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In this article, I outline the central tenets of an emerging theory that I call Tribal Critical
Race Theory (TribalCrit) to more completely address the issues of Indigenous Peoples in
the United States. TribalCrit has it roots in Critical Race Theory, Anthropology, Political/
Legal Theory, Political Science, American Indian Literatures, Education, and American
Indian Studies. This theoretical framework provides a way to address the complicated
relationship between American Indians and the United States federal government and
begin to make sense of American Indians’ liminality as both racial and legal/political
groups and individuals.
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Recently, I attended a celebration for the graduating cohort of the
University of Utah•s American Indian Teacher Training Program (AITTP).1

The AITTP is a program that prepares American Indians to become
teachers with the stipulation that they teach in Indian-serving schools upon
their graduation. The program is rooted in the idea that American Indians
can engage in the process of educating themselves, and can do so through
both Indigenous wisdom and knowledges often found in dominant society.
The eight graduates had worked for two years in an institution that often
devalued their presence. They were joined by 180 family members and
supporters for the celebration. During the course of the evening, each
graduate had an opportunity to speak to the assembled group. Every
graduate thanked the many family members who contributed to their aca-
demic successes, and each told a story about why they wanted to be a
teacher and what it meant for their communities. One of the graduates said,
••I struggled in school for a long time, not knowing whether or not I was



see a need in our community to have our students read, have their parents
read with them, and to recognize that there is power in both the written
word, and [our] stories. We can, and must, do both.•• Still other graduates of
the teacher training program spoke that evening of the need for teachers in
their communities and the contribution the program participants would
make to those communities upon graduation from our teacher education
program. One teacher said, ••We need teachers who look like us, talk like us,
and think like us. To know what it means to be [tribal name] is an important



The eight American Indian graduates who spoke of their commitments to
community and told stories of elders, family members, and their children
were, in fact, outlining theories of sovereignty, self-determination, and self-
education. They were not simply telling ••stories;•• rather, they had clearly
shown me that for many Indigenous people, stories serve as the basis for how
our communities work. For some Indigenous scholars (and others), theory is
not simply an abstract thought or idea that explains overarching structures of
societies and communities; theories, through stories and other media, are
roadmaps for our communities and reminders of our individual responsi-
bilities to the survival of our communities. These notions of theory, however,
con”ict with what many in the ••academy•• consider ••good theory.•• At the
heart of this con”ict are di�erent epistemologies and ontologies. In this
article, I want to make connections between di�erent forms of knowledge
and their application through a community-oriented theoretical lens.

Much of my academic career has been spent in search of an acceptable
theoretical frame that allows me to analyze the problems encountered by
American Indians in educational institutions and the programs that are in
place to uniquely serve American Indian communities. In the past, I have
relied on theorists like Bourdieu, Fordham, Giddens, and Willis, but I feel
that my analyses have yet to be complete because these scholars do not
explicitly address issues that are salient for and to American Indians. In this
article, I intend to outline the central tenets of an emerging theory that I call
Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) to more completely address the
issues of Indigenous Peoples in the United States. I have constructed this
theoretical framework because it allowIm tuo-526.13Lg



Critical Race Theory evolved in the mid-1970s as a response to Critical



of colonization. CRT was originally developed to address the Civil Rights
issues of African American people. As such, it is oriented toward an artic-
ulation of race issues along a ••black-white•• binary (much the wayBrown
v. Board is), and, until recently, other ethnic/racial groups have not been
included in the conversation. As a result, Latino Critical Race Theory
(LatCrit) and Asian Critical Race Theory (AsianCrit) have been devel-
oped to meet the speci“c needs of those populations. For example, LatCrit
emphasizes issues that a�ect Latina/o people in everyday life, including
immigration, language, identity, culture, and skin color (Delgado Bernal,
2002; Espinoza, 1990; Hernandez-Truyol, 1997; Montoya, 1994, Villalpan-



8. Stories are not separate from theory; they make up theory and are,
therefore, real and legitimate sources of data and ways of being.

9. Theory and practice are connected in deep and explicit ways such that
scholars must work towards social change.

While CRT argues that racism is endemic in society, TribalCrit empha-
sizes that colonization is endemic in society while also acknowledging the
role played by racism. Much of what TribalCrit o�ers as an analytical lens is
a new and more culturally nuanced way of examining the lives and expe-
riences of tribal peoples since contact with Europeans over 500 years ago.
This is central to the particularity of the space and place American Indians
inhabit, both physically and intellectually, as well as to the unique, sovereign
relationship between American Indians and the federal government. My
hope is that TribalCrit can be used to address the range and variation of
experiences of individuals who are American Indian.4 Furthermore, Trib-
alCrit provides a theoretical lens for addressing many of the issues facing
American Indian communities today, including issues of language shift and
language loss, natural resources management, the lack of students gradu-
ating from colleges and universities, the overrepresentation of American
Indians in special education, and power struggles between federal, state, and
tribal governments.

The primary tenet of TribalCrit is the notion that colonization is endemic
to society. By colonization, I mean that European American thought,
knowledge, and power structures dominate present-day society in the Uni-
ted States. Battiste (2002) argues, ••Eurocentric thinkers dismissed Indige-
nous knowledge in the same way they dismissed any socio-political cultural
life they did not understand: they found it to be unsystematic and incapable
of meeting the productivity needs of the modern world•• (p. 5). Additionally,
Lomawaima & McCarty (2002) illustrate this point in the context of
American Indian education:

The goal has been ••civilization•• of American Indian peoples...[which] assumes
that what is required is the complete and utter transformation of native nations
and individuals: replace heritage languages with English, replace ••paganism••
with Christianity, replace economic, political, social, legal, and aesthetic institu-
tions. (p. 282)

In this way, the goal, sometimes explicit, sometimes implicit, of interactions
between the dominant U.S. society and American Indians has been to
change (••colonize•• or ••civilize••) us to be more like those who hold power in
the dominant society. For example, boarding schools were intended to ••kill
the Indian and save the man••; more recently, American Indians• status as
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legal/political groups has been called into question with the goal of simply
making them a ••racial•• group. The everyday experiences of American
Indians, the Indigenous inhabitants of the Americas, have essentially been
removed from the awareness of dominant members of U.S. society. These
viable images have instead been replaced with “xed images from the past of
what American Indians once were. The colonization has been so complete
that even many American Indians fail to recognize that we are taking up
colonialist ideas when we fail to express ourselves in ways that may chal-
lenge dominant society•s ideas about who and what we are supposed to be,
how we are supposed to behave, and what we are supposed to be within the
larger population. Smith (1999) is particularly useful here when she dis-
cusses the ways that Indigenous identities have become regulated by gov-
ernments to meet their interests rather than those of the people who take up
these identities. She writes, ••legislated identities which regulated who was an
Indian and who was not...who had the correct fraction of blood quantum,
who lived in the regulated spaces of reserves and communities, were all
worked out arbitrarily (but systematically), to serve the interests of the
colonizing society•• (p. 22). This process of colonization and its debilitating
influences are at the heart of TribalCrit; all other ideas are offshoots of this
vital concept.

Second, TribalCrit builds on the notion that colonization is endemic in
society and explicitly recognizes that the policies of the United States toward
American Indians are rooted in imperialism, White supremacy, and a desire
for material gain. Williams (1987, 1989) has methodically examined the
early policies set forth by the U.S. and its treatment of American Indians.
He argues that these policies were rooted in a self-interested reading of legal
concepts that allowed White settlers to rationalize and legitimize their
decisions to steal lands from the Indigenous peoples who already inhabited
them. This process highlights a divergence in the ways that White settlers
and Indigenous peoples viewed the relationship between people and land.
Semantically, this plays out in a distinction between the concepts of habi-
tation and ownership, which is evident in the actions of White settlers. It
appears that because a group of people were rooted to lands on which they
lived, they did not necessarily properly ••own•• those lands, leading to a
series of events that left many Indigenous peoples dispossessed of lands that
held not only life sustaining crops, but also spiritually sustaining properties.5

Moreover, this ••removal•• of tribal peoples by the U.S. government was
justified by arguing that Indigenous people needed to be moved ••for our
own good.•• For example, the U.S. government claimed that Indians were
not only underutilizing the lands on which they lived, but that they would be
unmolested in the new Indian Territory (which is present day Oklahoma).
Tribal nations, of course, were molested and land rich in oil and natural
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but we are framed as racialized groups by many members of society. The
racialized status of American Indians appears to be the main emphasis of



with the U.S. and other nations on a nation-to-nation basis. Self-determi-
nation is the ability to de“ne what happens with autonomy, how, why, and
to what ends, rather than being forced to ask permission from the United
States. Self-determination rejects the guardian/ward relationship currently
in place between the U.S. government and tribal nations.9 Knowledge of
these current relationships allows researchers ways to better analyze inter-
actions between Indigenous students and the institutional structures. Ulti-
mately, these analyses may lead to a reconceptualization of the parameters
for engaging Indigenous students within institutions. Finally, self-identifi-
cation is the ability and legitimacy for groups to define themselves and to
create what it means to be Indian. As such, self-identification may or may
not reject the ••sign•• Indian„or that which signifies what a ••real Indian•• is
or looks like (often an ecology-loving, bead-wearing, feather-having, long-
haired, tall, dark man or woman)„and its meanings to others (e.g. see
Vizenor, 1994, 1998; Vizenor & Lee, 1999). This call for self-identification
influences the way that colleges and universities examine issues of identifi-
cation in the admissions process and may push for stricter ways of deter-
mining whether or not potential students and faculty members are
committing ••ethnic fraud.•• Additionally, this requires institutions to keep
better records of who has identified as American Indian, rather than placing
the figures under the dreaded catchall ••Other•• category.

Fifth, TribalCrit problematizes the concepts of culture, knowledge, and
power and o�ers alternative ways of understanding them through an Indig-
enous lens. In so doing, TribalCrit migrates away from western/European
notions of culture, knowledge, and power and moves to notions that have
been circulating among Indigenous peoples for thousands of years. In Trib-
alCrit, culture is simultaneously ”uid or dynamic, and “xed or stable. Like an
anchor in the ocean, it is tied to a group of people and often a physical place.
For many Indigenous people, culture is rooted to lands on which they live as
well as to their ancestors who lived on those lands before them. However, just
as the anchor shifts and sways with changing tides and the ebbs and ”ows of
the ocean, culture shifts and ”ows with changes in contexts, situations,
people, and purposes. Like all humans, Indigenous people are shaped by their
cultural inheritance, and they engage in cultural production.10

Knowledge is de“ned by TribalCrit as the ability to recognize change,
adapt, and move forward with the change. There are at least three forms of
knowledge that TribalCrit addresses, and they exist in accord with one
another. Cultural knowledge is an understanding of what it means to be a
member of a particular tribal nation; this includes particular traditions, issues,
and ways of being and knowing that make an individual a member of a
community. Knowledge of survival includes an understanding of how and in
what ways change can be accomplished and the ability and willingness to
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change, adapt, and adjust in order to move forward as an individual and
community. Finally, academic knowledge is that acquired from educational
institutions. In many of our communities this is often referred to as ••book
knowing•• or ••book smarts.•• While Indigenous ways of knowing and ••book
smarts•• are often seen as diametrically opposed, these di�erent forms of
knowledge do not necessarily need to be in con”ict (Barnhardt & Kawagley,
2005; Battiste, 2002; Harrison & Papa, 2005; Kawagley, 1995; Medicine,
2001). Rather, they complement each other in powerful ways. This blending of
knowledges„academic and cultural ones„creates knowledge that is key to
survival (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2004, 2005; Deloria, 1970; Medicine, 2001).
The exercise of these various forms of knowledge is always context-specific
and the different forms must be integrated with one another in order to achieve
successful resistance and, thus, survival. For example, knowledge learned in
school can be used in conjunction with tribal knowledge toward social justice
for these communities. This strategic use of multiple forms of knowledge
generates power that is situated, dynamic, and historically influenced.

Among Indigenous intellectuals and others, the notion of power is elusive
and complicated but certain themes do emerge. Power is not a property or
trait that an individual has to exercise control over others; rather, it is rooted
in a group•s ability to de“ne themselves, their place in the world, and their
traditions (Deloria, 1970; Stoffle & Zeden�o, 2001; Vizenor, 1998; Warrior,
1995). Deloria (1970) argues, ••Few members of racial minority groups have
realized that inherent in their peculiar experience on this continent is hidden
the basic recognition of their power and sovereignty•• (p. 115). There is a
clear link here between knowledge„in the form of experience„and power.
Power through an Indigenous lens is an expression of sovereignty„defined
as self-determination, self-government, self-identification, and self-educa-
tion. In this way, sovereignty is community based. By this I mean that the
ideas of self-determination, -government, -identification, and -education are
rooted in a community•s conceptions of its needs and past, present, and
future. Deloria (1970) extends and crystallizes this point when he writes,



Power for many American Indians leads to that which Deloria advocates
regarding the process of sovereignty for individual tribal nations. Of
Deloria, Warrior (1995) writes:

[Deloria] also advocates a position that is not merely a call for the United
States to break down into tribes closed off from the rest of the world. Rather
he recognizes that the withdrawal of a group to draw on its own resources does
not cut it off from other groups• influences on its future...they need to confront
a set of challenges for which no culture has all answers. (pp. 91…92)

In other words, the ability to determine a place in the world (power) is
enabled by knowledge American Indian communities have that is rooted
in both Indigenous and European sources of knowing. Thus, a group•s
own sense of themselves governs decisions regarding how to best attend to
issues of tribal sovereignty and its critical components of tribal autonomy,
self-determination, -identi“cation, -government, and -education.

There is a dialogical relationship between culture, knowledge, and power:
culture is the base for knowledge that ultimately leads to power. While I
believe that culture serves as a basis for the relationship, there are reciprocal
ties to knowledge and power. Culture reminds individuals, in a group, who
they are. Its dynamic nature allows for adaptability to change. Knowledge
relates to culture in that it o�ers links to what people know. Ultimately,
knowledge is important in the process of recognizing that no single culture has
solutions to the myriad problems encountered by groups. Knowledge also
allows groups to change, adapt, and move forward in a vision related to power
in the form of sovereignty. The ways that groups de“ne themselves, their
places in the world (at least in part, recognizing that places are co-constructed
by many things), and their cultures is a form of power. Importantly, an
Indigenous conception of power de“nes power as an energetic force that cir-
culates throughout the universe„it lies both within and outside of individuals;
hence both the tribal nation and the individual are subjects in the dialogic.

The sixth key component of TribalCrit is a recognition that govern-
mental policies and educational policies toward Indigenous peoples have,
historically, been oriented toward a problematic goal of assimilation. While
I have, up to this point, argued that the governmental relationship between
tribal peoples and the U.S. allows for the possibilities of self-education and
-determination for American Indians, the way in which these policies have
been interpreted and carried out has instead been rooted in assimilation.
According to Klug and Whit“eld, ••early treaties emphasized that education
•appropriate• for Indian students was to be provided•• (2003, p. 31). While
trust responsibility and sovereignty were supposed to be the guiding prin-
ciples of Indian education, ••appropriate•• is a relative term whose meaning
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was left to o�cials at the Bureau of Indian A�airs (BIA) to de“ne. Often
••appropriate•• education was assumed to be that which eradicated Indi-
anness or promoted Anglo values and ways of communicating. All of these
attempts at assimilation through ••appropriate•• education failed.

TribalCrit explicitly rejects the call for assimilation in educational institu-
tions for American Indian students. Deyhle•s (1995) work on cultural integrity
highlights the fact that individuals, in order to be successful as both academics
and as Indigenous people, must maintain a strong sense of their Indigenous
identity as distinctive and as a source of pride. By cultural integrity, I mean a
set of beliefs (and actions directly linked to these beliefs) that are typically
shared among a group of people. The beliefs are ••distinct and independent
tradition[s]•• (Deyhle, 1995, p. 28). Maintaining cultural integrity means that
experiences in school certainly affect a person, but they need not do so at the
expense of their home culture (Fordham, 1996; Ogbu, 1987, 1993). TribalCrit
rejects the past and present rhetoric calling for integration and assimilation of
American Indian students in educational institutions because, rather than
cultivating and maintaining cultural integrity, assimilation requires students
to replace this cultural knowledge with academic knowledge.

Today, TribalCrit would argue, education for American Indians is not
always rooted in the goal of assimilation, although some assimilation seems
to be an inevitable outcome of education that occurs through the formal
structures of western schooling. Education, according to TribalCrit, might
also teach American Indian students how to combine Indigenous notions of
culture, knowledge, and power with western/European conceptions in order
to actively engage in survivance, self-determination, and tribal autonomy.
The University of Utah•s American Indian Teacher Training Program
attempts to do this by combining Indigenous ways of knowing and being
with the courses necessary for teaching licenses. The students highlighted at
the beginning of this article are products of this program; each of the newly
licensed teachers from the program is required to teach in Indigenous
communities as part of a payback agreement for the funding they receive.
Their role is to assist young American Indian elementary and secondary
students in participating in the formal schooling structures while
maintaining and valuing their cultural heritage. In this way, schooling and
students• sense of Indigenous self do not necessarily con”ict.

The seventh tenet of TribalCrit emphasizes the importance of tribal
philosophies, beliefs, customs, traditions, and visions for the future; it
honors the adaptability of groups and recognizes the di�erences within
individuals and between people and groups. Growing out of a foundation in
culture, knowledge and power, the beliefs, thoughts, philosophies, customs,
and traditions of Indigenous individuals and communities serve as a foun-
dation from which to analyze the schooling practices, self-education, and
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experiences of Indigenous peoples. These concepts must be recognized as
being viable and important for the lives of the individuals and members of
the group. This recognition leads to di�erent ways of examining experiences
and theoretical frames through which to view the experiences. There must
be recognition that the ways of knowing for American Indians are vital to
our self-education and self-determination (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005;
Battiste, 2002; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002).

The debate around the place of Indigenous ways of knowing in Western
educational institutions is often framed is through discussions of competition
and cooperation. A host of studies illustrate that Indigenous students are
enculturated into a way of cooperation rather than the competitive nature of
schooling (Brayboy, 1999; Deyhle, 1992, 1995; Deyhle & Margonis, 1995;
Erickson & Mohatt, 1982; Foley, 1995, 1996; Philips, 1983). Cooperation is
then viewed„by the institution and its powerbrokers„as an inability to
work alone or to be self-sufficient, rather than a potential source of strength
and a way to more fully address issues of concern to both individuals and
communities (Burkhart, 2004; Deloria, 1969/1988). The notion that Ameri-
can Indians should be more rooted in individualism is one of the key factors
that led to the creation of boarding schools in the late 19th century
(Lomawaima, 1994, 1995). In my own work, Indigenous students in Ivy
League universities struggled against being perceived as ••not being
self-motivated•• and ••unable to be independently successful•• (Brayboy,
2004a, 2005). These students were guided to Ivy League universities by the
requests and needs of their communities, suggesting that success is never
independent but instead tied to communal conceptions of power and sur-
vivance (Brayboy, 1999, 2004a, 2005). This cooperation is not only tied to
working on projects together, but also to the utility and necessity of com-
munity cooperation in assisting students in their academic quests. The idea
and purpose of the students• attendance was for them to gain skills and
credentials at the institution that they could use in ways that would benefit
the community. These sentiments were also echoed by the American Indian
graduates of the University of Utah in the opening vignette. In this way,



litigator and negotiator in a new deal around the use of natural resources on
her tribal nation•s reservation. In the process, she blended her knowledge as an
attorney with her knowledge as a tribal member to benefit her entire society.

Thus, within many tribal communities, individuality is devalued while



power of the ••n•• is not necessarily the marker of a ••good, rigorous•• study.
Stories may also be informative of structural barriers or weaknesses. In this
respect, ••proof•• is thought of in different ways.



colonization and assimilation and towards a more real self-determination
and tribal sovereignty.

CONCLUSIONS

TribalCrit endeavors to expose the inconsistencies in structural systems
and institutions„like colleges and universities„and make the situation
better for Indigenous students. TribalCrit practitioners take part in the
process of self-determination and in making institutions of formal education
more understandable to Indigenous students and Indigenous students more
understandable to the institutions. The tenets I discuss above should serve as
a starting point for future dialogue on what I have named Tribal Critical
Race Theory.

There are a number of tenets within TribalCrit that are important for the
experiences of and issues faced by Indigenous Peoples. Aspects of TribalCrit
could certainly be taken up by scholars in other disciplines and applied more
generally; however, my focus is on education. Further, I want to acknowl-
edge that many of the tenets are intimately linked to others. In the context of
this article, I discussed them as distinct ideas for heuristic purposes.

Ultimately, TribalCrit holds an explanatory power; it is potentially a
better theoretical lens through which to describe the lived experiences of
tribal peoples. TribalCrit is based on a series of traditions, ideas, thoughts,
and epistemologies that are grounded in tribal histories thousands of years
old. While I draw on older stories, traditions, ontologies, and epistemolo-
gies, the combination itself is new. As such, I hope that this article will
initiate a process of thinking about how Tribal Critical Race Theory might
better serve researchers who are unsatis“ed with the theories and methods
currently o�ered from which to study American Indians in educational
institutions speci“cally, and larger society more generally. TribalCrit has the
potential to serve as a theoretical and analytical lens for addressing the
educational experiences of American Indian students, teachers, and
researchers in the areas of classroom participation, language revitalization,
lack of Native students graduating from high schools and colleges, multiple
literacies, overrepresentation of Native students in special education, ped-
agogy, teacher-training, and many other areas. My hope is that, in
addressing these issues and experiences through a TribalCrit lens, research
will lead both to a better understanding of the needs of Indigenous com-
munities and to changes in the educational system and society at large that
bene“t Indigenous communities.

I also hope that TribalCrit helps to further a larger conversation about
methods of conducting research and analyzing data in ways that center
Indigenous ways of knowing and lead to American Indian sovereignty and
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self-determination. As one of the American Indian teachers at the gradua-
tion celebration said, ••We can change the ways our children think about
schools.•• It is my hope and belief that TribalCrit begins to allow us to
change the ways that Indigenous students think about schools and, perhaps
more importantly, the ways that both schools and educational researchers
think about American Indian students.
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NOTES

1. I am the founder and principal investigator of a program that is now 4 years-old. I am
also an Indigenous man (Lumbee) who is a former secondary social studies teacher.

2. In my community, regardless of how old we are or what degrees we hold, we are often
still referred to in the diminutive by our parents and elders. It is illustrative of how our
community works and how knowledge is created by the older generation. It is also a
clear indication of who holds power in these issues.

3. For a comprehensive overview of the introduction of CRT to education see, Parker,
Deyhle, and Villenas (1999), Solorzano and Delgado Bernal (2001), Solorzano and
Yosso (2002), and Yosso, Parker, Solorzano, and Lynn (2004).

4. Elsewhere, I have addressed how complicated this is, because American Indians are so
widely diverse (Brayboy, 2004a, b). Missing from this analysis, too, are the complicated
demarcations among groups who are federally versus state recognized, landed groups
versus non-landed groups, and those who have economic development activities (like
casinos and natural resources management) and those who do not. Space does not allow
me to fully delve into the nuances of these differences; however, I have begun to address
them elsewhere (Brayboy, in progress).

5. I am grateful to Kristin Searle for pointing out this important distinction. Feld and



6. For example, see Hall (1997), hooks (1995), Ladson-Billings (1998, 2000), Richardson
and Villenas (2000), Spivak (1988), Thompson (1999), Villalpando (2003), and Villenas
and Deyhle (1999).

7. There are certainly times in which American Indians may place themselves in one of
these roles at the potential exclusion of the other. These moments are often strategic in
nature, or come from individuals who are not aware of the unique legal/political status
that American Indians hold.

8. This argument deserves a significant amount of time and space. I have addressed it more
fully elsewhere (Brayboy, in progress).

9. I find the guardian…ward relationship problematic and wrongly taken up. Rather, the
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