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THE NUCLEAR HOLOCAUST VS. GENOCIDE PROBLEM:
A THOUGHT EXPERIMENT

Kostiantyn Raikhert

The study considers the thought experiment “The Nuclear Holocaust vs. Genocide Problem,”
invented under the influence of considerations about the Russia-Ukraine war. In the thought
experiment, there are three participants: the Aggressor (the nuclear weapons possessor, the
genocide initiator, the threatener of nuclear weapons), the Victim (the state under attack),
and the Bystander. The rest is up to the Victim’s, the Bystander’s, and the Aggressor's choice
of moves. The Victim may just surrender and be eliminated by the Aggressor. The Victim can
resist since her existence is at stake. The Bystander may stand aside, or he may intervene in
one way or another: to help the Victim with resources, to fight back against the Aggressor,
etc. The Aggressor's moves will depend on the success of the Victim's moves and the moves of
the Bystander: he may or may not use nuclear weapons. The use of nuclear weapons may or
may not lead to a nuclear holocaust. In any case, for each of the participants, any move may
turn out to be a zugzwang, that is, a move that worsens her/his position. In this case, at
different moves, each participant may face the threat of death (the Victim faces this threat at
the first move of the Aggressor). At a certain move, the Bystander may find himself faced with
the need to test the strength of his ethical principles and choose between his ethical
principles and self-preservation.
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The world is faced with a dilemma (in a non-strict, non-logical meaning): a choice
must be made between a nuclear holocaust (apocalypse) and genocide. The world is facing
this dilemma because of the Russian Federation, led by Vladimir Putin. It was the Russian
Federation that unleashed a war with Ukraine on February 20, 2014, and a full-scale
invasion into Ukraine on February 24, 2022. The military resistance of the Ukrainians and
assistance to Ukraine from other countries made it impossible for the Russians to win
quickly in Ukraine. Moreover, Russian troops are suffering defeats in the Russia-Ukraine
war.

The inability to win quickly in Ukraine has led the Russians to use or threaten to use
the entire arsenal of conventional and unconventional means of warfare: mass murder,
torture, rape, looting, and destruction of civilian infrastructure to suppress the local
population's will to resist (banal looting, sadism, sexual violence, and various forms of
discrimination are not excluded; the Russian military enjoys impunity); the use of
unconventional weapons (the alleged use of prohibited munitions, including chemical and
biological weapons). Not the least of these arsenals are nuclear weapons, from probable
accidents at the Chornobyl and Zaporizhzhia atomic power plants and “dirty bombs” to
possible strikes with tactical and strategic nuclear weapons, both against Ukraine and
against Western countries.

It is essential to be aware that the rhetoric of using nuclear weapons is not something
that Russia started using in 2022. Since the start of the war with Ukraine in 2014, Russian
federal TV channels such as Rossiya-1 have spread the threat of the West turning into
“nuclear ash” if the West militarily intervened in the Russia-Ukraine war [CyneiimaHoB
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2014]. The West itself hardly paid attention to this threat at first, due to the inherently
hybrid nature of the Russia-Ukraine war, even though it was probably necessary due to the
polonium poisoning of Alexander Litvinenko in the year 2006 [Faulconbridge 2021].
There were exceptions, such as the BBC documentary “World War Three: Inside the War
Room” (2016, directed by G. Range), which showed a hypothetical “hot war” in the East
of Europe, including nuclear confrontation.

But the events of February 24, 2022, changed the West's attitude to the threat of
nuclear war and forced Western politicians to take this threat seriously. In addition,
Western intellectuals, including philosophers and philosophizing thinkers, are primarily
focused on the threat of nuclear war. Their reactions are manifold: attempts to understand
the causes of the Russia-Ukraine war (as a rule, the culprits of the war here are Russia, the
capitalist West led by the United States, and Ukraine; the latter is identified as one of the
culprits of the war due to the dominance among leftist intellectuals of Russian propaganda
narratives and lack of proper fact-checking, especially of a historical nature, see e.g.
[Vighi 2022; Watkins 2022]; and separately see: [Peterson 2022]); the simple capturing of
the intractability of the current situation (“zugzwang” primarily for European powers such
as Germany and France, see: [Habermas 2022]); calls to negotiate with Russia, even to the
detriment of Ukraine's interests [Polychroniou 2022]; calls to fight Russia [Hamza 2022;
Roger 2022; Zizek 2022]. The dominant narratives here are the following two: the first is
Russia started the war, scared by NATO expansion to the East, which allegedly poses a
possible threat to the existence of Russia, and the second is Russian Revanchism (an
attempt to revive the Russian Empire / USSR).

Remarkably, few Western intellectuals pay attention to the Russian desire to
extinguish Ukrainians as bearers of Ukrainian identity and culture, both physically and
symbolically. Vladimir Putin has been relentlessly claiming that Russians, Ukrainians, and
Belarusians are one ethnic group [IIyrun 2021]. Russian propaganda echoes his claims,
adding that the West invented Ukrainians and implanted in the minds of Russians who
lived in Ukraine the idea that they were Ukrainians [Ykpauna Ha nepenome smnox 2022].
This is even supported by a particular philosophy in the manner of Danilevsky and
Spengler, see [CmupHoB 2022]. In fact, Russia not only wants to take over Ukraine and
“enslave” Ukrainians; the Russians want to wipe out the Ukrainian identity and culture
and redesign Ukrainians as Russians. One of Russia's key objectives in the Russia-Ukraine
war is to commit genocide against Ukrainians, both physically and symbolically.

In effect, that is why one could argue that the world was faced with a choice between
a nuclear holocaust, that is, the annihilation of all humanity and, possibly, all living things
on Earth, and genocide, that is, the annihilation of all Ukrainians and all Ukrainian
belongings.

As I write this paper, the choice between nuclear holocaust and genocide has not
been made. So, I suggest that we consider this dilemma as a thought experiment: imagine
that a nuclear-armed state invades a neighboring state in order to take it over and annex it.
In such a scenario, the authorities and inhabitants of the invading state deny the national
identity and national culture, including the national language, of the inhabitants of the
neighboring state and seek to exterminate them physically and symbolically. Invasion and
genocide are accompanied by threats of nuclear weapons both against states willing to
defend or at least provide some assistance to the invaded state and against the invaded
state in case of need. The current situation places the world community faced with a
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choice: either nuclear holocaust or genocide. What to choose? Possible solutions are the
subject of this study, and their analysis is the purpose of the study.

At the outset, I would like to point out that I see the presented thought experiment as
a “Trolley Problem” type of experiment. The “Trolley Problem” is a type of ethical (and
psychological) thought experiment that suggests a choice between sacrificing one person
or several. The choice itself is a choice between knowingly unacceptable alternatives, for
the value of any human life is accepted.

The first version of the “Trolley Problem” is believed to have been proposed by
philosopher Philippa Foot in 1967, although similar versions of the problem can be found
earlier, such as those by Karl Engisch in 1930 [Engisch 1930] or by Hans Weizel in 1951
[Weizel 1951]. Ph. Foot's variant is now known as the “Trolley Driver” and looks like
this: “[SJuppose that a judge or magistrate is faced with rioters demanding that a culprit be
found for a certain crime and threatening otherwise to take their own bloody revenge on a
particular section of the community. The real culprit being unknown, the judge sees
himself as able to prevent the bloodshed only by framing some innocent person and
having him executed. Beside this example is placed another in which a pilot whose
airplane is about to crash is deciding whether to steer from a more to a less inhabited area.
To make the parallel as close as possible, it may rather be supposed that he is the driver of
a runaway tram, which he can only steer from one narrow track on to another; five men
are working on one track and one man on the other; anyone on the track he enters is bound
to be killed. In the case of the riots, the mob have five hostages, so that in both examples,
the exchange is supposed to be one man's life for the lives of five” [Foot 1981, 23].

Subsequently, similar thought experiments were developed on the basis of the
“Trolley Problem” in which new terms were added to the problem, such as variations by
Judith Jarvis Thomson (“Bystander at the Switch,” “The Fat Man,” “Transplant,”
“Hospital,” “The Loop Variant”) [Thomson 1985], Jason Millar (“Tunnel problem”)
[Millar 2014; Lin 2014], Michael Huemer (“Innocent Conviction”) [Leske 2015].

I will repeat the content of the thought experiment: Picture a nuclear-armed state
invading a neighboring state in order to invade and annex it. In such a scenario, the
authorities and inhabitants of the invading state deny the national identity and national
culture, including the national language, of the inhabitants of the neighboring state and
seek to eliminate them physically and symbolically. Invasion and genocide are
accompanied by threats to use nuclear weapons both against states that are willing to
defend or at least provide some assistance to the invaded state and against the invaded
state in case of need. The current situation places the world community in a choice
between a nuclear holocaust and genocide. Which to choose?

For the sake of brevity, I will refer to the invading state as the Aggressor, the
invaded state as the Victim, and other states willing to provide any assistance to the
invaded state as the Bystander.

It is necessary to stipulate the following further: J.J. Thomson, in her study of the
various variants of the “Trolley Problem,” has shown that the particular variants of the
solution of particular variants of the “Trolley Problem” are not dependent on the pure
abstraction of the thought experiment, as is the case with the variant of Ph. Foot, but on
the interpretation of the point of view of each participant in the thought experiment, and
on the particular circumstances in which the events of the thought experiment unfold: the
choice facing a possible hand switch and the choice facing a transplant surgeon are not
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equivalent precisely due to the circumstances [Thomson 1985]. In what follows, I suggest
that the participants' points of view and circumstances should be taken into account.

In short, there are three participants: the Aggressor, the Victim, and the Bystander.
First, let's look at the Aggressor. The Aggressor attacks the Victim. The Aggressor's
reasons for attacking may be different: the conquest of territory, the change of the state
(political) regime, coercion to peace, the war against terrorism, etc. According to the
suggested terms of the problem, the Aggressor's position is unambiguous - the seizure of
the Victim and its liquidation (that is, the forcible annexation of the territories of another
state and the physical and symbolic extermination of the inhabitants in the annexed
territories). At the same time, the Aggressor can shield himself with words about
protecting the local population from the authorities of the state the Aggressor invaded, as
well as protecting that population from other states, which allegedly conduct an aggressive
policy both against the Aggressor and against the Victim.

The Aggressor's actions are generally dependent on the Victim and the Bystander.
The Aggressor attacks the Victim in the eyes of the Bystander. At the same time, the
Aggressor is aware that the bystander may be just as strong as the Aggressor, if not
stronger. Therefore, the Aggressor threatens to use (nuclear) weapons against the
Bystander. The bystander is now faced with alternatives. The first alternative is that the
Bystander can do nothing and let the Aggressor do his thing, and here one can even appeal
not to the fear of starting a nuclear war, but rather simply declare that this is a matter
between the Aggressor and the Victim alone. The Bystander here can act as either a
Passer-by or an Observer. Essentially, under the given circumstances, the Bystander must
turn a blind eye to genocide.

This only works, however, if the Bystander did not commit to helping the Victim
preceding the Aggressor's attack. If commitments were taken, the Bystander is obliged to
do something about the attack; otherwise, his reputation will be damaged. Here, then, the
Bystander can choose to act as the Victim's Helper or the Victim's Defender. The
Defender must intrude and fight back. However, the Bystander must consider the option of
nuclear war. In this situation, the Bystander can choose the role of Helper, i.e., helping the
Victim financially, with weapons, etc.

In fact, under the circumstances, the Bystander is confronted with an ethical
problem: “Should we turn a blind eye to genocide?” and an existential problem: “If we do
not turn a blind eye to genocide and try to prevent it, will it lead to a nuclear war and a
nuclear holocaust, that is, the annihilation of both the Bystander and all living things on
Earth? The Bystander must choose between his ethical principles and self-preservation.

Meanwhile, there is also the Victim, who is aware that the Aggressor aims to
liquidate her. Here the Victim, oddly enough, has two alternatives: either to let the
Aggressor liquidate herself or to fight back against the Aggressor, especially if she has
nothing to lose anyway. If Victim were to choose the first alternative, it would be easier
for both the Aggressor and the Bystander: the Aggressor would simply accomplish his aim
of eliminating the Victim, and the Bystander would not have to choose between his ethical
principles and self-preservation and to interfere. However, the Victim, unlike the
Bystander, does not choose between the ethical and the existential; the Victim fights for
her existence. The Victim's resistance to the Aggressor makes the Bystander balance
between the ethical and the existential and solve the unsolvable problem of how to help
the Victim in her resistance against the Aggressor so as not to provoke a nuclear
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holocaust. And the more successful the Victim's resistance is, the more delicate the
balance of the Bystander is.

Also, the successful resistance of the Victim places the Aggressor faced with a
choice: to implement his threat to nuke or not. If the threat is not implemented, the
Aggressor's aim may not be achieved and the Aggressor's reputation will be damaged. The
Aggressor's threat will turn out to be just a Bluff and then the Bystander may turn into a
Defender. If the threat to the Aggressor is implemented, then how to implement it in such
a way as to achieve your goal and not be destroyed by the Bystander? Here the Aggressor
can check the reaction of the Bystander only with action. For example, to strike the
territory of an invaded state with a tactical nuclear weapon. If the Bystander does not
retaliate and if the Victim does not surrender, then the Aggressor can continue to strike
nuclear bombs up to the total annihilation of the Victim. It would be better for the
Aggressor if, after a tactical nuclear strike, the Bystander did not retaliate and the Victim
surrendered.

Failure to retaliate against the use of nuclear weapons is not a solution for the
Bystander, since it creates opportunities for the Aggressor to use nuclear weapons as a
threat, and not only against other non-nuclear-weapon states. When nuclear weapons have
been used, and this has proven to be an effective tool in achieving the goals set by the
nuclear-weapon user, the threat to other states is quite real, and the resistance of those
states is suicidal. Other states will now know that the threat of a nuclear weapon is not a
bluff. The failure of the Bystander to retaliate sets the stage for more victims of the
Aggressor. It may also encourage some states to acquire nuclear weapons for self-defense,
and other states to use the Aggressor's strategy of threatening with nuclear weapons.

If the Bystander chooses to retaliate with tactical nuclear weapons, he must be able
to figure out how to prevent a nuclear holocaust from occurring. Here, also, the test must
be done in practice. It is possible to strike first with non-nuclear weapons. If the Aggressor
does not retaliate with nuclear weapons, then you can continue with non-nuclear strikes. If
the Aggressor retaliates with nuclear weapons, then nuclear war is inevitable, because the
Bystander will have to defend himself with nuclear weapons. Of course, the Bystander
might not retaliate with nuclear weapons, but that could mean either the death of the
Bystander or a nuclear war of all against all.

To conclude, there is the thought experiment “The Nuclear Holocaust vs. Genocide
Problem,” in which there are three participants: the Aggressor (the nuclear weapons
possessor, the genocide initiator, the threatener of nuclear weapons), the Victim, and the
Bystander. The rest is up to the Victim’s, the Bystander’s, and the Aggressor's choice of
moves. The Victim may just surrender and be eliminated by the Aggressor. The Victim
can resist since her existence is at stake. The Bystander may stand aside, or he may
intervene in one way or another: to help the Victim with resources, to fight back against
the Aggressor, etc. The Aggressor's moves will depend on the success of the Victim's
moves and the moves of the Bystander: he may or may not use nuclear weapons. The use
of nuclear weapons may or may not lead to a nuclear holocaust. In any case, for each of
the participants, any move may turn out to be a zugzwang, that is, a move that worsens
her/his position. In this case, at different moves, each participant may face the threat of
death (the Victim faces this threat at the first move of the Aggressor). At a certain move,
the Bystander may find himself faced with the need to test the strength of his ethical
principles and choose between his ethical principles and self-preservation.
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I have suggested for consideration the thought experiment as the Problem of
Choosing between Nuclear Holocaust and Genocide and the possible consequences
depending on the choices that the participants involved in the thought experiment can
make. Other scholars might be interested in this thought experiment and propose their
possible solutions to the problem of this experiment or their variants of this experiment.

References
Ilytun, Bragumup. 2021 “O0 ucropuyeckoM eIMHCTBE PYCCKHUX U yKpauHLeB”. [Ipezudenm Poccuu.
Accessed September 1, 2022. http:/kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66181
CmupHoB, Anzpeil. 2022. “Hcnam B 3epkane Hayku. EBPOIIA vs BOCTOK. Kak He craTh
3THUYECKUM Mmarepuaiiom?”’ Video, 1:50:22.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6vXYAV89Yao&t=217s&ab_channel=IbnSinaFoundation
Cyneiimanos, Cynran. 2014. “Paguoakrusnslii nenen Kucenésa”. TJournal. Accessed September 1,
2022. https://tjournal.ru/news/50105-nuklear-kiselev
Vikpauna na nepenome snox. BeicraBka 4-24 Hosiops 2022 rona B LleHTpaabHOM BBICTABOYHOM 3aie
«Manex». https://r-
mh.ru/?fbclid=IwAR38mZw67rpZqvfV_iPoqggHev7EGIWrgdlou7MZmw1£5iSyvRIYNvvmCzc

Engisch, Karl.1930. Untersuchungen iiber Vorsatz und Fahrlidssigkeit im Strafrecht. Berlin: O.
Liebermann.

Faulconbridge, Guy, and Michael Holden. 2021. "Russia was behind Litvinenko assassination,
European court finds". Reuters. Accessed September 1, 2022.
https://www.reuters.com/world/european-court-rules-russia-was-behind-litvinenko-killing-2021-09-

21/

Foot, Philippa. 1981. Virtues and Vices and Other Essays in Moral Philosophy. Berkley; Los
Angeles: University of California Press.

Habermas, Jiirgen. 2022. “Krieg und Emporung®. Suddeutsche Zeitung. Accessed November 1, 2022.
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/projekte/artikel/kultur/das-dilemma-des-westens-juergen-habermas-
zum-krieg-in-der-ukraine-e068321/?reduced=true

Hamza, Agon. 2022. “In Ukraine, Peace is Not Enough”. Sublation Magazine. Accessed November
10, 2022. https://www.sublationmag.com/post/in-ukraine-peace-is-not-
enough?fbclid=IwAROkcxx6BAdiC4n-5YNLQMau9EF658-ErfwgDgB Xbtkb4lcuOLUIfFTBGWIc
Leske, Thomas. 2015. Gibt es ein Recht, Schusswaffen zu besitzen? Accessed November 1, 2022.
https://edition.leske.biz/waffen2/huemer guncontrol split.html#beispiel4

Lin, Patrick. 2014. “The Robot Car of Tomorrow May Just Be Programmed to Hit You”. Wired.
Accessed November 1, 2022. https://www.wired.com/2014/05/the-robot-car-of-tomorrow-might-
just-be-programmed-to-hit-you/

Millar, Jason. 2014. “An ethical dilemma: When robot cars must kill, who should pick the victim?”
Robohub. Accessed November 1, 2022. https://robohub.org/an-ethical-dilemma-when-robot-cars-
must-kill-who-should-pick-the-victim/

Peterson, Jordan. 2022. “Russia Vs. Ukraine or Civil War in The West?” The Daily Wire. Accessed
November 1, 2022. https://www.dailywire.com/news/russia-vs-ukraine-or-civil-war-in-the-west
Polychroniou, C. J. 2022. “Chomsky: US Approach to Ukraine and Russia Has ‘Left the Domain of
Rational  Discourse’  “.  Rozenberg  Quarterly.  Accessed  November 1, 2022.
https://rozenbergquarterly.com/chomsky-us-approach-to-ukraine-and-russia-has-left-the-domain-of-
rational-discourse/

Roger, Jens. 2022. “Peter Sloterdijk zum Ukraine-Krieg: Man hort kaum noch Gegenstimmen’
Lesering. Accessed November 1, 2022. https://www.lesering.de/id/4906746/Peter-Sloterdijk-zum-
Ukraine-Krieg-Man-hort-kaum-noch-Gegenstimmen/

Thomson, Judith Jarvis. 1985. “The Trolley Problem”. The Yale Law Journal 94: 1395-1415.

Vighi, Fabio. 2022. “Slavoj Zizek, emergency capitalism, and the capitulation of the Left”. The
Philosophical Salon. Accessed November 1, 2022. https://thephilosophicalsalon.com/slavoj-zizek-

«




40 Dinocoghis ma eymanizm. 2022. Bun.1(15)

emergency-capitalism-and-the-capitulation-of-the-
left/?tbclid=IwAROViwojKIS8GVObfBVyyJh6CkQecXxAayWsJ0o9Bep5CmiGQ4xpBft5SIPwS8
Watkins, Susan. 2022. “Five wars in one: The Battle for Ukraine”. New Left Review. Accessed
November 10, 2022. https://newleftreview.org/issues/iil37/articles/susan-watkins-five-wars-in-
one?fbclid=IwAR3z61e3qyVi_sQtYybo3XE1wxiIMYO0Gfr4JN6AQedPycgkf]-5dnTpUi4A

Welzel, Hans. 1951. “Zum Notstandsproblem”. Zeitschrift fiir die gesamte Strafrechtswissenschaft 1:
47-56. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1515/zstw.1951.63.1.47

Zizek, Slavoj. 2022. “Pacifism is the wrong response to the war in Ukraine”. Guardian. Accessed
November 10, 2022. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/jun/21/pacificsm-is-the-
wrong-response-to-the-war-in-ukraine

. Paiixepm Kocmanmun
HPOBJEMA «AJEPHUU I'OJJOKOCT VS. TEHOLIU/I»: PO3YMOBHUU
EKCIHEPUMEHT

V' oocnioscenni posenadaemvcs posymosuii excnepumenm «IIpobrnema ‘“Aoepuuii eonoxocm vs.
Tenoyuo” », sunatioeHuil ni0 6NAUBOM MIPKYBAHb WOOO POCIUCHKO-YKPAIHCHKOL itiHu. B pozymosomy
excnepumeHmi € mpu yuacuuku: Azpecop (8o100ap sidepHoi 36poi, iniyiamop 2eHoyuoy, nocpoxtcy8ay
sA0epHoio 30pocio), JKepmea (Oepoicasa, na sKy nanadaroms) i Cmoponniti chocmepizayu. Pewma
3anedcums 6i0 6uoopy x00ie JKepmeu, Cmopounvoco cnocmepieaua i Azpecopa. Kepmea modice
npocmo 30amucs ma 6ymu 3HuweHor Azpecopom. Kepmea mooice uunumu onip, adce Ha xapmy
nocmaeneno ii icnyeanna. CmOpOHHILl cnocmepieay Moogice CMOAMU OCMOPOHb, A MOdice
smpymumucs 6 moil yu inwui cnoci6: donomozmu Kepmei pecypcamu, oamu eiociy Azpecopy
mowo. Bio ycniwnocmi i Kepmeu i 0iti Cmoponnbo2o 3anedqcamumyms 0ii Aepecopa: 6in mooice
sacmocyeamu si0epHy 30poio, a modice I He 3acmocysamu. 3acmocysanus si0epHoi 36poi modice
CRPUNUHUMU, a MOJIce | He CNPUYUHUMU S0epHUll 2010KOCH. Y 0Y0b-KOMY 6URAOKY, Ol KOJICHO20 3
VUACHUKIG OYOb-sKULl XI0 MOdICe GUAGUMUCS YYSYBAHSOM, MOOMO X000M, WO NOZIPUWYE U020
cmanosuwe. Ilpu yboMy Ha PI3HUX X00aX nepeo KOJICHUM YYACHUKOM MOJice NOCmamiu 3azpo3a
saeubeni (neped JKepmeoio ys 3azpoza nocmae Ha nepuiomy dc x00i Aepecopa). Ha neenomy xo0i
CmoponHniii cnocmepieay Modice ONUHUMUCA neped HeoOXIOHICMIO nepegipumu Ha CUty ceoi emuyHi
npuHyunu i 3p06umu 6UOIP Midc CGOIMU eMUUHUMU NPUHYURAMU | CAMO30EPEICEHHSIM.

Kntouosi cnoea: eenoyud, adepruii onokocm, Ilpobrema eazonemxi, po3ymMoeuil excnepumenn.
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