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Introduction: Monetary Authority

Manuel Roxas was exhausted. He had traveled to Wash-
ington, DC, from Manila at the end of 1931 to make his 
routine plea for Philippine independence. It was now late 
January 1932. For months he had been arguing that the 
Philippines, after over three decades of U.S. colonial 
rule, was secure enough to be an independent nation-
state. The multiple-term Speaker of the Philippine 
House of Representatives, along with other prominent 
Filipino decision-makers, had been making similar ar-
guments for decades. Every two or so years since the 
first Philippine Independence Mission in 1918, a group 
of Filipino statesmen would journey to the U.S. set-
tler metropole to make their case for Philippine sov-
ereignty. Although previous attempts had ended in 
the familiar refrain of American lawmakers decreeing 
“not yet,” 1932 felt different. After all, the United States 
was deeply feeling the devastating effects of the Great 
Depression. Other imperial powers, such as Japan and 
Germany, had been making rapid extraterritorial grabs, 
disturbing the international status quo. The world order 
seemed increasingly threatened by intensifying calls for 
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decolonization by the “darker nations.”1 In addition, fears of the “rising tide 
of color against white supremacy” ate away at the minds of majoritarian 
publics, who for decades had ignored the prescient warnings of  W. E. B. Du 
Bois: that the upheavals of the twentieth century would be caused by the 
“problem of the color line.”2

Global publics believed that these world-spanning insecurities were 
a direct consequence of capitalist crisis, particularly the failures of an 
interimperial monetary, banking, and financial order based on the gold 
standard. For Roxas, the security of the Philippine monetary system would 
serve as a crucial component in convincing Americans that the Philippines 
was secure enough for independence. In his historical narrative of Philip-
pine currency, Roxas emphasized its establishment by American economic 
experts as a kind of colonial experiment. This historical narrative was not 
meant to shame Americans about colonialism, but instead to praise the 
work of U.S. Empire. Roxas flattered Congress by underscoring the novelty 
of tethering the colony to the U.S. gold-standard monetary system. He re-
minded lawmakers that the large-scale systemic transformation witnessed 
in the Philippines had “never been attempted elsewhere.”3 This narrative of 
a successful and secure colonial monetary system was meant to not only re-
mind Congress of American imperial achievements, but to simultaneously 
assuage the fears of Americans weary of the fate of capitalist security after 
Philippine independence. This narrative thus operated as a promise, a guar-
antee by Roxas that American capitalism would remain secure in the Phil-
ippines, even in a postcolonial future.

Currency, because of its material and meaning-making functions, was 
essential to this promise of postcolonial capitalist security. Indeed, Roxas 
would boast greatly of the Philippine currency’s durability under crisis. 
“Those who founded our currency system believe that unless our reserves 
are tampered with in the United States our currency is going to survive 
any crisis. As a matter of fact our currency has not been under any strain 
during this period of economic depression when currencies of other coun-
tries have tottered or actually depreciated.”4 The security of the Philippine 
monetary system could thus symbolize a postcolonial world in which the 
security of global racial capitalism and U.S. Empire was guaranteed. As 
Roxas argued, “our currency system will not fail if the United States cur-
rency does not fail, and I believe that will never happen, but if it ever hap-
pens, I suppose the end of the world would be near.”5

Roxas’s supposition that the failure of U.S. currency would mean the 
end of the world is striking, and provokes me to ask several questions. How 
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did Roxas perceive his current world? How would his world look after the 
Philippines gained its independence? Why was money so important to both 
achieving independence and securing against the end of the world? Roxas 
was a colonized subject who had inherited a world forged by colonizers 
historically committed to the intertwining logics of racial capitalism and 
counter-decolonization. By using the term counter-decolonization, I empha-
size how U.S. authorities were obsessed with eradicating or domesticating 
ongoing movements for decolonization, not insurgencies or rebellions. 
Thus counter-decolonization centers decolonization as the key analytic for 
comprehending Filipino struggles for liberation.

I also use counter-decolonization to illuminate how the violent suppres-
sion of Philippine decolonization was part of a longer American tradition of 
reactionary logic. Indeed, U.S. counter-decolonization was deeply shaped 
by its origins as a settler colony, white supremacist society, and capital
ist empire.6 Taking this perspective, I build off Manu Karuka’s concept of 
countersovereignty: “a position of reaction to distinct Indigenous proto-
cols governing life in the spaces the United States claims as its national 
interior.”7 By situating U.S. Empire first as a settler colony, I diverge from 
scholarship that argues that Americans only met anticolonial resistance to 
their economic and territorial expansion as it spatially moved farther away 
from the borders of their supposedly settled nation-state. By emphasizing 
that decolonization was anterior to expansion, I recast U.S. Empire as fun-
damentally a historical force of counter-decolonization.8 This is especially 
clear in the first half of the nineteenth century. During this period, U.S. 
Empire first expanded through “frontier” wars with Indigenous and Mexican 
peoples, and second, through the establishment of the Monroe Doctrine (and 
later the Tyler Doctrine), which sought to crowd out other capitalist empires 
throughout the Western hemisphere, placing liberated Indigenous or other 
decolonizing peoples under U.S. formal or informal dominion.9 In the last 
decades of the nineteenth century, U.S. Empire was unapologetic as it pur-
sued counter-decolonization across vast bodies of water in the settler colony 
of Hawaiʻi, the former Spanish colonies, Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Mariana 
Islands, Guam, and the focus of this study, the Philippines in 1898.10

This book examines how and why, from the late nineteenth century 
to the 1930s, monetary authority was essential to strategies of counter-
decolonization in the Philippine colony. I define monetary authority as an 
ensemble of authoritarian and authoritative decision-making powers over 
a capitalist monetary system. Drawn from both sovereign power as well 
as what I call market knowledge, monetary authority aimed to securitize 
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territory and populations. I examine how, for over three decades, mon-
etary authority shaped and ordered multiple dimensions of Philippine co-
lonial life including infrastructure, logistics, and the economic activities, 
habits, and practices of colonized subjects. Operating at the level of the 
mundane and quotidian, those who wielded monetary authority constantly 
attempted to refract its interventions through its promises of maintaining 
racial order and capitalist security. This book traces these variegated forma-
tions of monetary authority through colonial bureaucratic institutions and 
imperial economic policies decades before the establishment of the Central 
Bank of the Philippines.

In the contemporary, the central bank is the preeminent figure of mon-
etary authority, managing and intervening in multiple areas of economic 
life including currency, debt, banking, and even fiscal and labor matters. 
Indeed, monetary authorities, or central banks, are considered a necessary 
and normative institution for almost all sovereign nation-states. For over 
four decades of U.S. colonial rule in the Philippines, Americans claimed that 
Native Filipinos were a race that lacked monetary authority and thus were 
unprepared for decolonization. I scrutinize the multipronged ways Filipino 
decision-makers attempted to gain sovereign powers by proving their racial 
capacity for monetary authority. The struggle over monetary authority in 
the Philippine colony allows me to think through the material histories of 
global racial capitalism and interlocking transpacific colonialisms. With this 
in mind, I follow Neferti Tadiar’s assertion that the Philippines can be con-
sidered an “important theoretical place” from which to comment on and 
think through “the larger world within which it is situated.”11

In the Philippine colony, monetary authority could only be possible 
through the policymaking of economic experts. Composed mainly of aca-
demics, bankers, and businessmen (and they almost always identified as 
men), many were drawn to U.S. Empire’s new colonial frontier for several 
intertwining reasons. These included proving white supremacist economic 
and racial theories, advancing their careers, personally profiting from co-
lonial investments, or seeing it as their paternalistic duty to uplift savage 
peoples.12 Most significantly, I chart how American economic experts were 
deeply committed to normalizing monetary authority as essential to colo-
nial governance. Experts argued that American colonial sovereignty could 
only be legitimized if the state guaranteed the security of capitalist accu-
mulation by adhering to the laws of the capitalist market.

The last decades of the nineteenth century witnessed a critical mass of 
these economic experts, who claimed intimate knowledge over the natu
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ral laws and raw data of the capitalist market. In the case of the Philippine 
colony, experts claimed that the analysis of accumulated economic data, 
for instance, currency circulation or exchange and interest rates, would 
more efficiently enable American authorities to maintain racial, colonial, 
and capitalist orders. By focusing on the archives of experts—from schol-
arly articles, to official reports, to private correspondences, and to public 
debates—I illustrate how market knowledge naturalized the laws of capi-
talism and simultaneously intervened in social and political realms in the 
name of these naturalized laws. Oftentimes, experts would collaborate with, 
and work within, the colonial state and the banking and business commu-
nity. At other times, however, experts would butt heads with state agents, 
bankers, merchants, and capitalists. I build on the insightful scholarship 
on institutional and political histories of Philippine monetary and banking 
systems and trace the many techniques adopted by experts to resolve these 
tensions in the interests of counter-decolonization.13

Monetary authority, moreover, rested on the notion that the securiti-
zation of capitalism could only be achieved through the securitization of 
racial hierarchies. Pathbreaking scholarly work on racial capitalism asserts 
that racism and colonialism are not epiphenomena of capitalism, but in-
stead materially ground the very logic and practices of capitalist accumula-
tion, dispossession, and exploitation.14 This specific study of the Philippine 
colony examines how and why, on one hand, race organizes, exploits, and 
extracts value from colonized peoples to accumulate capital, and, on the 
other hand, race securitizes tensions and antagonisms within capitalist re-
lations in the colonies. I focus especially on how monetary authority oper-
ates through the logic of racial hierarchies and justifies colonial policies 
through what Warwick Anderson calls a “flexible, and sometimes unstable” 
categorization of populations according to their racial capacities.15 Racial 
capacities worked both ways in the Philippine colony. White Americans, on 
one hand, hoped to prove their capacity to lead in a racial capitalist world 
system through monetary authority. Nonwhite peoples, on the other hand, 
had to constantly prove their racial capacity for monetary authority while 
remaining under colonial sovereignty.

This study additionally examines how racial capitalism is fundamen-
tally intertwined with the colonial. As Frantz Fanon asserts, “in the colo-
nies the economic infrastructure is also a superstructure.”16 Comparative 
world historians and world-systems theoreticians have also demonstrated 
how capitalism is utterly dependent on colonial extraction and peripheral 
economies.17 Through circuits laid down by U.S. Empire, economic experts 
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traveled to colonies and demarcated which races were considered modern, 
civilized, and, most significantly, sovereign. Colonial expertise determined 
which people possessed the racial capacity to soundly make decisions over 
large-scale capital, and which people did not. Natives in the Philippines 
were determined racially incapable of monetary authority. Thus, until 
those abilities developed, they would have to remain colonial wards of U.S. 
Empire, under the racial paternalist supervision of what Vicente Rafael 
calls “white love.”18 I trace this wardship through the Philippine monetary 
system, which was forcefully bound to the U.S. dollar. Colonizing the Phil-
ippine monetary system benefited the United States by housing reserves in 
U.S. banks, boosting its economic prestige among other capitalist empires, 
providing a site to test out economic theories of racial capitalism, and of-
fering up a fantasy of white paternalist success. In addition to the monetary 
system, experts found other ways to gauge the racial capacity of Natives. 
The capacity to save, the capacity to manage debt, the capacity to endure 
economic crisis: these and other abilities were used to determine whether 
Natives were capable of sovereignty.

U.S. imperial monetary authority was essential to combat and delay 
movements for liberation in the Philippine colony, a multipronged doctrine 
that I refer to as counter-decolonization. I explore how monetary author-
ity adopted multiple techniques to pay for both military and civil colonial 
state projects and the securitization of capitalist endeavors in the colony. 
Indeed, profits from the establishment and maintenance of an American 
colonial currency system—seigniorage, currency funds, reserves, foreign 
exchange—not only contributed fluid assets to the U.S. imperial financial 
and banking system, but, more significantly, the profits generated revenue 
to sustain the American colonial state. The colonial monetary and banking 
system was additionally essential for the logistics of military occupation. 
Funds were needed to remunerate troops and colonized workers and for 
the acquisition and transportation of weapons and supplies. Colonial cur-
rency reserve funds maintained the stable and consistent flow of money 
between the settler metropole and overseas colony, and eventually other 
parts of Asia that the U.S. military occupied. Profits from establishing and 
maintaining the colonial monetary system, therefore, would routinely fund 
military operations that violently suppressed and drowned out Native resis
tance throughout the Philippine archipelago and the wider region.

Counter-decolonization strategies also relied on infrastructural proj
ects. The monetary and banking system made available credit and loans for 
the colonial construction of roads, irrigation systems, interisland shipping, 
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and railroads. Profits from seigniorage, currency reserve funds, and bank-
ing reserves were also deployed to finance private enterprises in planta-
tions, mining, and real estate. At the same time, the monetary and banking 
system was itself infrastructural. Currency and banks were crucial compo-
nents of the built world of colonial society and structured the quotidian 
social life of colonizer and colonized alike.

Monetary authority entailed policing economic activities, habits, and 
practices of colonial society to ensure the securitization of racial capital-
ism. In this I build from Tadiar’s observation that “economic prosperity and 
political security” remained paramount to American and Filipino authori-
ties anxious over a future postcolonial Philippines.19 Economic experts 
were especially obsessed with ensuring that economic norms—based on 
the norms of an idealized white American capitalist society—were repro-
duced in the Philippines. Often these economic norms were conjoined to 
other sorts of norms, reinforcing interlocking and intersecting structures 
of power.20 I focus on how monetary authority seemed obsessed with con-
ceiving of economic norms through race and how the process of racializa-
tion was, at different times, attempts to regulate economic activities that 
unsettled normative categories of gender, religion, ability, and sexuality.21

The policing of economic activities was applied unevenly according to 
race. On one hand, various racialized publics had to be assuaged. Bankers, 
mainly white Americans and Europeans, wanted to feel secure by being 
free of economic regulations such as taxes and laws. American colonizers, 
such as soldiers and civil servants, wanted to feel secure with stable ex-
change rates, access to savings, and remittances for their salaries. Wealthy 
Mestizos wanted to feel secure with access to lucrative credit and loans. On 
the other hand, various subjugated populations were heavily surveilled and 
punished. Some wealthy Natives were cast as corrupt and chronic default-
ers. Chinese merchants and retailers were figured as smugglers, cheats, 
usurers, or potential economic adversaries. Native laborers and peasants 
were perceived as hoarders, counterfeiters, and idlers. In the eyes of eco-
nomic experts, it was this final group, the laborers and peasants, that posed 
the biggest threat to capitalist security. The refusal of laborers and peas-
ants to recognize U.S. monetary authority could quickly transform into a 
mass refusal to recognize American sovereignty and perhaps even become 
a revolutionary movement for decolonization.

Monetary authority was also a terrain of antagonism. I probe monetary 
authority as part of what Paul Kramer calls “the politics of recognition,” a 
contested (though potentially inclusive) field of imperial and racial capitalist 
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power.22 I thus contribute to ongoing discussions about the profound ways 
that struggles over political power in the Philippine colony had deep and 
lasting ramifications on the societies and institutions of both the Philip-
pines and the United States.23 At first, American colonizers claimed to pos-
sess something the colonized were racially incapable of possessing. Until 
the colonized could prove they could possess monetary authority, Ameri-
can authorities reasoned, Filipino sovereignty would never be recognized. 
Many elite and powerful Filipinos thus desired monetary authority, for it 
offered a path toward gaining more sovereign power within colonial soci-
ety. By the interwar period, as most of the political realm of the American 
colonial state underwent Filipinization,24 monetary authority remained 
firmly under American control. Eventually, however, market knowledge 
was claimed by Filipino economic experts in the late 1920s and early 1930s, 
leading to knowledge-based challenges to American authorities during the 
Great Depression. By arguing that Filipino economic experts were more ra-
cially intimate with a local market knowledge that Americans could never 
comprehend, Filipino authorities asserted that they had finally achieved 
monetary authority and thus should be granted more sovereign power.

At the same time, however, what haunted both American and Filipino 
claims to sovereignty were the anarchic disruptions of unconditional de-
colonization.25 Disorderly flare-ups of unconditional decolonization would 
rupture the tenure of U.S. colonial rule. As I define it, unconditional de-
colonization was a liberatory movement toward a more just world, without 
the racial and colonial structures of capitalism and empire. The desire for 
unconditional decolonization was a desire for new disorderly forms of col-
lective life that were unrecognizable to the orders of colonialism, capital-
ism, imperialism, and nationalism. It is this possibility of the disordering 
of the world as they knew it that drove the anxieties and panic of monetary 
authorities, in particular, and colonial authority in general.

The chapters in this book chart a series of economic crises and social 
upheavals in the Philippine colony from the 1870s to the 1930s. Each chap-
ter examines how and why monetary authority emerged as an assemblage 
of power sought by different colonial state and capitalist agents to domes-
ticate threats to racial capitalism and colonial sovereignty and secure their 
world against the possibility of unconditional decolonization.

Chapter 1, “The Wealth of Colonies,” focuses on the twilight of Spanish 
colonial rule in the Philippines and the eruption of a sustained organized 
movement for unconditional decolonization. In the last three decades of 
the nineteenth century, the Spanish Empire was unsettled by a series of 
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political and economic crises in its Philippine colony. During these unsettling 
times, loyalist Spanish economic intellectuals publicly lamented the lack of 
government effectiveness in managing economic crises, on one hand, and a 
racialized hierarchical order, on the other. Philippine liberal reformers ap-
propriated the economic language of Spanish economic intellectuals, assert-
ing that a new political entity—the nation—should instead be in control. 
The chapter then turns to the role of money from the beginning of the 1896 
Revolution through the short life of the first Philippine national government, 
the Malolos Republic. Founded in 1899, the Malolos Republic attempted to 
appropriate the economic apparatuses of the Spanish colonial state by court-
ing foreign capital, maintaining systems of taxation and wages that benefit-
ted the wealthy, and reconfiguring extant debt-credit relations. The Republic 
would also violently suppress unconditional decolonization by upholding 
Spanish forms of racial and class hierarchies. The economic policies and gov-
erning logic of the Malolos Republic would go on to shape Filipino strategies 
for conditional decolonization during most of the American colonial period.

The next two chapters shift perspective, charting the formation of Amer-
ican monetary authority during the long Philippine American War. After 
defeating Spain in 1898, the United States disavowed ongoing movements 
for Philippine decolonization by purchasing the Philippines for twenty 
million dollars and declaring sovereignty over the archipelago. Chapter 2, 
“Mongrel Currencies,” frames U.S. imperial expansion into the Philippines 
as a twofold operation of counter-decolonization and the securitization of 
global racial capitalism. First, imperial agents were confronted with the 
conditions of a wartime market, in particular the fiscal disorder and the 
violent fluctuations of what authorities considered a byzantine bimetal-
lic monetary system. At the same time, by following public and private 
disagreements between military and government officials, academics, and 
intellectuals, I map out the confusion of colonial decision-makers as they 
grappled with American, Chinese, and Filipino racial capacities to handle 
money. Second, American economic experts used market knowledge to 
push the establishment of the gold standard beyond settler colonial ter-
ritories, but also extractive colonies such as the Philippines. Experts, fur-
thermore, hoped that instituting a gold-based colonial monetary system in 
the Philippine colony would signal to other empires that white Americans 
held the racial capacity to be global leaders in a racial capitalist world.

Chapter 3, “Bad Money,” explores how American anxieties over uncondi-
tional decolonization fundamentally shaped colonial economic policies and 
institutions. It focuses particularly on the concrete attempts by economic 



10	 Introduction

experts to administer a new monetary and banking system, grounded in no-
tions of U.S. racial and capitalist historical development. The new monetary 
system would play a critical role in financing the counter-decolonization 
logistics and infrastructure of a protracted war. Banks, and in particular 
the culture of banking and bankers, also became a primary concern for 
counter-decolonization infrastructure. At the same time, economic experts 
were obsessed with domesticating the ongoing insecurities caused by the 
wayward economic practices of Chinese and Native subjects. In the inter-
ests of securing capital accumulation and racial orders, American experts 
would develop diverse modes of policing, including harassment, surveil-
lance, and even public punishment. By shaping the economic habits of 
racialized subjects, moreover, experts hoped to normalize the necessity 
of market knowledge, justify white paternalism, delay desires for decolo-
nization, and celebrate narratives of American economic success in the 
archipelago.

Narratives of success in the Philippines, however, would rapidly unravel 
from the mid-1910s through the 1920s. Chapter 4, “An Orgy of Mismanage-
ment,” examines the struggles over decolonization through the spectacular 
rise and fall of the Philippine National Bank (pnb). The pnb was the first 
major government-backed investment bank and caretaker of currency re-
serves and fiscal funds in the American colonial Philippines. The United 
States’ growing dominance as a creditor empire in the capitalist world sys-
tem, the wartime price boom for Philippine agricultural commodities, and 
the increased Filipinization of the political realm: all these global and local 
contingencies shaped the establishment of the pnb in 1916. By the end of 
the 1910s, a new incoming American colonial regime intended to reverse 
Filipino political gains by promoting a narrative of imperial and white re-
demption in the colony. The new colonial regime quickly latched onto the 
pnb, and its eventual failure, to signify the general failure of Filipiniza-
tion. During the first half of the 1920s, battles over the pnb leadership and 
management would become highly public and would come to represent 
broader hostilities over Filipino racial capacities. On one side of these hos-
tilities were Filipino decision-makers who desired sovereign power and 
access to large-scale capital by gaining control of the pnb. On the other side 
were American authorities, who were deeply invested in making a spec-
tacle of counter-decolonization by situating themselves as simultaneous 
victims and saviors of Filipinos. By the end of the decade, U.S. and Philip-
pine publics would eventually lose interest, and the pnb would cease to be 
a spectacle of controversy. Nevertheless, Filipino authorities learned much 
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from this experience, inheriting new modes of critiquing and challenging 
American monetary authority for decades to come.

Chapter 5, “Under Common Wealth,” examines the Philippine colony 
during the Great Depression. In the beginning of the 1930s, the racial cap
italist world seemed on the brink of catastrophe. Global movements for 
decolonization coincided with the growing popularity of reactionary politi
cal ideologies such as isolationist nationalism, militarism, and fascism. U.S. 
imperial decision-makers would attempt to resolve the contradictions of 
racial capitalist crisis by jettisoning the Philippines and Filipinos, colonial 
possessions they now considered to be more burden than asset. Conse-
quently, money would be a terrain through which struggles over Philippine 
decolonization would unfold. Filipino statesmen, capitalists, and experts 
utilized the success of the monetary system during the Depression, to cri-
tique U.S. sovereignty and demand increased autonomy. In 1935, these 
demands would bear fruit as the Philippines’ colonial status shifted from 
U.S. insular possession to U.S. commonwealth. At the same time, with new-
found autonomy came a deluge of insecurities. The Philippine Common-
wealth era was a time of upheaval, when norms were regularly unsettled 
and new revolutionary worlds were being imagined. This chapter maps 
how peasant and worker organizations imagined revolutionary new worlds 
and how they made collective demands for unconditional decolonization.

The book concludes with a brief reflection on the profound legacies of 
colonial monetary authority, even after the Philippines’ nominal indepen
dence. I think about how the end of American colonialism in the Philip-
pines did not signal the end of the racial capitalist and interimperial world. 
Indeed, the contemporary Philippine nation-state has inherited many of 
the unresolved antagonisms that unfolded during the formal U.S. coloni-
zation of the Philippines. The continued dependency on the U.S. dollar 
and military, the valorization of capitalist markets and fantasies of capi
talist security, the simultaneous exploitation and devaluation of peasant 
and worker lives, the adoption of counter-decolonization strategies by the 
postcolonial state: these are just some of the material and ideological lega-
cies that have shaped the Philippines during the long “American Century.” 
At the same time, I also think about the legacies of the Philippine radical 
tradition (if we can call it that) and how it continues to haunt our con
temporary world with demands for an unconditional decolonization that 
has yet to arrive. This book echoes with these sorrowful, yet resolute, calls.
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