
During the past decade,
the intersectionality approach has moved
centre stage in feminist thought. The key
issue is how oppression, subordination and
privilege cut across different systems of dif-
ferentiation. It is widely accepted that the
intersectionality approach is innovative in
its call for systematic reflections on how
structures of differentiations mutually con-
stitute each other. To gender research it
was, by and large, a new way of thinking
that gender is not a priori the most central
dimension to explore. The recognition that
gender systematically interacts with other
categories coincided, but was not entirely
overlapping, with the post-structural turn
in feminist thought. Today, the intersec-
tionality paradigm is employed in a variety
of disciplines, and it addresses an increasing
number of issues. Within the different
studies, scholars draw on previous insights
and conceptualizations, but the intersec-
tional exercise also calls for a reworking of
existing concepts. 
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Political intersectionality has mainly
been addressed from a normative and
a political strategic approach, whereas
a theoretical and analytical focus on
political intersectionality has not
been in the foreground. The intersec-
tionality paradigm contributes with
new perspectives to the study of public
policies. An interesting question is,
whether the intersectionality approach
may stand alone, when structural
aspects of inequality are in focus, or
whether it is important to address
different dimensions of inequality
separately. Scandinavian policies
provide an interesting case to raise
this issue.       



In much of the early intersectionality lit-
erature, the consequences of multiple op-
pressions for identity formation were a re-
current issue. This debate was driven by an
urge to challenge identity politics, and it
often triggered considerations on alterna-
tive political responses to intersecting op-
pression. While this represents a compelling
normative issue, political strategies and so-
lutions to intersecting patterns of oppres-
sion also constitute a field that deserves to
be theorized and analyzed empirically. Po-
litical intersectionality was not in the fore-
ground during the early phase of the inter-
sectionality debate, and macro-political in-
tersectionality was particularly under-theo-
rized. During recent years, an increasing
number of American scholars have ad-
dressed public policies from an intersec-
tionality perspective, whereas the European
intersectionality debate so far has not been
much preoccupied with this issue.¹ 

This article addresses how multiple
grounds of marginalization, oppression and
privilege in relation to class, gender, and
ethnicity are tackled (or not) in public poli-
cies. Our point of departure is the idea that
selecting and tackling inequalities in public
policies is influenced by economic, politi-
cal, and discursive opportunity structures.
Further, it is influenced by power struc-
tures that are decisive for who define policy
goals in relation to specific groups and how
this is done (Hancock 2007, Lombardo et
al. 2009). We are also inspired by historical
institutionalism and the idea that timing
and sequence are decisive for the inclusion
and exclusion of political issues at the po-
litical agenda, whereby path dependant
processes fundamentally shape different
policy areas (Peters et al. 2005, Ferree
2009). We find a comparative approach
fruitful for analyzing these processes, be-
cause the national differences in scope,
content and form of political intersectiona-
lity often serve as an eye opener for exa-
mining national responses that appear given
and self evident. The empirical context of

the article is Scandinavia, i.e. Denmark,
Norway, and Sweden. This provides an in-
teresting illustration of macro political in-
tersectionality, since these countries have
been characterized by state optimism. The
countries have a legacy for emphasizing
equality as an integral part of their political
image, and it has even been claimed that
they have a ‘passion for equality, justice and
liberty ‘(Graubard 1986: 7-15). Today it is
questioned how far this passion reaches. 

Ethnicity was not a central issue in the
political debates in these countries until the
late 1990s, partly because they were cha-
racterized by relatively ethnic homogeneity.
With the emerging multiculturalism during
the past two to three decades, ethnic differ-
ences have become politicized, and the
conditions for ethnic minority groups have
been placed high on the political agenda,
where it remains a contested issue and a
salient topic in electoral campaigns. The in-
tersection between gender and ethnicity
has turned out to be particularly controver-
sial, and it has reshaped the political debate
on gender equality. 

The article proceeds in three parts. We
commence by arguing for the adoption of a
multi-layered approach to the study of po-
litical intersectionality. We introduce a dis-
tinction between macro, meso and micro
level processes, which are characterized by
different dynamics, institutions and actors.
Another distinction relates to unitary, mul-
tiple and intersectional approaches. Subse-
quently, we address the priority ascribed to
class, gender and ethnicity in the Scandina-
vian context. Finally, we discuss to what ex-
tent and in what manner gender equality
and integration policies in the three coun-
tries have incorporated intersectional per-
spectives during the recent period. 

MACRO, MESO AND MICRO LEVELS
OF POLITICAL INTERSECTIONALITY

Kimberle Crenshaw (1991, 1993) distin-
guishes between structural and political in-
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tersectionality. This represents a fruitful
heuristic tool to mark the differences be-
tween systems of oppression and the politi-
cal strategies to tackle them. She analyzes
structural intersectionality as the differenti-
ating experiences of black and white
women, whereas political intersectionality is
related to feminist and antiracist political
strategies. In addition to this, we find it
clarifying to distinguish between macro,
meso and micro processes of political inter-
sectionality, since they are characterized by
different dynamics, actors, and outcomes.
We define the micro level as every day poli-
tics, the meso level as related to movements
and organizations, and the macro level as
national processes of policy making. 

Crenshaw deals with the connection be-
tween micro level processes and macro level
dynamics in an article on how American
courts frame and interpret stories of black
women plaintiffs in cases about employ-
ment (Crenshaw 1991). She demonstrates
how black women are caught between on
the one hand, the single-axis framework of
antidiscrimination law and the related prac-
tices of the courts and on the other hand,
existing race and gender hierarchies. Meso
level processes of political intersectionality
are included in terms of political strategies
of black liberation politics. In another ar-
ticle, Crenshaw addresses the link between
micro and meso level processes. She ana-
lyzes the problems black women face when
the intersecting dynamics of their race,
class, and gender are not considered to-
gether in cases of battering of women
(Crenshaw 1993). According to her, the
political strategies of feminist and antiracist
movements frequently reproduce the sub-
ordination of black women. 

Ange-Marie Hancock’s distinction be-
tween unitary, multiple and intersectional
approaches is a fruitful heuristic tool for
understanding what characterizes intersec-
tionality. A unitary approach implies that
one single category is regarded as the only
or the most relevant category as point of

departure. A multiple approach recognizes
several categories and treats them as equally
important and autonomous. An intersec-
tional approach deals with many categories
and underscores the interaction between
them. Hancock concludes that the two first
approaches tend to treat the various cate-
gories as static, and she strongly advocates
for an intersectional approach (Hancock
2007). We find that studies of intersection-
ality are not necessarily and by themselves
more dynamic than unitary and multiple
approaches, partly due to the very high
complexity involved in analyzing the inter-
actions between many categories. We agree
with scholars who argue that unitary and
multiple approaches for analysing identity
formation are truly problematic, since indi-
viduals are not able to separate their gender
from their ethnic background, class, etc. It
is also problematic to attribute a common
subjective identity to women as a gender,
because it cements gender as a point of de-
parture for identity formation. Yet, as
Young argues in her defence of the catego-
ry of gender, there is a clear difference be-
tween micro level identity formation and
macro level structural oppression, where
for instance gender is a relevant category to
study (Young 2002). She concludes that
there are three aspects of gendered struc-
tures: the first is the division of labour and
the public-private split; the second relates
to sexuality and hetero-normativity, and the
third is gendered power hierarchies. It is
debatable, whether these gender structures
operate independently of time and space,
but in so far as general patterns of gen-
dered oppression are identifiable at a struc-
tural level, it points in the direction of
treating them as autonomous system of op-
pression. As Laurel Weldon argues, the
very idea of intersectionality assumes that
social structures are determined by social
positions (Weldon 2008). These systems
may have autonomous effects at the same
time as they intersect. On this background,
she concludes that an intersectional ap-
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proach cannot stand alone as an analytical
strategy. Hence, this is an argument for the
relevance of analyzing structural patterns of
inequality in terms of class, gender, and
ethnicity in a multiple way, i.e. as isolated
phenomena, as well as from an intersectio-
nal perspective, which is imperative for un-
derstanding the complexity of political
power and the interwoven patterns of in-
equality. 

The question is, whether one could
make the same argument about public poli-
cies that address inequalities. If Young and
Weldon are right, gendered structures op-
erate autonomously (and the same is true
of class and ethnicity), this could justify the
existence of public policies addressing one
dimension in particular (like gender equali-
ty policies). However, since policy goals are
often determined according to who has the
power to influence the political agenda it
may also be the case that policies that are
framed in relation to one dimension, like
gender equality, may take its point of de-
parture in the living conditions of specific
groups. 

At the same time, an intersectional per-
spective in public policies may target spe-
cific groups and frame their needs on the
basis of stereotypes about their culture.
This illustrates that an intersectional per-
spective may not necessarily turn out to be
more inclusive in terms of acknowledging
the specific needs and structural patterns of
inequality related to these groups, and it
may instead turn out to be exclusive (see
also Christensen and Siim’s article in this
issue). In the following we will pursue
these questions about which priorities have
been ascribed to specific dimensions of in-
equality in public policies in Scandinavia,
and whether the policy logic of these poli-
cies has been unitary, multiple or intersec-
tional.

CLASS, GENDER, AND ETHNICITY IN
THE SCANDINAVIAN CONTEXT

The inclusion and exclusion of issues on
the political agenda is shaped by the capaci-
ty of specific groups of citizens to form vi-
able alliances to generate political attention
to their claims and the power to shape the
political discourse in favour of their needs.
Furthermore, the priority ascribed to in-
equalities connected to class, gender and
ethnicity has been influenced by path de-
pendant processes. This implies that eco-
nomic, political and discursive opportunity
structures and the strength of political ac-
tors at formative moments of public poli-
cies, are decisive for how different inequali-
ties are framed and tackled in different
countries. Different dimensions of differen-
tiation have been subject to shifting politi-
cal priorities in different countries. 

In Scandinavia, the first half of the 20th

century saw the development of social or
welfare policies that above all framed class
inequality as the primary concern, because
the peasant movement and the labour
movement successfully shaped the political
agenda in the formative years of the welfare
state. In this way, the policies mainly had a
unitary character. The emphasis on class
policies has been ascribed to the domi-
nance of social democracy, but many deci-
sions were consensual or passed by coali-
tions of several political parties. An impor-
tant precondition for the consensual policy
processes was the institutionalization of the
class conflict in corporatist structures that
provided the social partners with a wide
room to manoeuvre and regulate the
labour market through collective agree-
ments. They also obtained considerable in-
fluence on the political agenda and a wide
range of political decisions, particularly
from the 1960s and some decades on-
wards. The Scandinavian welfare states
were characterized by relatively generous
policies of economic redistribution and a
high degree of decommodification, i.e. the
extent to which welfare benefits make
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labour independent of market forces
(Esping-Andersen 1990). The countries
are still today characterized by relatively
low income differences. 

Gender equality also played a certain role
in policy making during the first part of the
20th century in Scandinavia, and the fram-
ing of women’s demands by the women’s
organizations were successful in generating
political reforms for women (Bergqvist et
al. 1999: 297). Still, gender issues were of-
ten framed as private or family matters and
excluded or downgraded at the political
agenda. This was even more pronounced in
the collective agreements, which have been
the primary regulation of the labour market
in Scandinavia. One reason for this was the
strong position of the social partners
(Skjeie and Teigen 2003, Borchorst forth-
coming). 

During the 1970’s, all three countries es-
tablished gender equality policies with a
separate policy machinery, but the coun-
tries were characterized by very different
opportunity structures during this forma-
tive period of the policies. The Danish po-
lices were established during a period of
unfavourable economic, political and dis-
cursive opportunity structures, compared
to the two other countries (Borchorst
2004). Therefore, the Danish policies are
characterized by weaker institutions and
fewer active measures. Norwegian gender
equality policies have emphasized active
measures and in particular quotas and posi-
tive action to promote a gender balance
within working life, business and politics
(Skjeie and Teigen 2003). Sweden is char-
acterized by extensive gender equality poli-
cies, consisting of active and binding mea-
sures, however to a lesser extent than in
Norway. 

Ethnicity appeared relatively late on the
political agenda in all three countries,
among other things due to the relatively
high degree of homogeneity of the popula-
tions. Furthermore, since it appeared in the
1980s it has become subject to a very high

degree of politicisation and unfavourable
political and discursive opportunity struc-
tures. Policies related to ethnic minorities
have been less preoccupied with inequali-
ties and discrimination than welfare policies
and gender equality policies during their
formative periods. There are, however dis-
tinct differences between the three coun-
tries. The relation between immigration
and the welfare state in the three countries
have been characterized as the liberal Swe-
den, the restrictionist Denmark, and Nor-
way somewhere in the middle (Brochmann
and Hagelund 2010). Although, as noted
by Hedetoft, integration policies in Sweden
and Denmark converge at the practical level
and diverge discursively (Hedetoft 2006:
401).

Hence, by and large, the general policy
approach in Scandinavia has been to ad-
dress different groups and dimensions sepa-
rately in welfare policies, gender equality
policies and immigration policies. Seen in
an overall perspective across the different
policies, this implies that policy logics have
been multiple. The question remains
whether a unitary logic of, for instance,
gender policies addresses structural per-
spectives of gender inequality that is com-
mon for women (or men) of all classes and
ethnic groups, or whether they have for in-
stance been modelled around the lives of
white middle class women.  

GENDER EQUALITY POLICES AND
INTEGRATION POLICIES: UNITARY
OR INTERSECTIONAL?
In the following, we analyze the changes in
gender equality and integration policies in
the Scandinavian countries in later years.
We further discuss, whether their policy
logics have been unitary or intersectional
and if so, if they are based on stereotypes
about particular groups and tend to be ex-
clusive or if it is framed in an inclusive way.
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GENDER EQUALITY POLICIES

Gender equality, as a focused policy con-
cern with separate machinery, was intro-
duced in the 1970s as a policy logic that
targeted gender, or rather women, and
their inequality. Relatively modest focus
was ascribed to class and ethnicity, since it
was not regarded as a relevant dimension
during this period. The policies were above
all influenced by the mobilization of
women that managed to generate responses
from the state in terms of public policies
focusing on women and gender. Gender
equality was mainly framed as a matter of
integrating women in paid work, particular-
ly in Sweden and Denmark. 

During the past decade, the unitary para-
digm of gender equality policies has been
challenged and the diversities of men and
women, especially in regard to ethnicity, re-
ceive increased attention. This applies espe-
cially to Denmark, where gender equality
among ethnic minorities has become a re-
current issue (Langvasbråten 2008, Bor-
chorst and Siim 2008). In Norway and
Sweden, a unitary gender perspective is the
main approach, and intersections of gender
and ethnicity in policy-making are less part
of the general political discourse of prob-
lems of gender equality (Langvasbråten
2008: 39). In Norway a ‘crisis frame’ of
gender equality has increasingly emerged,
under influence of the Danish debate, with
a particular emphasis on forced marriages
and female genital mutilation (Langvas-
bråten 2008, Teigen and Langvasbråten
2009). However, in Norway, these issues
are not included in mainstream gender
equality policy. 

The gender equality policy of Danish
governments since 2001 has above all tar-
geted ethnic minority women, which are
claimed not to enjoy gender equality to the
same extent as the majority group (Bor-
chorst and Siim 2008). Hence, there has
been a clear development from a unitary
towards an intersectional policy logic, al-
though the ethnic minority women are

framed as a weak group that suffers from
their own culture. Structural aspects of
gender equality have been downplayed for
both minority and majority women. Fur-
thermore, gender differentiations related to
class are downplayed. The Danish gender
equality policies are accordingly framed in
an exclusive way in relation to minority
women. The tendency to directly and solely
address gender equality in relation to eth-
nic minorities in Danish gender equality
policies do, however, not apply to all issues.
The lack of women in management, science
and political decision-making, are ap-
proached in a unitary perspective. This ten-
dency to apply an explicit intersectional ap-
proach to some policies while others re-
main within the unitary paradigm, appear
to support the post-colonial criticism that
asserts that Scandinavian gender equality
policies have a tendency to disregard the
differentiated character of gender relations,
which in consequence has led to a privileg-
ing of white, heterosexual, middleclass
women (de los Reyes and Mulinari 2005:
79, Mulinari et al. 2009: 3). 

INTEGRATION POLICIES

Integration policies in all three countries
have mainly been characterized by a unitary
logic targeting ethnic minorities, or more
precisely non-western immigrants and their
descendants. Gender has sometimes been
framed as a relevant focus, but less incorpo-
rated in forms of gender sensitive integra-
tion policy measures. Class is not explicitly
considered, although the emphasis on poli-
cies to promote education attainments and
labour market inclusion interconnects with
class related issues of social and economic
redistribution. In this sense, integration
policies have become a ‘new’ policy field of
redistributive policies, with its strong em-
phasis on marginalisation, inclusion into
employment, and economic deprivation
among ethnic minorities. In spite of this,
the actual policy-making and the solutions
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proposed appear mainly to treat the ethnic
minority population as a unitary and undif-
ferentiated group. The adoption of the
Danish starting-out assistance for refugees
based on a level of social benefits that are
much less generous than the ordinary social
assistance level, and the 300 hours rule that
restrict the access of couples to social bene-
fits² (Hansen 2006) constitute a break with
the universal and individual character of
Danish redistributive policies. 

In the last couple of decades the debate
on immigration, integration, gender, and
family relations has been a growing field in
the public discourse. Especially in Denmark
and Norway family relations of ethnic mi-
norities have been increasingly questioned,
and multiculturalism has been placed in di-
rect opposition to core values of welfare,
individual freedom and gender equality
(Hagelund 2008). Typically, there exist
vagueness in regard to the underlying polit-
ical motives and whether the aim primarily
is to enhance integration, reduce immigra-
tion as well as to fuel immigration hostility
within the majority population. 

In Denmark, integration policies have
focused on forced marriages and low em-
ployment rates of women. In Norway,
forced marriages and female genital mutila-
tion have been central issues, and in Swe-
den honour related violence has been in fo-
cus. Yet, in Sweden this is not addressed as
a specific ethnic minority issue, but rather
as an example of the universal gender based
power structure (Langvasbråten 2008: 46).

These policies have been labelled a new
‘crisis’ oriented political agenda, where the
minority population becomes a target
group that lacks gender equality (Siim and
Skjeie 2008: 323). Xenophobic and right
wing parties that have generally been reluc-
tant to support political initiatives of gen-
der equality for the majority population to-
day praise gender equality as core welfare
state values, dividing the ethnic majority
from the minority (Akkerman and
Hagelund 2007). 

This tendency to make a crude divide
between minority and majority illustrates
the ways in which intersectional approaches
are not necessarily inclusive, but can oper-
ate exclusionary and by this reinforce the
stereotyping of specific groups (see also
Christensen and Siim’s article in this issue).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Intersectionality has become tremendously
popular in many disciplines of feminist
thought, and it is fruitful to adopt a multi
level approach to this concept, distinguish-
ing between macro, meso and micro level
processes of differentiation. These levels in-
teract, but they are also characterized by
different dynamics, actors and outcomes.
We focus on political intersectionality,
which so far has been addressed mainly at a
micro level of every day politics and as
meso level processes related to the strate-
gies of movements and organization. A
macro level of public policies has been ap-
proached by an increasing number of
American scholars, but it has not been in
the foreground of the European debate. 

We engage in the debate on whether an
intersectional approach can stand alone an-
alytically in terms of understanding mecha-
nisms of inequalities related to class, gender
and ethnicity, or whether it may be impor-
tant to supplement the intersectionality
perspective with a focus on one dimension
at a time, as Irish Yong argues in her de-
fence of gender as a relevant category. This
issue is also relevant for public policies, and
we question whether the concept of inter-
sectionality is sufficient to capture the chal-
lenges of policymaking in an increasingly
diversified society. Furthermore, we discuss
whether intersectionality is framed in an in-
clusive way or on the basis of stereotypes of
specific groups that has an exclusive charac-
ter.

The conclusion is that the Scandinavian
countries in the first half of the 20th century
adopted welfare policies that were, above
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all, framed to reduce class inequalities. Poli-
cies of gender equality were established
during the 1970’s onwards, whereas poli-
cies of integration have been introduced to
the political agenda during the past decade.
Hence, a multiple policy logic behind the
establishment of these policies has de-
veloped in subsequent steps emphasizing at
first class inequality, and next gender in-
equality. Finally, ethnicity has been placed
on the political agenda, but with much less
emphasis on inequality compared to class
and gender. The priority ascribed to the
different dimensions in public policy mak-
ing and issues of inequality and discrimina-
tion has been shaped by the economic, po-
litical, and discursive opportunity structures
during the formative moments of these
policies. The political mobilization and em-
powerment of the working class, women
and ethnic minority groups at these forma-
tive moments have also been significant for
the policy logics. 

The analysis of policies of gender equali-
ty and of integrations policy indicates that
they have had a strong unitary logic. It is in
the interconnections between integration
and gender equality policies that tendencies
of intersectional approaches most typically
emerge. This is most evident in Danish pol-
icymaking, less in Swedish, while Norway
can be placed somewhere in the middle. In-
tersectional approaches to gender and eth-
nicity emerge in mainstream Danish gender
equality policy. While the official claim in
Denmark is that gender equality is already
achieved, it is framed as a serious problem
for ethnic minority women. In addition,
central aspects of integration policies, espe-
cially the parts that interconnect integra-
tion and migration policies, are character-
ized by intersectional approaches of gender
and ethnicity. This applies in particular to
Danish and Norwegian policies and issues
such as forced marriages, female genital
mutilation etc.

Bridging intersectionality with theoreti-
cal reflections on policy approaches to class,

gender and ethnicity offers an opportunity
to raise new issues in policy analysis as well
as in intersectionality studies. Intersection-
ality does not in itself necessarily contribute
to a more dynamic approach than unitary
and multiple approaches, partly because of
a very high complexity involved in analyz-
ing the interactions among many cate-
gories. It is of course relevant to criticize
unitary approaches if they ignore difference
of relevance for structures of redistribution,
recognition and participation. We have,
however, demonstrated that intersectionali-
ty may be applied in a very exclusive way,
most notably in Denmark, where ethnic
minority women are targeted as a group
that do not enjoy the gender equality that
majority women have achieved. Intersec-
tional approaches may, accordingly, culti-
vate and exaggerate differences between
majority and minority, leading to the tar-
geting and stereotyping of ethnic minority
women/girls (and to some extent minority
boys/men). This is especially true of
Danish gender equality policy and particu-
lar aspects of Danish and Norwegian inte-
gration policies. Thus, neither intersection-
ality nor unitary approaches can stand
alone.

NOTES
1. In Europe, there has been an increasing interest
in institutional intersectionality. This development
was triggered by the adoption of article 13 in EU’s
Treaty of Amsterdam, which prohibits discrimina-
tion according to six strands: sex, racial and ethnic
origin, disability, age, religion, and sexual orienta-
tion and by the recommendation to set up judicial
institutions to deal with cases of multiple discrimi-
nation (Verloo 2006, Squires 2009). This develop-
ment has involved an increasing preoccupation
with how transnational and national political
processes of intersectionality interact. This is high-
ly relevant due to the changing role of nation
states, increasing migration and the role of interna-
tional organizations in the advocacy of protecting
human rights.
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2. The rule applies to all citizens, but it is aimed at
immigrants, and it hits them much harder than the
ethnic majority population. 
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SUMMARY

Political Intersectionality: Tackling In-
equalities in Public Policies in Scandinavia
An analytical approach to political intersec-
tionality has not been in the foreground of the
intersectionality paradigm during its first
phase. It may, however, generate new insights,
both for the intersectionality tradition and
for the study of policies that are aimed at in-
fluencing social differentiations. The article

explores the theoretical background of politi-
cal intersectionality with a focus on public
policies, which relates to a macro level of po-
litical intersectionality. A central issue is
whether policies are based on a unitary, a
multiple or an intersectional policy logic.
Moreover, the questions are whether and in-
tersectional approach is inclusive or if it ex-
clusively can stand alone, and, further,
whether it is always positive. This is addressed
empirically in relation to gender and inte-
grations policies in the three Scandinavian
countries. 
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