture involves traditions, social norms, Kinship relations, e.g. J«!, noble , L, witch
doctor , GI,e fortune teller, ,J=li, the council, sl , wise men, o<, chief, ;2\, the forefather,

f"b‘lgfll’ rabble.

According to Nida, problems in translating items pertaining to religious culture are ‘the most perplex-
ing’, particularly with the names for “deity” and words for "sanctity” and "holiness." In our case we

can find examples such as words of .4\, grace prayers, _o\ua4)\, retribution, and the most problematic
oseldl, law.

Nida (1bid:203) argues in the respect of linguistic culture that "language is part of culture, but trans-
lation from one language to another involves in addition to the other cultured problems, the special

characteristic of the respective language.” Our examples includes <=\ , lampoon, the idiom s.»
4\, literally chest tightening.
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Culture specific items (CSI)

Several scholars have suggested various terminologies of the concept: Aixela (1996) coined
the term culture-specific items (CSIs) while Pedersen (2005) prefers to call them culture-bound ref-
erences, Newmark (1988) refer to them as cultural words, Baker (1992) speaks of culture-specific
concepts. Moreover, there are various definitions of CSls. Baker (1992/2011:21) defines them as
“source-language words [that] express concepts totally unknown in the target culture” whereas
Persson (2015) defines them as ““ concepts that are specific for a certain culture”. For Aixela (1996:
85) CSls are

“ [t] hose textually actualised items whose function and connotations in a source text involve

a translation problem in their transference to a target text, whenever this problem is a prod-

uct of the non-existence of the referred item or of its different intertextual status in the cultur-
al system of the readers of the target text.”

For him CSls only occur between a certain SL and a certain TL. In other words it is the lack
or the absence of an expression in the TL of an existing SL lexical item. Aixela (1996: 57) maintains
that "in translation, a CSI does not exist of itself, but as the result of a conflict arising from any lin-
guistically represented reference in a source text which, when transferred to a target language, poses
a translation problem due to the nonexistence or to the different value"

Translating CSls

As most translation theorists, such as Nida and Taber (1969) believe, translating CSls is one
of the key elements in order to translate literary texts while being one of the most difficult ones. Ac-
cording to Nida and Taber, cultural translation is “a translation in which the content message is
changed to conform the receptor culture in some way, and/or in which information is introduced
which is not linguistically implicit in the original.” (Nida and Taber 1969/1982:199). According to
Larson, “translating CSIs in literary translations is seemingly one of the most challenging tasks to be
carried out by a translator because it involves the difficulty of producing well-translated texts, along
with being faithful to the message”. (Larson, 1998). CSIs result in the existence of an intercultural
gap between ST and target language TL found where an item in the ST doesn’t exist in the TL cul-
ture, or the TL doesn’t have an exact word for it. Hervey and Higgins (1992) state that “in the process
of translation proper or correct translation, that the translator bridges the cultural gap between mono-
lingual speakers of different languages.” Cultural gaps are greatly found in literary translations and
the most difficult problem in translating them is the difference between cultures. Larson notes that
“Different cultures have different focuses.” (1998:95). In addition to Nida, Larson observes that all
meaning is culturally conditioned and the response to a given text is also culturally conditioned.
Therefore, each society will interpret a message in terms of its own culture: “The receptor audience
will decode the translation in terms of his own culture and experience, not in terms of the culture and
experience of the author and audience of the original document. The translator then must help the
receptor audience understand the content and intent of the source document by translating with both
cultures in mind.” (Ibid 1998: 436-7) “When cultures are similar, there is less difficulty translating
.This is because both languages will probably have terms that are more or less equivalent for the var-
ious aspects of the culture .When cultures are very different, it is often difficult to find equivalent
lexical items.” (Ibid 1998:95-6).

Translation strategies

In their seminal work, A Comparative Stylistics of French and English Canadians Jean-Paul
Vinay and Jean Darbelnet (1958/1995) illustrate a detailed and systematic model for the comparative
and contrastive stylistics analysis ST-TT pair (in their case French and English texts). Their classifi-
cation is described by Hatim, and Munday (2004:29) as “the most comprehensive taxonomy of
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translation shifts”. The prominence of Vinay and Darbelnet’s classification in the discipline is at-
tributable to “their insistence ... that language structures should be translated with respect to the
communicative situation in which they occur.”( Snell-Hornby, 2007:25). Thus this model is adopted
in this paper.

Vinay and Darbelnet’s identify two ‘strategies’, a general inclination of the translator (free vs.
literal translation), encompassing seven ‘procedures’, a specific technique applied by the translator
on a text (e.g. borrowing, addition, deletion,.. etc.). Their strategies are: (i.) direct translation, which
comprises borrowing, calque and literal translation, and (ii.) oblique translation, which is transposi-
tion, modulation, equivalence and adaptation (Vinay and Darbelnet, 1995/2004: 128-37). These pro-
cedures are applied on three levels of language: “i. the lexicon ii. the grammatical structures and iii.
the ‘message’, which is used to refer to the situational utterance and some of the higher text elements
such as sentence and paragraphs,” (Hatim & Munday, 2004:31).

Aim of the study

This aims to examine the translation of Ibrahim al-Koni’s al-lisan into English to identify the
procedures used by its the translator in rendering the CSls. The paper will identify the CSls in the
short story, investigate the procedures applied by the translator in transferring the CSls into English,
classify which procedures were used more frequently by the translator, and see whether the transla-
tor employed direct translation or oblique translation strategies in rendering the CSls in the short sto-

ry.

Questions of the Study
To achieve the above mentioned aims, the study tries to answer the following questions with re-
gard to translating Libyan-Tuareg CSls:

1. What are the most used translation procedures in rendering Libyan-Tuareg CSls into English
?
2. What are the most used translation strategies in rendering Libyan-Tuareg CSls into English?
Methodology
CSIs, in Ibrahim al Koni’s al-lisa, in this study referred to as the Source Text (ST), are identi-
fied, classified and grouped according Nida’s 5 types of culture. Following a comparative-
descriptive method, the English translation, Tongue, by Elliot Colla (al-Koni, 2010), in this study
referred to as the Target Text (TT), is then compared with the original in order to investigate the de-
cisions taken by the translator and the strategies followed to tackle CSls.

Analysis

The CSls in ST are identified and classified followed by a discussion of the translation proce-
dures and used in translating them with following results.

1. Translation of CSls of Ecology

The ST is rich in CSls of ecology, geographical territories, fauna and flora and climate feature,
appeared . With an abundance in CSI of camel names and adjectives, with 11 different items depict-
ing aspects of the Tuareg environment, they are classified in table 1. below: .

Table 1. Translation of CSls of Ecology

ST CSlI Literal / dictionary meaning TT translation Procedure
S type of camel mahri the Mahri Borrowing
u~° an)l o | stout camel fierce camel Adaptation
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Y piebald camel piebald camel Literal / direct
BL) she-camel she-camel Literal / direct

Ol young camel newborn Adaptation

B camels flock / livestock / Adaptation
Jesy jungles southern jungles Literal / direct
Jaall Jle ) % the Great Sand Sea that great sea of sand Transposition

G nectar thick tea Adaptation

Ok Plant of the mosquito / wild green herbs Adaptation

Haplophyllum tuberculatum
@Jl\ 8
G 5 lemongrass / wild green herbs Adaptation
Cymbopogon citratus
A3

Borrwoing
9%

~

Transposition
9%

Percentage of procedures used in translating
CSls of Ecology

Figure 1. Percentage of procedures used in translating CSls of Ecology

As seen above, references to ecology are heavily adapted into the TL culture, with adaptation
procedure used 6 times which constitute more than 54 % of the times. The second most used proce-
dure in translating ecology is literal translation, 3 times (27%), with transposition and borrowing used

only once.

This abundance in CSl is evident in the number of lexical items the author uses to refer to the
animal camel. Al-Koni takes complete advantage of the wealth of Arabic, and Libyan dialect, vocab-
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ulary used to refer to camels and their types. He spared not a single one: 3!, camels, jod|, camel,

LU\, she-camel, o\ 421, young camels, uf;.wx, and the Libyan s ll, mahri. Of course, in this regard,
English is no match for Arabic, putting the translator in dire situation to look for equivalents in TL
that simply do not exist, prompting him to resort to the procedure of adaptation. Only Ui, she-
camel, is translated literally, while all other items are adapted using their superordinates. The plural
form of the word “camel” which can be used in Arabic to refer to the entire species of camel, LY, is

rendered as “flock™ (two instances ) and even “livestock”, making them entail sheep and cattle,

which would sound preposterous to a Tuareg to include such inferior creatures on the same class with
the sublime camels.

The CSI 5411, mahri is an interesting case. It appeared three times in the Arabic ST, near the

end of the first paragraph of section 3, at the beginning of the next two paragraphs. The first instance
is adapted with the whole last four sentences of the first paragraphs, along with the proper noun
“Bobo”, the slave’s name, which was paraphrased by one sentence: .

N Y b g Jort O oSar 015y - dyerdl Sl § g LS
mu\cla...- C Jezgy ol iy OF alet SV (el aia
U Jg:e,u,«x?ﬁ_@oleh-_ﬁ . L}..:{-_,DSLEH
Lo S ol ¢ el Gl ¢ g Jr W ket S
¢ Jd ¢ GLYI e

Figure2 Al-Koni 1994: 127

The above sentences are adapted as follows:
“They’d shared a loyalty he’d never known among those false creatures who called themselves
friends.” (Wimmer, 2010: 148). This extreme adaptation might be motivated by the large number of
consecutive CSI that, if translated literally, might hinder the smoothness of the TT. However, in the
next paragraph, mahri appeared again, borrowed into English, but as proper noun, instead of common
noun, with a capital, the Mahri. Perhaps the reason for attaining a flavor of the original is that it was
not affordable to delete such a vital CSI without losing a prominent aspect of the ST culture This

Looking at the geographical features of J&sY, jungles, and el Jla )\ 2, the Great Sand Sea, we
find that the former was translated directly with an additional adjective that enhances the geograph-
ical locale of the story, while the latter lost its proper noun quality and became a noun phrase with

“sea” as its head. It was transformed from a name of a geographical place in the Libyan desert into a
common name to all deserts. Here the Libyan aspect of the ST is completely removed from the TT.

Gone too are the two Tuareg names of local herbs,s8ases <wo 3 Where they are adapted into the

superordinate “wild green herbs”, despite the distinct flavor they had in the ST. Buhala (2017) points
out that al-Koni employs Berber and Tamahaq vocabulary to represent “aspects of the cultural Sa-
haran life that are connected with the Libyan Tuareg” [my emphasis] (Ibid, 2017: 263). Deleting such
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CSls deprives the TT reader of a taste of the Libyan desert life, removing its distinctive characteris-
tics.

2. Translation of Material CSls
The ST contains reference to objects and items in the immediate environment of the Tuareg, i.e.

their homes. There are 8 CSls here, with five referring to items and parts of the tent and the rest de-
picting clothing items. They are classified as the following:

Table 2. Translation of Material CSls

ST CSlI Literal / dictionary meaning TT translation Procedure
VeS| tent tent Literal / direct
555 ) pillar tent pole Adaptation
3gaal] pole pole Literal / direct
J5all entrance entrance Literal / direct
FER( fire pit no translation deleted
REJRPAR: blue colthes his blue robes Adaptation
slad ol white clothes white ones Adaptation
p litham veil Literal / Direct

Material CSI are translated using adaptation, 3 times, and direct translation, 4 times only, one item
was deleted. The percentage of the procedures can be shown as follows:

Percentage of procedures used in
translating Material CSls

Deletion
13%

Adaptation
37%

Figure 3. Percentage of procedures used in translating Material CSls
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The first five lexical items, <L, tent, 53,50, pillar, ss.all, pole, Js, entrance, are part of what a
Tuareg or nomad people of the Sahara desert considers as elements of their home, the very roof over
their heads. In his research, 3sS) el sy ol Lad & oWl gyl all Ul e, Representations of
The Amazigh Desert Culture in Ibrahim al-Koni’s Tongue, the Algerian researcher, Tariq Buhala
(2017), considered them all to be symbols of the Tuareg’s “generosity and hospitality,” (Ibid, 2017:
264). Three of these words are translated literally with no apparent loss of their cultural significance.
The problem seems to be noticed in the word S )\, which is a specific type of pole. Rakiza is the

main pole in the tent, i.e. the base pole. The translation of the first occurrence of 35 )\, rakiza, at-

tended to this aspect of meaning by rendering it as “tent pole”, making it appear as the “only” pole in
the tent. However, subsequent appearances of the item are rendered merely as “pole”, losing the ar-
chitectural and cultural substance of the reference .Buhala (2017) even observed the cultural signifi-

cance of words like .3,l, fire pit, seeing it as some sort of “a cultural sign of the way of life of the

Saharan peoples, particularly the Tuareg of its role in providing the Tuareg with an additional dimen-
sion of their existence through amicable chats and narrating news, stories, tales, legends and myths.”
(Ibid, 2017: 264). All of this was completely deleted from the TT losing along the richness of the
cultural and sentimental value of the item.

Although the author used the superordinate o3, clothes to refer to the noble’s garments, the transla-

tor rendered it by the hyponym, ““ robes” giving the TT reader a distinctive image of the ‘blue men’,
the Tuareg. This representation of culture is soon abandoned with the symbol of Tuareg, 1), litham.

This CSI is rendered as “veil” in the TT, where, in my opinion, the Arabic loan word “litham” would
have retained more of the ST intended flavor than the bland “veil” .“Litham” is identified by Merri-
am-Webster online dictionary as “a strip of cloth wound round the head covering all but the eyes and
worn by Tuaregs of the Sahara desert.” This CSI itself is the embodiment of the Tuareg culture, or as
Buhala (2017) puts it “this attire is about the Tuareg identity, their material and aesthetic heritage.”

(Ibid, 2017: 264) In her article ‘thagafat al-rajul al-azraq’, ‘The Blue Man’s Culture’, Saida Darwish

(2011) attributes the uniqueness of the Tuareg mainly to the way they dress, “when it comes to their
identity and their perception of life, the Tuareg are unique, therefore it is not surprising that this ex-
ceptionality extends to their attire, as the Tuareg costume stands out in its colors, shape and secrets(
Darwish, 2011:229 cited in Buhala, 2017:263).

3. Translation of Social CSls
The Tuareg social structure is conveyed in ST through the use of social CSI. Except for, Bobo the
slave, the the story’s characters are only known by titles that reveal their social status and roles in this
feudal society.

Table 3. Translation of Social CSls
ST CSI Literal / dictionary meaning TT translation Procedure
Jes noble the nobleman Adaptation
AU tripe tripe Literal / Direct
.y council the council Literal / Direct
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Siall wise men The wise old men of Adaptation
the tripe

& 3ol chiefs / leaders sheikhs Borrowing
oS chief chief Literal / Direct
g Bobo (proper noun, name of a per- | the slave / the servant Adaptation
sl father/ grar?gpazther / chief father / grandfather Adaptation

22 ) riff raff riff raff Adaptation
ﬁg\ Wiseman / doctor doctor Literal / Direct
Ll wizard witch doctor Adaptation
el envious eye the evil eye Adaptation
sl envy envy Literal / Direct

In the ST there are 13 items of Social CSls 7 (54%)of which are adapted while 5 (38%) are translated
directly and one item was rendered by borrowing an Arabic loan word. The frequently and percent-
age are shown below

Percentage of procedures used in

Borrowing translating Social CSls
9%

Figure 4. Percentage of procedures used in translating Social CSls

The social structure of the Tuareg seems to be heavily assimilated with Western CSls. The main
character, \.di, noble, is given a distinctly European aspect by the use of “the nobleman” which call

images of “gentleman”, “lord” , and * peer”. o)\, is translated literally as “chief” with no apparent

harm done. However, the only case of using borrowing, is in the translation of #,.%, into sheikhs,
which added an edge missing in other parts of the story. This edge is even more apparent in the adap-
tation of s\, wise men, into “The wise old men of the tripe.” Peculiarly, three CSIs are completely
missing in the English TT. The first of which is the name of the slave &4 , Bobo. The non-Arabic,

name appeared 19 times in the Arabic ST while disappeared completely from the English TT. There
is no mention of him by name, only by social role, either “the servant” or “the slave.” Deleting the
name from the TT and replacing it with variants of the word “slave” is a clear indication of the “do-
mestication” orientation of the translation, where references to foreign and exotic elements are dilut-

139




Tashani, Translating Libyan-Tuareg CSls into English

ed for the TT reader. Dickens (2012: 56 cited in Aljabri, 2020 ) claims that omission can be regard as
domesticating procedure.

The other two items are words borrowed by the author from his mother tongue to accentuate the iden-
tity of his native people. Being so eloquent in Arabic, al-Koni was surely in no loss of Arbic words
when he chose to use these two Tamahq words. The translator went to a great length to avoid using

the former ,\il, to the point of replacing it with a whole sentence to try to capture some of its conno-
tations, “Have you forgotten my father’s instructions, which were the instructions of his father and
grandfather before him?”, while the latter »3lu6 | , is translated through its Arabic literal translation.
In his analysis of the short story in its Arabic version, Buhala (2017) explains that ,u.l, is a Berber

word widely used by the entire Amazigh population of Africa, whereas »>\¥ | is a specifically Tua-

reg word. This peculiarity, the Amazigh dimension of the ST language, is completely lost to the
Western TT reader.

4. Translation of Religious CSls
Religious CSI are very few in number in the ST, they three in all

Table 4. Translation of Religious CSls
ST CSI Literal / dictionary meaning TT translation Procedure
s praise grace prayers Adaptation
oPladl| retribution retribution Literal / Direct
esald) law no translation deletion

As can be seen from the above, religious CSI can be either adapted or directly translated. How-
ever, here again we find a CSI that has been repeatedly omitted from the TT. The lexical item, _sge\dl,

law, appeared twice in the TT, in both instances it was deleted from the TT. This concurs with Ni-
da’s quoted earlier assertion that items pertaining to religious culture case ‘the most perplexing prob-

lems’.

5. Translation of linguistic CSls
In the ST two Arabic expressions were translated idiomatically as shown below:

ST CSI Literal / dictionary meaning TT translation Procedure

sy Gl his chest was tight a blow to his heart idiomatic trans-
lation

gl awly ool his head was infected by a headach | made his head spin. :di_omatic trans-
ation

These two constitute the only two cases of idiomatic translation in rendering the short story.

Conclusion
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In this study CSIs, classified and grouped according Eugene Nida’s (1945) 5 types of culture: (1)
Ecology, (2.) Material, (3.) Social, (4.) Religious and (5.) Linguistic culture, in Ibrahim al Koni’s ,
are identified and then, following a comparative-descriptive method compared with the English trans-
lation, Tongue, by Elliot Colla (al-Koni, 2010). method, to investigate the procedures followed by
the translator in accordance with Jean-Paul Vinay and Jean Darbelnet’s, (1995/2004) strategies cov-
ering 7 procedures (i.) direct translation, which comprises borrowing, calque and literal translation,

and (ii.) oblique translation, which is transposition, modulation, equivalence and adaptation.

Results show that the total number of CSls in the ST are 37 items. The most frequently used proce-
dures are Adaptation, 17 times , which constitute 46% of the total procedures used, and literal / direct
translation 15 (40%) . The lesser used procedures are borrowing 2 (5%), idiomatic translation 2 (5%),
transposition 1(3%) with calque and modulation procedures never used in translating the ST of the
study. Regarding the two strategies, oblique translation strategies are used almost 60% of the times
indicating a clear preference for the strategy. If we add incidents of deletion we then find a clear in-
clination towards oblique translation as seen in the following figures.

Total percentage of translation procedures

Idiomatic used
Translation Transposition
5% 3%
Borrowing

5%

Figure 5: Total percentage of translation procedures used
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Total Percentage of Translation Strategies

Figure 6: Total Percentage of Translation Strategies
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Fauna and Flora
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