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 To study a complex society from a sociological point of view at a time in 
which national and international scenarios provide unprecedented challenges is 
quite a demanding task. 
 Nonetheless, scholars of social sciences cannot avoid this scientific 
responsibility. Sociologist Z. Bauman recently wrote: “If sociology still intends to 
fulfil its function, which has always been that of nurturing dialogue between the 
human experience and its interpretation, then it must necessarily refocus its 
attention on the changes occurring in the social context”1. 
 Faced with the growing complexity of life which is leaving an impact on 
individuals and modern society, one of the questions which spontaneously 
arises is: “Does the type of social relationship that characterises a complex 
society (the constantly changing western civilisation and international relations 
among different cultures), promote and increase the growth of individual men 
and women and their communities?”2

 In essence, we are asking if in our complex society there are significant 
experiences in which we can scientifically trace the elements of new 
sociological paradigms, such as that of “brotherhood,” that help us to analyse 
the typology of social interactions3.  
 In order to respond to such a question we need to outline the typical traits 
of a complex society with its negative aspects, but also with the various 
opportunities that social beings can take advantage of. 
 
 
 

1. A COMPLEX SOCIETY AND ITS PRINCIPAL PHENOMENA  
 
 We need to consider that the phenomenon of a complex society4 took root 
in the 1980s and soon other challenges were added to it, such as globalisation 
and a pluralistic society5. To theoretically define these concepts, which interlink 
and overlap, we would need a multidisciplinary approach. Here, I will limit 
myself to the principal expressions and characteristics of a complex society that 
influence the lives of individuals and society. I will focus especially on 
globalisation, which is particularly pervasive and which has almost replaced 
sociological reflection on a complex society.  
 
 
1.1. Globalisation 
 One could wonder whether globalisation is a novel element or whether it is 
a more advanced phase of development of our market economies, which 
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developed from capitalism.6  Many hold that globalisation is an expanding 
process well underway, favoured especially by the use of new technology.   It 
would be a grievous error to think of globalisation only in terms of an economic 
trend, thereby limiting its action solely to that level.  In actual fact it interests the 
fields of politics, culture and technology besides economics and has spread 
mostly due to the growth of communication systems. 
Various studies on globalisation have shown the positive and negative aspects 
which characterise this phenomenon, and there are various divergent thoughts 
among scholars regarding the benefits deriving from the process of 
globalisation.  As Gallino writes, one can identify at least four different opposing 
views of various scholars in this regard:  “In the first place there are those for 
whom globalisation is an irresistible process which is transforming the whole 
world, and they moreover insist that there are only benefits to be derived from it.  
Even though the number of those nurturing some kind of doubt on this view 
grew towards the end of the nineteen nineties, this position was the one with the 
greatest number of supporters in the beginning of the years two thousand.7” 
Secondly there are those who do not perceive any big changes in the economic 
policies of today, and hold that globalisation is a phenomenon which will interest 
the society of the future.  Thirdly there are those who can only see the negative 
effects brought by globalisation, and fourthly Gallino says that there is a minority 
who believe that globalisation is an original process of major importance, which 
creates both negative and positive effects8.   
 In any case globalisation sets in motion a sizeable network of 
interdependence and interconnection, a type of process of standardisation that 
unites the different societies into a “global village”, a widespread system that 
produces a worldwide economy, a cross-border culture and promotes 
international transactions.  
 Nevertheless this phenomenon brings new elements with it, which are 
more qualitative than quantitative.  One can mention three aspects that 
distinguish it. 

a) the restructuring of our organisational productive processes and our 
understanding of the connection between the political and economic 
fields. “Today national governments feel that they are being forced to 
give up a part of their sovereignty to other emerging players and 
stakeholders in society, together with economic forces,”9 with the result 
that economic factors bear more weight on decisions than political 
factors; 

b) the general increase in wealth, which is the cause for a progressive 
decrease in poverty in an absolute sense, but is contributing to the 
increase of poverty in a relative sense. We are referring to the disparity 
among the different social groups; and this is true not only in the case 
of the North and South of the world, but also within developed nations 
themselves. This disparity sparks conflicts and protests;10 

c) the tendency towards cultural standardisation, that is, the annulment or 
lack of appreciation for the cultural diversity of nations and regions of 
the world, which minimizes the richness and originality of different 
identities.  
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 Along with these aspects, globalisation presents another implication: due 
to the growing connection between nations – which obliterates borders that 
used to define territories, cultures and societies – the contradictions which exist 
in every society are projected on a worldwide scale.11 Since there is a 
dichotomy between the place of origin of a culture and the place where it is 
adopted, a fragmentation occurs wherein ethnic, cultural, political and economic 
panoramas merge together and become confused, and their well-defined 
characteristics are lost.  
 Above all, these considerations, which are in constant change and always 
merging into each other, give life to an ever-changing kaleidoscope of new 
configurations. 
 Therefore, globalisation constitutes a determining component of modern 
civilisation that influences it in a contradictory and conflicting manner.12 It 
creates interdependence not only economically, but also politically and socially, 
involving people, organisms and countries around the world and generating new 
organisational and cultural structures.13 Its characteristic drive is the expansion 
and acceleration of worldwide interconnection in all aspects of contemporary 
society, be it cultural, criminal, political, environmental, financial and spiritual.14

 Given these sociological conditions, can substantial networks of solidarity 
widen people’s spaces of freedom? In order to answer this question we need to 
highlight the effects and risks produced by globalisation, and also analyse the 
phenomena directly connected to it. 
 
 
1.2 The risks inherent in globalisation  
 
 The first risk concerns the emergence of a new form of competition, 
foreign to previous generations, which generates insecurity. Whereas 
historically the creation of new wealth, which brought better living conditions, 
used to reduce the level of uncertainty in individuals and groups, in the 
transition we are going through we are faced with a society where the 
production of uncertainty appears to be endemic to the very generation of 
wealth itself.  This syndrome of uncertainty has become a social illness, evident 
especially among the younger generations.  
 A second risk, yet of an economic nature, which may explode, has to do 
with the threat to our so-called social rights of citizenship, or rather the 
entitlement to welfare (wellbeing measured in terms of assistance, social 
security, access to education, etc.). The global employment market is constantly 
pushing firms to move their production centres towards those areas with the 
lowest labour costs. Therefore, the globalisation of market competition can lead 
to alarming reductions in terms of social assistance, thereby provoking a 
change in the rules of the game in economics.15  
 A third risk concerns the relationship between globalisation and 
democracy. In a certain way, globalisation deducts from the economic and 
financial power of the national state compromising its autonomy and the internal 
balance created between the different social classes. The threat to 
governments’ capability to exercise their internal sovereignty becomes a threat 
to democracy itself as a result of diminishing trust in democratic institutions. 
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Thus globalisation creates a contradictory situation: whereas it aids the 
diffusion of democracy in territories where it was previously nonexistent, at the 
same time it unveils the limitations of democratic structures in those countries 
with a long history of democracy, where people seem to become disillusioned in 
its regards.  This creates the need to further democratise existent institutions so 
that they could be able to respond to the present requirements of global 
society16.  

Democracy in fact is similar to a container which must be filled with 
participation, and subsequently with values.  Today instead it appears to be 
stalled, formal and missing the necessary instruments to tackle problems which 
have become worldwide, and is also lacking in terms of participation. 

A mature democracy demands profound rethinking and an appreciable 
creative capacity to produce new tools and models and bring about change on a 
global and local level.  Above all, it needs stir up in citizens an “attraction” to, 
enthusiasm and a “liking” for politics as the “art of governing” the city. It is not an 
easy task, and yet it is necessary and urgent. 
 To sum up, the subsequent reduction of suitable spaces where discussion 
and negotiation can take place, where culture and values promoting sociality 
are nurtured can be considered to be a negative aspect of globalisation. 
Therefore, to live in the midst of globalisation17 can jeopardize social 
relationships and could result in the progressive demise of peoples’ cultures, 
generating disorientation, rebellion and cultural emptiness. 
 
1.3 Other phenomena connected to globalisation 
 
 Besides globalisation there are other phenomena that, in some way, are 
considered collateral effects or connected variables. 

a) Migratory processes. The movement of millions of individuals is 
producing an unprecedented mingling of peoples, races, societies, and 
faiths, putting at risk different “traditional” convictions. In relation to the 
past, the novelty of such a phenomenon can be seen in the fact that 
these groups are becoming “subjects”, a people clearly identified with 
their own culture, and no longer exploited, dominated or passive 
subjects of colonialism.  And so the questions of diversity and pluralism 
that are typical of a multiethnic society arise.18 Widespread cultural 
pluralism is considered to be an achievement of our civilisation, as a 
result of many factors, such as tolerance, freedom of expression, 
democracy and the acknowledgement of the dignity of every person. 
However cultural pluralism often presents a rigid distinction between 
the public sphere and the private sphere of life.  The public sphere is 
ruled by laws which are common to all and universally accepted, 
whereas the private sphere is a place for freely expressing divergent 
opinions.  Evidently conflicts can easily arise in such a context19. 
It is a matter of identifying the means which would allow us to hold 
together a society which is increasingly culturally heterogeneous, 
indicating principles and norms which regulate the living together of 
different subjects within the same historic-social configuration20.  
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b) The scientific revolution, with its numerous applications in the different 
fields of human endeavour, has not only changed our social context 
but above all our mentality, creating a growing trust in its daring 
experiments.  Hence shadowy and mysterious areas have apparently 
vanished as scientific knowledge brought certainties and therefore 
progress. Consequently, secularisation has rapidly spread forcing 
religion and faith out of the picture, in the name of formal reasoning. 
Unfortunately, reasoning alone is lame and comes up short in 
answering the growing questions that we are faced with everyday.21  
 

c) The latest technological developments applied to mass media enable 
those equipped with these tools to be consumers, receivers and 
authors of information and communication all at the same time. 
The media considerably increase the possibilities of communication 
linking us directly with events and giving us the impression that we are 
simultaneously living the same reality without being in the same place 
together. However this access to communication is filtered by the use 
of languages and tools that create, decompose and recompose a 
reality that is no longer received directly. The widespread reality is 
both present and absent, near and distant, temporal and extemporal; it 
is a virtual reality. 
While technology offers great opportunities, it also has negative 
anthropological repercussions; in a virtual world which is 
instantaneous and controls one’s imagination, it becomes difficult for 
human beings to find a place with a historic and temporal dimension22. 
 

d) A complex global society has rendered uncertain and confused the 
system of norms and values that gave meaning and significance to the 
moral choices that provided a foundation for our common living. The 
normal guidelines no longer apply – all of them – and we find ourselves 
in a society without “points of reference” in which each one is called to 
subjectively build and develop one’s own code of behaviour, following 
– when capable of doing so – his or her own conscience. 

This phenomenon is defined as moral relativism, the absence of certain 
objective norms, of a set of principles that serve as a reference point for 
our actions. We find ourselves before a sort of AIDS of the spirit, a 
dangerous syndrome of spiritual immunodeficiency. The syndrome is 
spread by the culture and mentality of our times that imparts deviant 
ideas on men, on women, on life, on relationships, and so forth, and 
spreads a mentality capable of destroying the values that are at the 
basis of our lives, of love, of families, of education and of society. 
This relativism presents a grave danger for confusion in which we see, 
as John Paul II said, that people’s consciences, obscured and darkened 
by such conditioning, “are finding it increasingly difficult to distinguish 
between good and evil in what concerns the basic values of human 
life.”23  
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 To sum up these multiple aspects, we can say that globalisation gives life 
to a society expressed on multidimensional levels with noteworthy effects on the 
economy, politics, culture and religious membership.24

 From a sociological viewpoint, we note a paradox within these processes: 
the expansion of an individualised society. In fact, while the thrust towards 
globalisation is spreading, as the sociologist Z. Bauman wrote, “Bonds between 
people are becoming increasingly fragile and volatile, difficult to nurture for 
prolonged periods of time, needy of incessant vigilance.”25  
 

2. POSSIBLE ANSWERS TO THE CHALLENGES OF GLOBALISATION 
 
 In the face of this situation, we cannot nurture a romantic desire of turning 
back to a pre-global society with the economy, socio-cultural elements and 
media of that time, and look away from the present and detract our energy from 
our duty to attempt to promote any possible social action. However it’s a matter 
of understanding fully the changes occurring around us in order to discover the 
dynamics of these social processes. Some sociologists, like Luhmann, Beck 
and Bauman are attempting to do so. 
 By way of example I would like to mention Prof. Bauman from Poland, who 
describes our complex and global society in terms of the idea of “liquidity”; 
every aspect of society is characterised by a strong instability which the author 
describes using the concept of “liquidity”, and which he explains by mentioning 
three main themes26.  
 First of all he mentions the theme of freedom.  Modernity has freed 
individuals from several dependencies; however is such freedom good or bad?  
Individuals today feel lost, precisely because they are not tied by any kind of 
bond.  Today’s modernity is different from that of the past: in both cases 
individuals try to beat their own limits, but in today’s conditions there are two 
new traits:  one no longer believes that the road to exceeding one’s limits will 
ever have a reachable goal27 and, above all, there is today a de-regularisation 
and privatisation of tasks.     
Linked to the problems of freedom there is also individualism.  The author 
introduced the idea of a shift towards a less rigid type of capitalism, or rather a 
Weber style of capitalism oriented towards emphasising the choice of methods 
and bureaucracy to someone who is instead thinking of the goals to reach.  
Consequently even consumer attitudes change, so much so that consumerism 
coincides more with an area of desire, rather than the satisfaction of expressed 
needs.  Consumption becomes an element of constructing one’s identity. 
The extent of liquid modernity also depends on a given background in time and 
space.  In many places of contemporary society, in urban situations, people 
tend to banish others, or to nullify all diversity, hence these places become no 
place at all.  Even the temporal sphere presents new characteristics: due to the 
greater speed of communication and ease with which people move from one 
place to the other, liquid modernity has rendered many experiences to be 
immediately accessible.  Precisely because of this focus on all that is 
immediate, the elements of memories of the past and hope in the future are 
undermined, whereas these elements have been up to now “cultural and moral 
bridges between escapism and endurance”28. 
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 It is a question, then, of facing new social issues with courage and 
creativity and of getting equipped with suitable tools to understand, through 
sociological analysis, what new roads we have to pursue.  
 
 
2.1. The need for new social paradigms 
 
 These far-reaching and marked social changes call for ideas and 
paradigms capable of interpreting such complexity: one of them being, 
undoubtedly, that of “brotherhood.” Chiara Lubich, in speaking of this during the 
second Interdependence Day in Rome, on September 12, 2004, said: “The 
thrust towards unity is an unquenchable aspiration in the heart of each citizen, 
of each society, of every nation. I have learned to recognize the signs that mark 
a step forward for humanity, to the point of being able to affirm that its story is 
none other than the slow but steady journey towards universal brotherhood.”29

 If we consider the past, we realize that the idea of one human family, 
mentioned by philosophers and thinkers since the 18th century, is more 
pronounced now; indeed there is an urgent need for it today. In this era of 
globalisation and interdependence, however, the impulses and attempts to build 
a common human family can be better appreciated if they are measured by the 
paradigm of “brotherhood” and social relations, in the context of historical-
cultural values integrated into society.  
 John Paul II has invited us on several occasions to reflect on the need to 
humanise and govern globalisation, recalling that “the processes of the 
globalisation of markets and media do not have inherent negative ethical 
connotations, and therefore there is no justification for an outright condemnation 
of them. Nevertheless those processes which in principle promote progress can 
generate mixed or negative consequences.”30 This occurs especially where 
there is a lack of respect for the dignity of the human being and the principle of 
the common good. 
 This leads to the conclusion that when globalisation is removed from a 
humanistic-communitarian dimension this can prove to be an additional support 
for those who are powerful and create even more serious imbalances than 
those that already exist. It is therefore necessary to maintain the human 
element that allows these processes to be shaped by values of equity and 
solidarity. These conditions could be guaranteed by international law and 
guided by an empowered government on a worldwide level. 
 The paradigm of brotherhood enables the forces which push society 
towards globalisation to be measured and valued for their positive worth.  It can 
also become a useful instrument in monitoring the fate of the individual in a 
complex society.  One notices, in other terms, that this fate is a continuous 
reaching of transitory solutions capable of opening horizons which always 
contain the other with whom one can open up in communication.  From this one 
is able to know oneself, and to give sense and solidity to relationships among 
individuals, social groups and culture groups. 
 On the basis of the above-mentioned considerations, we can define other 
possible solutions to the challenges of globalisation. 
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2.2. One step beyond human rights 
 
 The juridical-political revolution of the twentieth century recognized the 
need for worldwide solidarity among people and nations.31 Human rights 
represented the attempt to validate this fact. They were founded on basic 
human values expressed in their entirety with regard to the whole person and all 
people. 
 The code of human rights transcends the division between what is national 
and international. It surpasses apparently insurmountable boundaries, defining 
new ones, and raises the personal obligation to observe the basic rules of 
democracy to a global level.32 In fact, the centrality of human rights allows for 
the surveillance of conflicts beyond boundaries, and it also opens the doors to 
other countries through humanitarian interventions.33

 Therefore, the question on the basic premise of human rights responds to 
the need to find a common platform in a complex and multicultural society that 
allows for intercultural relationships and communication and, when seen in this 
light, they do indeed make all this possible. 
 The universal application of the paradigm of brotherhood introduces a 
further observation. Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
specifically refers to the principle of brotherhood34, as a criterion which should 
inspire all persons in their social behaviour.  This article nevertheless has not 
found a concrete application in strictly juridical terms, as it has been 
overwhelmed by political-economic interests. In this context I would like to give 
attention to the concept of brotherhood not only as a juridical principle, but as a 
sociological paradigm.  In the typically post-modern debate about the dominion 
of the West, human rights are subject to criticism due to their excessively 
western form.35 The search for cultural roots and the subsequent rejection of 
standardisation go hand in hand with reclaiming one’s dignity on the part of the 
minority cultures. 
 The debate does not centre on human rights as such but on the fact that 
they comprise just those (and only those) expressed by the Declaration of 
Human Rights of the United Nations. We need to go one step further in order to 
avoid forms of fundamentalism and ethnic-religious conflicts. This is why it is 
necessary to reconsider human rights in the perspective of the paradigm of 
universal brotherhood, not so much by eliminating what we already have, but by 
further developing it in extent and in depth36. 
 
2.3 Towards a pluralistic democratic order 
 
 To create a new basis for common living and dialogue among peoples and 
cultures, we need to promote a new order with a pluralistic dimension that 
subjugates power to democratic monitoring. Here too, the principle of 
brotherhood can be of help. 
 This is the very perspective outlined by some philosophers so as to help 
citizens of the global era to live their multiple memberships within society and 
their corresponding spheres of governance. Each of these experiences is lived 
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independently in each realm, and yet, people are also able to live a 
communitarian experience.  
 For example, the English philosopher Held proposed to build forms of 
government capable of respecting the autonomy of the people within a limited 
State, but capable of going beyond the State territory. He advanced the idea of 
creating “common structures of political action” in which everyday problems can 
be addressed. In other words, to create spaces in which people, while pursuing 
shared interests, concretely experience democracy by seeking to satisfy at least 
two conditions. These conditions are to recognize differences and to work to 
overcome them, and to apply everywhere the process of public and responsible 
decision-making, defined as non-individualistic structural self-determination.37

 
2.4 Towards a trans-national civil society 
 
 According to some authors, the challenges of globalisation can be 
answered by promoting a trans-national civil society reflecting a unitary vision of 
the world. 
 If it is true that the underlying drive of globalisation shattered the political 
and democratic balance between society and the State, typical of the onset of 
modernity in which the State contained society, then it is necessary to build a 
trans-national State with a worldwide outlook, capable of valuing the different 
local expressions.38

 To avoid the risk of standardisation and to safeguard diversity, we need, 
first of all, to welcome and respect the riches and potentials of these local 
expressions without expecting to fit everything into a set framework. The task of 
interrelating people, places, cultures and institutions in line with the principle 
called “pluralistic empathy” by the sociologist U. Beck still remains.39

 This can be achieved through cross-border venues by applying the 
principle of horizontal subsidiary character, allowing organisations of civil 
society to go beyond the mere task of advocacy and to assume well-defined 
tasks of policymaking.40  
 Clearly, to welcome the principle of subsidiary character in all its possible 
applications requires the adoption of a new legal framework that gives ample 
recognition to these types of social agents even on a legal level.  
 
 
2.5 Towards humanising globalisation 
 
 The sociological paradigm of brotherhood can be the right instrument to 
trace and highlight, through personal biographies and social experiences, the 
human elements of globalisation in a complex society. It is also the tool capable 
of deciphering the signs of interdependence that call for “communitarian” 
perspectives. 
 Here are a few examples. 
 First of all, the paradigm of brotherhood can be converted into measurable 
criteria to gauge the interest of citizens in institutions and political debates and 
their participation in civil life.41
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 These criteria can also capture how “pure relationships” (a term coined by 
A. Giddens), founded solely on the stimulus of a primal and incessant desire to 
satisfy one’s needs, if enriched by motivational content and stability, create 
stronger bonds42. This is true because one’s personal life and the social bonds 
that ensue from our relationships are at the root of the larger macro picture.43

 These measurable criteria can demonstrate how one’s personal life, 
understood as an active and creative existence, roots a person in a specific 
social milieu to which he or she contributes (no man is an island onto his own). 
Thus one’s personal destiny is connected with collective societal conditions. We 
are speaking about the very essence of democracy where personal capacity is 
directly connected with institutions, making it possible to reinforce the link 
between private and public.  
 Finally, the paradigm of brotherhood allows us to measure the possibilities 
for peace on a macro-social level. Here one should analyse this matter more 
deeply due to the great relevance this theme has in the present context, but we 
will limit ourselves to mention it briefly. In order to give a human face to 
globalisation, it is not enough to bear peaceful witness in the modern world. We 
need to get the public sector involved on two fronts. The first is to recognize the 
need for a world authority that can regulate conflicts and which transcends 
national borders. This means that it is not enough to work towards the education 
of non-violence, but we need to give a rational outlet to the moral consensus for 
the qualified use of force. In this regard, it may be of help to consider that 
economic and military power can no longer guarantee security today as it has 
done in past centuries. The second front is to raise awareness about the 
options for resolving conflicts that do not involve war44.  Such credibility should 
be based on a principle which is an alternative to the now obsolete principle of 
deterrence45  
 
 

3. WHAT IS THE ROLE OF SOCIAL SCIENCES? 
 
 The social changes described above pose a question as to the role of 
social sciences and the task of the sociologist. 
 Today a new current of thought is developing46, which holds that sociology 
continually goes beyond the existing boundaries between academic speculation 
and the subjective experience of its “empirical subjects.”  
 Certainly, the paradigm of brotherhood draws the sociologist nearer to 
everyday life and the human condition. It cannot negate the reasons that prompt 
this current of thought to state that sociology “cannot be limited only to the 
reality that it wants to observe. Rather, in the process of examining the 
empirical world’s essential features, there begins its very transformation. We 
can say that this is the task of the sociologist:  to question reality.”47  
 The many experiences of solidarity and brotherhood lived at the grass-
roots level by ordinary citizens, are silently filtering into our global society. They 
give us some insight on the development of social projects that are rooted in 
different geo-political environments both on a micro and macro level. 
 To be a science at the service of concrete human experiences, sociology 
will have to objectively sharpen its measurable tools to capture the evolution of 
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these experiences. It will have to show those aspects that go beyond the 
individual sphere, clear out the cobwebs that have formed obscuring the cause 
and effect between individual choices and the collective circumstances that 
produce them.48

 Therefore sociology must play a role in the processes of a complex and 
global society in order to intercept them with the tools that can capture the signs 
of innovation, even if only embryonic, and thus contribute to forging new roads 
for the future. 
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