
ORIGINAL ARTICLE Open Access

(Re)considering sovereignty in the
European integration process
Yılmaz Kaplan

Correspondence:
yk587@alumni.york.ac.uk;
yilmaz.kaplan@erzurum.edu.tr
Erzurum Technical University, İİBF,
no, 307 Erzurum, Turkey

Abstract

The World War II (WWII) as a great shock significantly weakened the European
nation-state paradigm and gave the European elites a chance to achieve a
‘paradigm shift’ from ‘the nation-state paradigm’ to a ‘federalist paradigm’.
However, the nation-state’s strong institutionalization did not allow a paradigm
shift and the WWII actually created a ‘paradigm duplication’ in the European
integration process. In this two-layered atmosphere, ‘democracy’ was conceptualized
under the influence of ‘federalist intellectual paradigm’ but its implementation had
to be achieved in the nation-state paradigm. Therefore, this anomaly has played a
significant role in the recent stalemate the European integration process has faced. For
example, the literature clearly shows the relationship between the sensitivity of
European nations towards their national sovereignty and the rise of Euroscepticism
in the European integration process. Moreover, the institutional and legitimate
strength of the nation-state gives the nation-state paradigm a gravitational power,
which gradually weakens the feasibility of the ideas originating from the federalist
paradigm. As a result, this article argues that a more symbiotic institutionalization
of democracy and sovereignty is necessary to make the European integration more
attractive again.
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Introduction
The Second World War was a great shock which weakened the Westphalian political

order in Europe (De Wilde, 2016, p. 153); however, it did not result in a dramatic

change from the European nation-state system to a federal European system. The de-

cline of the nation-state oriented political system in Europe due to the WWII brought

about the emergence of a new group of elites (Eurocrats), who had a strong belief that

the only way to establish peace in Europe would be through a federal/supranational

institutionalization since, according to them, nationalism was the main reason behind

the warfare in Europe. Therefore, they hoped that the WWII as a great shock would

give them a chance to achieve a ‘paradigm shift’ from the European nation-state system

to a federal one. Despite this expectation, the mentioned shock only resulted in the

‘duplication of the paradigms’ but not a ‘paradigm shift’ thanks to the nation-state’s

having enough institutional power to survive. Moreover, this ‘paradigm duplication’ re-

sulted in an anomaly in the European integration process. Particularly, the

conceptualization of democracy was done according to a federalist intellectual

and European Studies
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paradigm but its implementation happened in an intergovernmental structure. As a

result, the ambition to institutionalize democracy at the EU level according to a fed-

eral logic has become one of the main reasons behind the current stalemate in the

European integration process.

To empirically support this argument, the article firstly focuses on the issue of how

the Second World War as a great shock created a federalist paradigm as an alternative

to the nation-state system in Europe (the paradigm duplication). Subsequently, it ana-

lyses how the institutional and legitimate strength of the nation-state gives the member

states a gravitational power in the European integration process which gradually

weakens the feasibility of the federal project.

Sovereignty versus solidarity: Two paradigms, one integration
The Second World War as a great shock weakened the European nation-state system

and gave a group of European elites the power to develop a federal European project as

an alternative to the existing European nation-state system (Burgess, 2000: p. 69; 2009).

For instance, the European federalists led by the influential European federalist Alberto

Spinelli declared the Ventotene Manifesto (1941) defining the European nation-state

system as the main reason behind the European warfare (D’Auria, 2011; Pistone, 1994).

The European Union of Federalists (EUF) also pointed out the replacement of “the old

system of nation states with a federation” as an efficient solution to the European

warfare problem (Ifversen, 2011: p. 80). In addition to the influential intellectuals, the

European leaders were also affected by federalist ideas in the wake of the WWII

(Burgess, 2000). To illustrate, the-then French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman, the

German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, and the Italian Prime Minister Alcide De

Gasperi supported the idea of the European integration as they witnessed the devastat-

ing effect of the European warfare and more specifically the terror of fascism in Europe

(Haller, 2008). However, despite the European elites’ ambition to use the WWII as a

chance to achieve a shift from the nation-state system to a federal one, the European

nation-states had an institutional capacity to handle this great shock. For example,

“proponents of the nation-state had mustered enough strength to provide resistance to

the federalist project” in The Hague Summit in 1948; therefore, the outcome was the

intergovernmental Council of Europe (Wunderlich, 2007: p. 9). In addition to this,

although the European federalists managed to initiate two more projects; namely,

European Defence Community and European Political Community, they failed mostly

because of the strong institutionalization of ‘national sovereignty’ in Western Europe

and particularly in France (Hainsworth et al., 2004).

The strong resistance of the nation-states prevented a constitutional federal system

and “the Community began life as an international organisation founded on a Treaty

[the Rome Treaty] between sovereign States” (Mancini and Keeling, 1994: p. 176);

therefore, the Community as a term referred to the community of member states but

not European people (Caporaso, 2000, p. 16). Here, the main problem of the federal-

ists was ‘sovereignty’ as the key concept legitimizing the existence of the nation state

(Slanter, 1994), and they needed to develop an alternative concept to legitimize a

supranational European Union. In this regard, ‘solidarity’ emerged as an alternative

concept and Monnet had an influential functionalist idea for achieving a de facto soli-

darity among European nations through providing wealth to ‘European people’ (De

Kaplan Asian Journal of German and European Studies  (2018) 3:1 Page 2 of 11



Sousa and Moury, 2009). According to the new functionalist understanding, an eco-

nomic community would initially be created, and then it would gradually evolve into

a political community. Developing economic interdependence among the members

would result in a spill-over effect and the economic community would be easily deep-

ened. In the second phase of this functionalist process, interdependence and the spill-

over effect would start to cover political issues and this would strengthen ‘solidarity’

among the European people (Niemann and Schmitter, 2009).

In the light of this functionalist method, especially after the 1990s, Europeanization1

emerged as a popular concept providing a solution to the problem of how a solidarity

based supranational European Union could be formed (Graziano and Vink, 2012). Par-

ticularly, many scholars argued that the Europeanization of the member states is a fact

in the integration process (Bache and Jordan, 2006a, b; Börzel and Risse, 2000; Dover,

2007; Grabbe, 2006; Grigoriadis, 2009; Ladrech, 1994; Lippert et al., 2001; Mitchell,

2012). Therefore, the Europeanization process would replace solidarity with sovereignty

and sovereignty as an obsolete concept would not hinder the gradually emerging supra-

national European political community. Under the influence of this understanding, the

strength of the nation-state as the strongest political entity in the world was underesti-

mated, and many reactions originating from the mentioned strength against the supra-

national institutionalization attempts were regarded as exceptional cases. For example,

Britain was defined as an awkward member but the less expected the Brexit. Before the

Brexit referendum, Britain was even defined as an EU member under the influence of

Europeanization process (Aktipis and Oliver, 2011; Bache and Jordan, 2006a, b; Bulmer

and Burch, 2009; Dover, 2007; Mitchell, 2012; Rosamond, 2003). Euroscepticism was

initially viewed as a popular flame; however, it became one of the main building blocks

of the European integration process in time, and taking acquiescence of the wider pub-

lic is no longer guaranteed for the integrationist elites (Flood, 2002; Usherwood and

Startin, 2013). In addition to Brexit and the rise of Euroscepticism, the recent irregular

migration crisis has also convincingly proved that the nation-state has a strong gravita-

tional power in the European integration process; thus, the European integration is ac-

tually reversible contrary to the supranationalist/constructivist assumption (Kaplan,

2017). Particularly, the recent irregular migration crisis is a good indicator showing that

‘de-Europeanization’ might be a case even for the EU’s core policies when national sov-

ereignty/interests of the member states are under threat. To illustrate, Germany,

Austria, France, Denmark, and Sweden needed to take unilateral decisions to control

their own national borders by suspending the Schengen Agreement as a response to

the irregular migration flow in 2015 although the Schengen Agreement plays a crucial

role in the institutionalization of ‘solidarity’ centred European Union (Baczynska, 2016;

Traynor and Smith, 2016). On the other hand, even though the EU leaders promised

Italy and Greece that the EU members should equally share the burden of the irregular

migration in the name of ‘solidarity’, this promise has failed to produce meaningful re-

sults in practice due to national concerns/pressures (Ardittis, 2016; Nielsen, 2017).

As a result, it could be argued that federalist ideas created an intellectual paradigm

significantly affecting the European integration process, and there has been an attempt

to institutionalize democracy within the European integration process as an outcome of

this federalist paradigm. Yet, it could not replace the nation-state reality in Europe be-

cause of the nation state’s gravitational power originating from its strong
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institutionalization, but created a duality in the European integration process causing

tension between two concepts: democracy and sovereignty. As noted above, we are also

witnessing that the gravitational power of the nation-state is gradually making the fed-

eralist paradigm less effective. To show this, the following subsections focus on how

the nation state’s institutional and legitimate strength gives the nation-state a gravita-

tional power diminishing the influence of the federalist paradigm in the European inte-

gration process.

Nation-State’s institutional strength
The federalist paradigm mainly relies on a constructivist epistemology, which has a sig-

nificant limitation in explaining/knowing the nation-state. Particularly, constructivist

epistemology conceives the nation-state as an individual-like actor in a socio-

psychological context but not a strong institution (Carlsnaes, 1992). In the same vein,

from a Wendtian logic (see: Wendt, 1999), the nation-state as an individual is actually

a product of a broader structure. Thus, according to this logic, the formation of a

supranational EU emerges as an automatic outcome of the interactions between

nation-states (individuals) in the broader EU structure (Johnston, 2001). According to

this understanding, sovereignty is also exogenous to the nation-state because it is given

to a nation-state by other states (it is not an outcome of the nation-state’s historically

institutionalized governance capacity and legitimacy) (Bull, 2002). Therefore, this logic

assumes that the collective behaviour of the member states in the normative EU struc-

ture would develop a new kind of ‘solidarity’ which might substitute ‘sovereignty’ as a

core for a polity formation. However, ‘solidarity’ is in practice a weak concept to substi-

tute ‘sovereignty’ for several reasons.

First of all, the institutionalization of the nation-state was triggered after the

Westphalian Peace (1648) by centring on sovereignty, and sovereignty as a political con-

cept was impersonalized thanks to the high-level institutionalization of the nation state

(Fabbrini, 2008). For example, the high-level of political and administrative

institutionalization produced a sense of national identity in France and Britain by the

eighteenth century and “the people themselves became the supreme authority, the single

active principle in the state” (Laoutides, 2015: p. 16). Thus, the impersonalization of sover-

eignty arguably strengthened the nation-state’s resistance against any great shock as the

state started to represent a particular immortal nation but not any crown. Moreover,

sovereignty is not only a finite concept depending on historical changes but also an infin-

ite concept beyond the limitation of time. On the one side of the coin, it might be per-

ceived as an ability of a nation-state to control activities within and across its borders. On

the other side, it represents the legitimate authority of the nation-state over its territory.

In this regard, some historical developments might affect its control capacity much more

but not its legitimate authority. Therefore, a historical development might weaken a na-

tion state’s control over its borders but it still holds the legitimacy to govern. When the

international atmosphere changes, it might strengthen its control capacity again. From

this point of view, it might be argued that great shocks such as the WWII, the end of the

Cold War or the rise of globalization could limit the European nation-states’ control

capacity but when the international atmosphere started to change (e.g. the decline of

popularity of neoliberalism or the rise of international security concerns), the European

nation-states started to strengthen their control capacities. This accounts for the reason
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why ‘de-Europeanization’ has easily entered the literature as an anti-thesis of

‘Europeanization’ (e.g. see: Ágh, 2015; Aydın-Düzgit, 2016; Raagmaa et al., 2014;

Tsardanidis, 2015; Yilmaz, 2016).

Moreover, although the federalist paradigm envisages a supranational EU which per-

fectly melted nation states in a common European pot, Europeanization is a process in-

volving co-existence, co-evolution, and contestation between member states’ domestic

systems and the EU (Dyson and Goetz, 2003: p. 13), and “it can include the transfer of

policy from one European country to several other countries” (Radaelli, 2003: p. 27).

Therefore, it is highly possible that contestation prevails over other options in this

process if a particular member state becomes a hegemonic core for policy transfer in

the EU. Especially, if one of the EU members gets ‘agenda setting power’, it is hardly

likely that a Union with heterogeneous 28 members would achieve collective action

(Olson, 2002). Thus, contrary to the constructivist assumption, the Europeanization

might produce more inequality and national sentiments in the integration process. As

an example proving this argument, Germany has emerged as a hegemonic power in the

wake of the Eurozone crisis (Bulmer, 2014; Streeck, 2015), and this hegemonic position

immediately triggered national sentiments in the Mediterranean members (Hedlund

and Aline Regina Alves, 2017).

The nation-state’s historical institutionalization in Europe also developed a new con-

cept: ‘nationhood’ with a strong connection with sovereignty. As Anderson (2006) argued,

nationhood might be historically constructed within the institutionalization process of the

nation-state; however, “the nation is simply the strongest type of modern peoplehood

which has claimed sovereignty over others—be it social classes, religious groups or polit-

ical movements such as Oxfam” (Rozynek, 2017: p. 28). Despite this, the constructivist

studies theoretically suggest an unconscious evolution of the peoplehood from the nation

to the EU as a solution to dissolving the European people’s strong sense of belonging to

their nations (Checkel, 2005; Cram, 2012). However, the nation does not emerge as an

outcome of an unconscious process but as an outcome of a deliberative interaction be-

tween authority and people (Smith, 2003). This means that a nation deliberatively obeys

the sovereign power of their nation-state, and it is highly questionable how the hypothet-

ical European identity as an outcome of an unconscious process would replace the nation-

hood as the strongest peoplehood. On the other hand, as noted above, the EU identity

vitally needs “a sufficiently cohesive and robust we-identity” and this we-identity should

contain a good sense of solidarity through which individuals also consider the needs of

other members of the community while calculating their individual interests. However,

this strong “we-identity” at the EU level is missing (Kielmansegg, 1996, cited in: Wolf,

2002: pp. 45-46). As a result of this fact, the EU needs a democratic institutionalization

“based on non-hierarchic and consensus-seeking decision-making procedures” (Wolf,

2002: p. 48), and paying more attention to ‘sovereignty’ in the integration process might

increase the chance of this democratic institutionalization.

Although functionalism theoretically promises a gradual change from an existing in-

stitutional structure to a new one, it does not tell us much about the future (the

methods how to achieve this) (Long and Ashworth, 1999). Therefore, the implemen-

tation of this approach is highly open to the isomorphic influence of the existing insti-

tutional structure due to the cognitive limitation on alternatives (see: DiMaggio,

1983). At this point, it could be argued that the European integration as a
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functionalist process is under the isomorphic influence of the European nation-state

system and this also increases the gravitational power of the nation-state in the Euro-

pean integration process. To illustrate, the European integration process is under the

influence of the nation-state’s strong bureaucratic structure. The EU Commission is

mainly given as a good example to prove how an EU structure might be an influential

platform for the process of Europeanization; however, national governments have the

power to determine the nominees for the Commission and the commissioners were

mainly selected from people with a good career in their national system (Thomson,

2011). In the same vein, Staab (2011: p. 85) also observed that “nominees rarely come

from outside the governing party”; therefore, they need to consider the domestic ex-

pectations. Additionally, the Commission also witnesses a controversy over portfolio

and cabinet assignments and this controversy is a good indicator that “the defence of

national interests in the Commission can never be entirely removed” (Corbett et al.,

2012: p. 51). As another example, the European Parliament was established to directly

represent the so-called European demo at the EU level; however, the Eurosceptics,

with their nationalist consideration, have been there since its foundation (e.g. the

Gaullists and the British conservativists) (Leruth, 2017), and the European Parliament

has become a hub of the Eurosceptics especially after the 2014 elections (Nielsen and

Franklin, 2016). As a result of the isomorphic influence of the nation-state system,

the institutionalization of the EU also occurs in a hierarchic way (the EU’s Brussels-

centred hierarchic institutionalization is similar to a nation-state’s institutionalization)

and this provokes a strong reaction among the European nations who do not have a

‘we-identity’. For example, there are several studies showing a positive correlation be-

tween the rise of Euroscepticism and the attempts to transfer sovereign power from

the member states to Brussels (Daddow, 2006; Hainsworth et al., 2004; Riishøj, 2007;

Siune and Svensson, 1993; Todd, 2016; Vasilopoulou, 2009).

Nation-State’s legitimate strength
The legitimacy problem due to the lack of a European demo is another important obs-

tacle to a democratic federal institutionalization as a final outcome of the European in-

tegration process. Scharpf (2003) analytically categorizes the democratic legitimacy as

input legitimacy (government by the people) and output legitimacy (government for

the people), and a feedback loop is highly possible between these categories (Easton,

1957) which particularly increases the importance of the approval of people for a

democratic polity. In this regard, the European integration process took place as an elit-

ist project; the process was not governed by the people, and ‘permissive consensus’ of

the European nations was used as a tool to substitute the missing input legitimacy in

the integration process. To some extent, the permissive consensus of the European na-

tions might provide legitimacy for the European integration. For example, “the objec-

tives of European integration were uncontroversial in the post-Second World War

period, when integration secured peace through common command over goods neces-

sary for war” (Christiansen et al., 2004: p. 13). However, “compliance is plausible to ob-

tain Pareto improvements where some are made better off without making anyone else

worse off” (ibid.). At this point, ‘permissive consensus’ was also used to achieve the out-

put legitimacy of the integration thanks to the Pareto optimality of the economic inte-

gration. However, the deepening of the EU (the ambition to create a political
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community) impairs the Pareto optimality and triggers the rise of dissensus between the

European elites and the European nations (Dierckxsens, 2009, p. 200). For example, the

recent financial crisis dispelled the myth that the supranational institutionalization of the

EU might be achieved through establishing more independent administrative structures

like the European Central Bank (the ECB) which have a capacity to take Pareto-optimum

decisions relying on ‘permissive consensus’, because the European nations like the Greeks,

Italian, and Spanish strongly expressed their disapproval of the ECB’s decisions (Piattoni,

2014: p. 84). In this sense, even some of the prominent scholars, leaning on supranational-

ism, needed to accept that ‘permissive consensus’ among the European people no longer

exists, and the national preferences have become more important in the European inte-

gration process (e.g., see: Fligstein et al., 2012; Hooghe and Marks, 2001; Risse, 2014).

The erosion in the Pareto optimality of the integration process has arguably increased

the gravitational power of the nation-state in the integration process at the expense of

the federalist paradigm. Particularly, democracy and legitimacy as twin concepts are

historically institutionalized with a strong connection with national parliaments in

Europe; thus, national parliaments play a crucial role in maintaining democratic norms

and legitimize the polity’s governance by taking ultimate accountability. However, if a

solidarity oriented supranational structure diminishing the national level-decision

making is developed, it is not clear who will take the ultimate accountability in the gov-

ernance of the EU (Schmitter, 2000). In this regard, even the multi-level governance ap-

proach supporting a cobweb between local, national and supranational institutions in

the governance of the EU suffers from the democratic accountability deficit (Papadopoulos,

2010). Therefore, as Moravcsik (2002: p. 621) argued, although the institutionalization

of democracy in the European integration process is mainly problematized by the ab-

stract federalist paradigm, national parliaments become a panacea to solve the

democracy-related problems of the integration originating from the real-life diffi-

culties. For example, Moschella (2017) highlights the importance of the national

parliaments as an effective antidote to the EU’s legitimacy problem after analysing the

bailout negotiations in the Eurozone. On the other hand, national parliaments also

deliberatively use their legitimate power to repulse federalist attempts in the

European integration process. For instance, after the enforcement of the Maastricht

Treaty, all of the member state parliaments organized European Affairs Committees

(EACs) “to coordinate parliamentary scrutiny of European matters and to monitor the

government representatives in the Council” (Raunio and Hix, 2000: p. 155). Addition-

ally, as a result of the national parliaments’ legitimate power, a declaration on the role

of national parliaments in the EU was included in the Maastricht Treaty; the Treaty

of Amsterdam needed to recognize national parliaments’ involvement in the EU gov-

ernance (Pratt, 1999: pp. 217-218); and the Treaty of Lisbon introduced an early

warning mechanism (EWM) through which national parliaments may directly inter-

vene in the EU level decision making and “raise objections to –and even play a role in

blocking – EU legislation” (Cooper, 2012: p. 441).

Conclusion
As the WWII significantly weakened the European nation-state system, the European

elites found a chance to develop a federalist paradigm for Europe. However, the Euro-

pean nation-states had a power to resist to this influential new paradigm thanks to

Kaplan Asian Journal of German and European Studies  (2018) 3:1 Page 7 of 11



their institutional capacity. As a result, the WWII as a great shock could not result in

a ‘paradigm shift’ but ‘paradigm duplication’ in Europe’s post-war era. However, as

intergovernmentalist scholars (e.g. Hoffmann, 1966; Milward et al., 2000; Moravcsik,

1998) argue, with its strong institutional capacity, the nation-state managed to grad-

ually re-correct its core position in the European political system. In particular, the

nation-state’s institutional and legitimate strength gives it a gravitational power which

gradually makes the federalist paradigm less influential in the European integration

process. Firstly, the nation state has historically been institutionalized around two

strong concepts: sovereignty and nationhood, but the federalist paradigm does not

have good alternatives to them. The federalist paradigm also follows a functionalist

strategy which is actually under the isomorphic influence of the nation-state’s strong

institutional structure. Secondly, the EU’s institutions face a lack of legitimacy al-

though the national parliaments sufficiently provide legitimacy in the nation-state’s

governance. Therefore, the national parliaments also have a capacity to antidote EU’s

legitimacy problem, which dramatically worsened after the recent developments like

the Brexit, the rise of nationalism in Europe, and the economic crisis in the Eurozone.

As evidence supporting the findings of this article, the influential scholars (Bickerton

et al., 2015, p. 703) also define the post-Maastricht period as a new intergovernmen-

talist era by challenging “theories that associate integration with transfers of compe-

tences from national capitals to supranational institutions”.

As a result, this paper argues that more symbiotic institutionalization of democracy

and sovereignty within the EU framework is required to make the European integration

effective and attractive again. In this regard, supporting a differentiated framework for

the European integration might be a good strategy to achieve the mentioned symbiotic

institutionalization instead of a normative (federalist) framework imposing too much

hegemonic power over the nation state (Walker, 1998). There have already been some

developments in the European integration process supporting this argument. For ex-

ample, the European Stability Mechanism was established in 2012 as an intergovern-

mental agency under public international law (but not under the EU law) against any

future financial shock by the Eurozone members (Christova, 2011). Regarding this

development, the vital point is that the Eurozone members, which might be considered

as members more in favour of a federal European Union, needed to take an inter-

governmental measure to solve any future financial problems. As another example, the

European migration crisis (2015-2016) pushed the member states to found the

European Border and Coast Guard Agency (2016), which complied with the sovereign

logic implemented in the nation-state border control (Carrera and Den Hertog, 2016).

This case study also reveals some important findings which might pave the way for

new discussions in the institutionalism studies. Particularly, the main institutional ap-

proaches consider ‘great shocks’ as the main means to trigger a change from an institu-

tional structure/paradigm to another one (Gorges, 2001). However, this study shows

that if an institutional structure (the nation state) has enough power, it might resist

great shocks to survive. Therefore, a great shock results in not only a ‘paradigm shift’

but might also lead to ‘duplication of the paradigms’ in the post-shock era. Therefore,

the literature needs further studies to make the conceptualization of two important

phenomena: ‘change’ and ‘continuity’ (in an institutionalization process) more knowable

for social scientists.
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Endnotes
1For a further discussion on this concept, see: Aspinwall and Schneider, 2001; Bache

and Jordan, 2006a; Börzel and Risse, 2000; Coman and Crespy, 2014; Cowles et al., 2001;

K. Featherstone, 2009; Featherstone and Radaelli, 2003; Grabbe, 2006; Graziano and Vink,

2007

Abbreviation
Brexit: The prospective withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union; EACs: European Affairs
Committees; ECB: European Central Bank; EU: European Union; EUF: European Union of Federalists; EWM: Early
Warning Mechanism; WWII: Second World War
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