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Plurinational State and Vivir Bien
What is the plurinational state? This may be the decisive question in the period after rewriting the Bolivian Constitution. Depending on what position you take in terms of what is the state and what you mean by plurinational, you can find a wide range of answers, reactions and statements which are intertwined, deeply heterogeneous and disputed.   This undetermined and undefined result can generate the perception that it is something intangible, indefinable and unstable.  For some then, this would mean that the defining task will be impossible or unattainable and for others it would be an opportunity to name this new political reality, of being able to build a new form of state structure more keen to represent all levels of society and achieving social and cultural equality.  These interpretations will put into play an “idea of the state” that will question its foundation and reason for being which at the same time will serve to show the reality of the force of state power.   

In trying to define this term then, we find ourselves in front of the traps of history to find again the majestic theological modern Western buildings with labyrinths that have housed the beginnings and ends of the idea of the state.    It is impossible to think of a society, politics, economics or even reality without the state.  It is the appearance of the state that establishes the differences between societies viewed as having strong consolidated state power and societies with weak state power.  The latter are characterized as traditional, having no history, natural, rotter and underdeveloped while the former are viewed as modern, developed and successful.  To think of the state in this way becomes an inescapable dogma that tends to explain the spirit of the dynamics of capitalism, of material human life and social relationships.  

Let’s consider again the above quoted epigraph from Marx’s Communist Manifesto: “Everything solid melts into the air, everything that is sacred is profaned, and men, in the end, find themselves forced to calmly consider the conditions they exist in and their reciprocal relationships.”  This was written right before the Paris Commune though afterwards, that experience would force Marx to reformulate his fighting strategies in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Luis Bonaparte and reconceptualize his ideas in Capital.  However, is Marx not speaking of those untimely moments that open up cognitive and organizational processes such as the constitutive power, that can create an unprecedented political scene, a revolutionary moment, and the conditions for revolution? These bright and untimely moments have defined the different modernizing waves of democracy becoming the founding moments of nation-states or to say the least establishing founding narratives that speak of heroes, victories and defeats.  Though going back to Marx’s quote, the call to those “that find themselves forced to calmly consider the conditions they exist in and their reciprocal relationships” will not necessarily have to be conclusive nor transparent, that is, it will not be interpreted as a transcendental revelation of man’s purpose and existence.  Instead, this call forces us to consider that there is no end, nor plan, nor transcendence and that there is a process of invention, creation and construction in progress, or better yet, this call is a call to the invention of the processes themselves.

That is why, the question, what is a plurinational state, like all fundamental questions, directs and returns us to the metaphysical roots of the State.  It raises the question, what is its source? What is its being and how is it defined?  The danger is trying to find these answers in its own discursive forms and rules about statements, nominal components, their principles and reasons for being.  Un untimely thinker already warned us about metaphysics as syntax.

Let’s see then what lessons we can learn from Indigenous social movements in Bolivia.  These movements form part of what has been called the return of the Bolivian plebeian. According to Rene Zavaleta, these masses have been the only ones to survive, aspired and dreamed of the nation and they were the ones who did not count on the state nor were part of it.
  Bearing this in mind, the different perspectives on the state not only affect the perception of what could be part of the state but above all they bring out another experience of the materiality and consistency of the state.  In other words, the term “state” can refer to different things and different things can be understood by it.  Therefore it refers to different categories, different types of knowledge and orders of things. 
Keeping these different perspectives in mind problematizes the question about the state and consequently brings out ambiguities and confusion as to the plurinational state.  However, one should not overlook the context where this battle for meaning (of what is the state or what is plurinational) is fought because it is a battlefield.  It is a battle between what persists and is inherited and what is announced and instituted or as Boaventura de Sousa states:  between what does not finish dying and what does not finish being born.
 This battle in the construction of the plurinational state is the path of change that we are witnessing and are being part of.  To take a neutral or outside stance is to take part in this dispute.  There is no outside objectivity that will demarcate the object of study since the quarrel has to do with what and how you know and perceive the object.  In other words, we are talking about the subversion of knowledge’s and cultures.  

The first turn in this cognitive process is in the collective character of this construction that is not based on individual, professional or specialized authority and knowledge.  Instead, it is a social and cultural question which is part of a constitutive process with a before and after, and an articulation of collective memories, short and long-term, -as is explained by Silvia Rivera C.
 and an array of horizons, as stated by Raul Prada.
 What this means is the opening of the here, the now, and the present as if the process were unveiling and making contemporary the multiple temporalities in play simultaneously and sinchronically:  As the Tupac Katari rebells would say, “The present is already another time.”

The second turn in the interpretation of the state is the subversion of an intellectual or academic knowledge or one that comes from theoretical political principles by a thinker or a specific school.  The new interpretation of the state is a more pragmatic one that comes from the deliberation and aspirations of people in the margin, of being excluded, or oppressed by the state.  They try to subvert the relationship with the state, to change the way it functions in relation with their different social realities.  This change does not depart from what already exists but rather from what should or could be.  Therefore, this pragmatic change does not depart from what already is, but from what ought to be, or should be.  This change makes one realize how ductile, and changeable the condition of the state can be, becoming a long learning process of change, of perpetual mutations and experimentations, and to test achievements, and failures. Both pragmatism and experimentation are dangerous for the established thought and above all for current established circles and powers.  

The third turn or change is the potential to represent the plurality of society’s living forms in order to bring about justice, equality and dignity in their own terms.  This representation will bring down all naturalizations, essentializations and fundamentalism that had structured the mechanisms of power and dominated society as a whole.  The concept of pluralism as a principle of life and of the living provides other categories and practices to look into forms of interculturality and a closer look at new and hybrid forms that emerge from the encounter of diversity and difference.

Finally, the fourth turn or change is the decolonization of the state looking at its double- fronted institutional structure such as its dependency on foreign powers and in terms of its interior relationships, at the mechanisms of subjugation of existing peoples and nations.  Consequently, the tasks of decolonization are double, the task to become free of foreign powers and at the same time to be free of established powers by building a collective subject called: indigenous native peasant.
 Events such as the October Agenda of 2003 to the Proposal for the Pact of Unity and the viability of the new constitution in 2008; from the March for Life and Territory in 1990 to the Water Wars in Cochabamba and the Aymara uprisings in the Altiplano in 2000; from the Chaco War in 1936 and the Nationalist Revolution of 1952 to the government crisis brought by military dictatorships of 1983, by Zarate Willca rebellions and the betrayals of the Federal wars of 1891; from the Tupac Katari rebellions in 1798 and the Independence wars of 1825,  are events that form collective memories of history, deeds, in the social imaginary.  These collective imaginary returns as realizations and repetitions in the present.  They are not just part of historical data or successive events but rather spectral incarnations that return and become realized.  They are fears, hopes and desires that still linger and live in a calling to become real, to be met, to become contemporary with the now of our time.

We return to the original question: How to start to tackle the question of the plurinational state?  In order to do this, one has to follow and be consistent and consequent with the current constitutional process.  This process calls for the refunding of the state starting from the collectivity of subjects that aspire, project a certain perception and condition of statehood.  They proposed a document of the Pact of Unity and presented at the opening of the Constitutive Assembly.
 
This proposal coming from the urgent meeting of the principal organizations of the Indigenous native peasant movement in Bolivia that forms this Pact of Unity is a product of the commonality and consensus of a common nucleus among all diverse and plural groups. What is it, then, that we all have in common in view of all the diversity and plurality that defines us and serves as our base, in order to produce a commonality that will link us and give us form?

First, the statements in their document come from a common we, from “the people as a collective subject” to propose the “construction of a plurinational state”.  One has to keep in mind that this task is a process, an elaboration that has to be realized with the passage of time as a transition to the plurinational politics of the vivir bien. That is why the state is the space of intervention, it is the power to transform its own form and to become the object of transformation in order to modify and mold its structure and organization and respond to the demands and needs of the people. 

Second, their proposal comes from their own perspective of the experience of exclusion, discrimination and oppression.  This experience, as they state above “[has] marginalized and debilitated our political and judicial systems” and “[has] broken up the traditional territorial unities shattering our autonomy and control over our land and natural resources” and  “have imposed a uniform judicial system, forms of government, and a foreign judicial system.” From this experience, they state that “having resisted and maintained our identities as is seen in the different nations, peoples and cultures we form part of, with the right to co-exist peacefully and in solidarity with others, we propose to establish a plurinational state.”  This proposal is an uprising of these peoples and nations, an emancipation of those that don’t form part of the current state and for this reason they denounce the republican colonial state.

The identification of the republican state as colonial is directly referring to the existing colonial structures.  Nonetheless there were achievements, recognition and participation in terms of citizenship during the republican period but always in terms of the individual subject.  In this sense, rights and property are guaranteed, if and when one did not violate the economic liberal matrix of individual possessions. 

Thirdly, the autonomy of the different peoples and nations are the base of the new state organization in terms of territories, administration and legal status guaranteeing and consolidating their capacity to self-regulation, self-management and self-determination of different nations which form part of the plurinational state.  One has to think of the capacities and needs of each autonomous entity from a plural and commonly shared perspective in order to establish a horizontal relationship and link with other autonomous entities based on principles of “unity, complementarily, reciprocity, equality, solidarity.”  The state would then become the regulatory and meeting place of all the parts rather than being the regulating head authority which directs and prioritizes following an external logic.  The state would become a possible place, to shelter, assemble different temporalities and to make contemporary, to interweave, and synchronize the diverse temporalities that exist among peoples, cultures and economies. 

Fourth, as quoted above, “the structure of the new model of plurinational state implies that public authority will have direct representation from the peoples and the native-peasant nations according to their customs and ways of life.”  For this to come to fruition, one needs to think of different forms of representation such as direct representation and not delegated and/or proportional representation.  But one also needs to reformulate state structures so that its composition and function can be shaped in accord with this new politics of interculturality.  

Fifth, the Pact of Unity is based on “collective rights established in International Human Rights Treaties, such as the Treaty 169 of the WLO.”  This article was argued and debated at great length before it was approved.  Months later, it led to the enactment of the United Nations declaration on Indigenous Peoples’ rights, having been a goal of Indigenous movements worldwide since the 1990’s.
  To attempt to establish and defend collective Indian rights has served as a learning experience of how to practice politics their way, to encounter forms that produce a collective “we,” a common ground, what is Indian for all and with all.

After the first national referendum for its approval, the enacted constitution (approved February 2009) established the following:

Article 1. Bolivia is made up of a United Social State of Plurinational Communitarian Rights; free, independent, sovereign, democratic, intercultural, decentralized, and with autonomies. Bolivia is founded in political, economic, legal, cultural, and linguistic plurality and pluralism, as part of the country’s process of integration. 

To understand this article, one must comprehend a new political vocabulary.  And to use this vocabulary, one must develop a new syntaxes or grammar of meaning and usage.  This is the first big political lesson for all: one has to learn a new lexicon with its rules of grammar because there is a new political reality which has been modified in its composition and it is undergoing transformation.   Therefore, in order to be part of this process, be it as adversary or as part of the resistance, we are committed and forced to move in this new discursive universe.  

In this respect, we must put forward two considerations:

The first one is the pedagogical nature of this form of understanding politics.  According to traditional pedagogy based on discipline, one must know to teach. With this other pedagogy, we are all equal in terms of knowledge and ignorance, so we depart in a learning process to formulate and build new situations, possibilities and encounters.   This can be called intercultural politics because only if we depart from a position of cultural equality of the different peoples in question, can we start an intercultural relationship.   One must point out the same thing, in terms of gender differences and inequality and patriarchy, something that is currently under debate.

The second consideration is that we are dealing with a universe where praxis and poetics go hand in hand or at least this is what is happening with the law and the constitution.  In other words, the laws become positive and real in the act of enactment, in the act of swearing-in, of declarations, of making protests.   These are performative acts with a verbal character, which is, institutionalized, ritualized and reglamented as discursive practices. However, now they have adopted a more pragmatic sense in order to shape and build instances of performative legal acts.  That is, the state becomes the instrument to be used in this transformation by the plural society.  

How to build a plurinational state and for what purpose?

The political change brought about by Indigenous  practices and experiences makes it possible for us to make some considerations “regarding the Bolivian Constitution, that we are not facing a typical constitution based on republican and continental traditions, but rather a constitution as event, which makes it possible to think of a constitution in a constant process of expansion.  This or these characteristic(s) is/are foreign in itself to constitutional theory and to the text itself of the constitution which rather shows a constitution with postulates that are apparently close together.”

We are now at the threshold of a long road of learning a new type of politics, of subverting knowledge in order to implement and concretize the task of state decolonization and, I would venture to point out, also of life and its living forms.   But, let’s go step by step since these are pieces that push us to continue along this road.   

The so-called relationship between society and the state

Is there such a relationship?  As has been explained by political theorists, legal experts, and philosophers among others, this relationship would mean that the state is separated from society and because of this, some ties or connections would have to be established or at least some encounters or confrontations would occur.  It is more feasible to think that there is no relationship between society and the state because this would allow us to understand the Indigenous perspective, a perception of those thought of as unsociable and lacking social aptitudes.   Therefore, the lack of a state structure makes Indigenous communities viewed as ethnicities, tribes, nations without history or future, that is, they are not viewed as a society because they lack a state structure. 

Centuries of discussions about what kind of relationship to establish between society and the state have formed part of a metaphysics of the state revolving around key issues such as the social contract, political agreements, mutual recognition and sincerity. In fact, what we really find are heterogeneous societies, in other words, plural societies.  Therefore, the task is to build societies since they do not exist readily but they are in the process of making, changing and moving.  

On the other hand, though the state is perceived and declared as a totality, it is an assemblage of institutions, instances, strategies and practices that tend to organize and focus on certain priorities.  Its diversity and multiple functions and roles will constitute a determinate order.  Therefore, if there is a state realm or if one can speak of one, it is because it is there that we find the many layers of legal institutional practices that decide the legitimacy and sovereignty over its actions and procedures that have the most diverse and plural roots we can imagine.

The state is the most abstract legitimate power or it is taught to be legitimate.   But let us recognize the fact that because we still live in a system of national states, we need the state, we need a state structure.  However, it will be a plural and heterogeneous state the one that will be able to show itself and operate in the flux of its own inconsistencies and multiplicities.  The plurinational state will start recognizing its heterogeneous makeup and its multiple roots in Article 1 of the Constitution.  This article, which follows, is its soil and even more its strength. 

Article 2. Given the pre-colonial condition of nations and indigenous first peoples and peasants, and their ancestral rule over their territories, their free determination is guaranteed by the unity of the state, which consists of their right to autonomy, self-government, their culture, recognition of their institutions, and the consolidation of their territorial entities, in accordance with this Constitution and the law. 

 This article makes it explicit that the state comes a-posteriori to nations and peoples who precisely because they could not be recognized as such and could not have the rights to declare themselves as peoples and nations were in a colonial condition.   They can now make up and constitute a state.  This state will not only recognize them, but they will be its protagonists and participants.  What is considered plurinational is the pre-requisite and a decisive and constitutive part of what is the state and what is statehood. 

The fact that this second article states that Indigenous autonomy is guaranteed “within the framework and unity of the state” means that this unity has not been pre-established and it has to be created.  Or rather, the conditions for this unity would have to be created or one would have to invent forms of unity.  Once again, we are at the threshold of intercultural politics to build and to produce a state.

A chapter on state rights and obligations 

The entire first part of the Constitution, entitled: Foundations of the State: Rights, Responsibilities, and Guarantees, made up of 144 Articles, traditionally called (in constitutional lectures) the dogmatic body of the text, has changed substantially in terms of the consistency, role, and function of the state.  This first part is undoubtedly a large catalogue of rights and actions that constrain compel and orient the state to provide for its citizens, populations and human beings, and also form of life, the living and life itself.  In the new intercultural vocabulary, the state is oriented towards the vivir bien.
According to Albert Noguera, “This extension, almost statutory, of social rights, also present in the Ecuadorian and Bolivian constitutions, although it would not be accepted by the pureness of the orthodox constitutional technique, it is something that responds to the conditions, needs and objectives of the new constitutions and their respective societies.  Needs that have to do with: a) the fact that the different powers would have to be more efficient in making rights concrete; b) generating an integral model that would unite completely different generations in order to connect the technical constitutional duty with social reality; c) a didactic and integrating role in societies with high illiteracy rates and a very high functional illiteracy in civic culture.”

This passage on rights or what is called “vivir bien” substantially changes the perspective of what is the state since the state is no longer the instrument for society.  In other words, we counter 
the specific concept based on the instrumental reason that machinery, or other being, has to be created in order to make, form, discipline and control society. Instead, we make a call to defend society in order to create and preserve the conditions for humanity to emerge. This anthropocentric vision, so dear to the civilizing humanism with its different faces that end up advocating strategically a biopolitics and biopower that has led us today into a global and civilization crisis.

Vivir bien proposes to develop mechanisms and strategies to generate other living alternatives, new forms of organization and production to reestablish a more complementary and harmonious relation with living forms and life in general.  This is then al alternative that needs to be thought in global terms and as a civilizing project, but centered or articulated from the perspective of the plurality of living forms and life’s pluralism. 

This allows us to discern a heterogeneous and plural state model whose function now is to preserve, increase, produce the potentiality of what is diverse and the multiplicity of the existing forms and modes of existence, of the hybrid forms of living things, a state model that will find these things in its transformative path rather than be conceived in terms of unity, synthesis, machinery, homogeneity and instrumentality.  And perhaps, this way, the state, will melt, absorbed itself, and exhaust itself in the multiple movement of society.  

The territorial structure of the state or from where to democratize what is public

The question of autonomy has left its print in the political field.  It is not a new or recent issue but it has been a constant in the realm of the state, the issue of how to treat the constituent parts of a state.  Though in modern debates of the form of the nation-state, this matter has shifted around federal or confederate, in reality, we would have to take up the debate that was started by the Indian nations in North America at the time of the Declaration of Independence in 1775.  And we would have to take up the issue of how these nations were more persecuted and colonized by the new republican citizens.  But one cannot forget and insist in the dramatic and silenced Declaration of Independence of Haiti in 1781 carried out by the new citizens who abolished slavery and declared equality in terms of human rights and citizenship, hurting at the heart of royal and republican existing powers.   That is why their destiny was sealed and silenced.

Territoriality as a claim for self-determination has long been part of the memory of the struggles of Indigenous peoples that was exalted –but was not necessarily resolved- with the dispute of regional powers in the 20th century.  This struggles’ density and level of conflict takes us back to the republican founding of the country.  It can be defined as “the social pact of territoriality” by which the constitutive Bolivian process became viable, along with all the complexity and tension that its implementation and fulfillment brought.   

Article 170 of the Constitution establishes that: 

“The territorial structure of the state would make possible the unfolding of different and diverse identities organized and articulated for the functioning and performance of the multiple and complex spatial-temporal realities of the plurinational state.  Therefore, the constitution of the state should host and promote society’s heterogeneity and plurality through its different levels of territorial autonomy.  That is, spatiality is crossed and configured through temporality, and it is in the state where potentiality of the duration and innovations of encounters and hybrid forms of what is plurinational dwell.” 

The form of the state is not only defined by a territorial,  delineated and circumscribed   sphere -the geographical delimitations of Bolivia- but its operation and agency have to depart from the territorial forms that comprise and configure it as a unity.  The territorial framework as a geopolitical unit enables the coordination and function of what is common.  That is, this is a redefinition of the direction and demands of what is public. 

From a republican reading, virtue and public matter are defined in opposition and counter position to what is private, or to personal/exclusive interest, therefore this will affect the extent and quality of the public sphere since this will be subject to balancing and trying to preserve the interest of everyone who does not have the presence, the force or power to defend it and promote it.  What is public guarantees and legitimates that the republic is more than the sum of all those that make it up or it is more than the interest of one or of some over others.  This public good or public interest can only be realized through the state.   Of course, considering the privileges and benefits of the aristocracy, it is also a place of dispute for equality of conditions and opportunity for all the members that make up a particular society.   However, as Rene Zavaleta would say, it is the “lordly paradox,” the one that legitimatize, in a colonial structure, which is more apt and competent to gain access in the dispute for equality.  Luis Tapia adds to this thought by stating that without equality among cultures, political equality this is not possible.

The way to unlock and displace centralized governmental politics is through territorial structures, the new plural and intercultural units or entities that form the state structure.  Of course, this calls for a different concept of government and agency, where things not only get pluralized, but would have to make and produce what is common, what is the plurinational common.   This is the reason why the public realm no longer is thought in opposition to the private one, but instead it has to be reconsidered and resignified through what is communal.  This would be a communal area that is not the state’s public realm or as has been said already, a public sphere that is not part of the state.  

We have to take precautions to treat what is communal as a model or as something pre-established. However, we should rather see it as social becoming in terms of culture, as the place for the construction of elementary social cultural forms of coexistence and production.  In other words, a formula that illustrates this change is:  more community means more society, more plurality. 

The democratization of what is public should start with the work of decolonization, with the capability of deepening and broadening governmental territorial competition together with communal agency and implementation.   

The economic structure of the state or how to reorient the direction of productivity

Both, the territorial structure that is the foundation of autonomous governments and the economic structure of the plural economy form the generating nucleus that will produce the vivir bien of the plurinational state.  This process will entail a profound rethinking already underway, about economics and its role in society, not so much negating its determinant material existence but rather to see its capacity to mold and reorient the economy towards productive diversity and alternative economic models. 

To speak of the economy from a pluralist perspective is, first and foremost, to put into question the interpretation and reading of the primacy of the material economic base and the inter-relations that it establishes.  There is not “a” reading or interpretation of the economic phenomenon and much less “a” policy and/or strategy to deal with it.  A plural economy would demand a more flexible, malleable and practical vision in the treatment of policies and economic state strategies according to society’s plurality.   A great stress would be put on leveling the unequal and asymmetric functioning of society in order to generate more balanced and coordinated conditions via mechanisms of redistribution and reinvestment giving way to possible economic alternatives.

Second, a pluralist economy has consequences for the ways of establishing economic state policies and strategies as well as for the concept of planning and the development as a responsibility and attribute of the state.  In other words, if change in the composition of the state is based on multiplicity and territorialization of governments and their forms of agency, then, the idea of centralized planning is completely obsolete and useless for dealing with what is plurinational and autonomous.  The same thing will happen with the notions of modern development when confronted with the state’s mandate to vivir bien because it will reconfigure the space and priorities of what is economically important and the direction of productivity.

Therefore, what is at stake is basically the idea of production and productivity.  In other words, how is production valued?  What does it mean to produce? And what do we produce? What kind of measure is used and how is production measured? I would venture to point out that what is finally at stake is the value of value, what are its scales, measurements and parameters. 

It is not by chance that in these turbulent times, when there is talk of a global crisis of capitalism, that a questioning of economic priorities would emerge.  As every crossroad becomes possible, there could be a recomposition of the system or a change to an alternative system.  But this will depend on the long road of conflict resolution and building alternatives that will appear as moments of uncertainty and insecurity.  This is a possible step towards an alternate civilizing project.

Production and productivity from the perspective of life and living forms is pluralized with all its implications.  In this sense, it can be possible to decenter the concept of humanity and its environment, of mechanization and instrumentalization as an end for homo economicus, and the division of manual and intellectual labor that was at the base of different forms of exploitation.   At the same time, this would demand a revalorization of existent forms of labor and give them a different meaning, for example.  It is this change that paves the way and serves as standing and immanent guidelines towards economic transformation based on vivir bien, on broadening and multiplying economies in order to consolidate and encourage a form of plural society.

Conclusion
The plurinational state is the transition towards a new state formation which will bring about an alternate construction of a civilizing project as long as it will have the double-fronted capacity to treat what is inside and outside the state by taking into account the geopolitical emergence of South America and in this sense, the plurinational state would have possible impact and incidence in global processes of a systemic turbulent nature.
It is a transition whose threshold we can hardly outline because we are just facing a state crisis which started at the end of the seventies, being retaken by the period of neoliberals that finally showed the severity and depth of its contradictions and cracks in the year 2000.  Therefore, this transition will bring about the refounding of the country and, at the same time, of a pluralistic society via the construction of the plurinational state.

I would like to end, not in the form of a conclusion but as continuing in a reflective path about the politics of institutionalism and authority with this quote from a provocative and suggestive thinker, Myriam Renault d’Allonnes:

We are, all at once and in an indissoluble way, recent arrivals and the last to arrive.  The paradoxical nature of authority responds to this duality: an inherited obligation and baggage for taking action.

What is authority, if not the power of beginnings, the power to give in turn the capability of starting, to those who will come after us?  Those who exercise the power –but do not posses it – authorize their successors to undertake in turn something new, in other words, something unforeseen.  To begin is to begin to continue.  But to continue is also to continue beginning.
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