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Nylon instead of Iron

In the world before 1989, everybody was familiar with the origins of the metaphor ‘Iron
Curtain’ that had been so powerful throughout the post-Second World War era. It is less
common, however, to recognize Winston Churchill’s speech (Fulton, 5 March 1946) as the
very first occasion after 1945 when communism was depicted as a global challenge and threat
to the Christian Civilization. Let us visit the text again:

From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has descended across the
Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe.
Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia; all these famous cities
and the populations around them lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject, in one
form or another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very high and in some cases increasing
measure of control from Moscow. . . .

In a great number of countries, far from the Russian frontiers and throughout the world,
Communist fifth columns are established and work in complete unity and absolute obedience to
the directions they receive from the Communist centre. Except in the British Commonwealth and
in the United States where Communism is in its infancy, the Communist parties or fifth columns
constitute a growing challenge and peril to Christian civilization.!

This indeed is a powerful piece of ‘mental mapping’: it localizes in Soviet Russia the core
and source of what it then describes implicitly as a new Barbarian menace, which the
‘Christian World” had not been confronted by anything similar to ever since the Ottoman
expansion into Europe in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. By introducing the concept
of ‘Iron Curtain’, Churchill also seems to have suggested that an insurmountable and
impenetrable divide had arisen between the ‘Christian’ (capitalist) and the Moscow-
controlled ‘Barbarian’ (communist) world. First to fall to the latter were the ‘ancient
[Christian] states of Central and Eastern Europe’, ending up on the wrong side of Churchill’s
civilizational divide.? His suggestion implied an asymmetric closure brought about by the
Curtain or, at least, a closure for influences flowing from West to East much tighter than the
closure for influences flowing from East to West.
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Considering the growing literature on economic, cultural, and political inter-penetration
between East and West during the Cold War, it is time to ‘deconstruct’ this Iron Curtain or,
rather, to re-construct it so that it resembles more what we now know about the actual nature
of the systemic divide between East and West. Hence the suggestion, argued along many
lines in the contributions of these two theme issues of Slavonica, that Nylon rather than Iron
Curtain would be the appropriate metaphor to describe what was actually separating the
worlds on the two sides of the Cold War front line.

Embeddedness in the global system, challenges from and responses to the global environ-
ment, and aspirations of global significance and impact were from the very beginning decisive
features of the communist experiment. East Central Europe, Soviet Russia, and the other
communist countries have all been part of the modern global experience, and this seems to
have been the case not in spite of, but, rather, because of the Sondenveg that their modernizing
communist elites often seemed so eager to develop and pursue. The differentia specifica of
the state socialist modernization was constituted by four elements: First, it aimed at a sudden
take-off to modernity from a backward position in the global system of capitalism, at a time
when the latter had already taken shape around a core that exhibited high dynamism and an
overwhelming development potential. Second, it accepted the economic and technological standards
and terms of success prevailing in the advanced core area of the global system, and expressly defined
as its foremost objective to catch up with and beat the core societies. Third, the state socialist
regimes proposed to achieve these ends by redefining the rules of the game, by replacing the
internal driving forces of economic, technological, and scientific development in a market
economy with administrative coercion and political mobilization. Indeed, at a certain stage,
communist modernizing elites even tried to redefine the cultural-anthropological codes
and expected an entirely new type of human behaviour to emerge, a new ethos described
as ‘the New Socialist Man’ or, as Aleksandr Zinov'ev called it (and vociferously critiqued
and ridiculed), a Homo Sovieticus. Fourth, the communist world constituted itself as a rival
model of global pretensions that would gradually replace the ‘decadent’ capitalist regime all over
the world.

It seems that when we address issues pertinent to global dimensions of societal development
during and after the Cold War era, when we focus on what united the two systemic
hemispheres, on interactions between, and histories shared by them, we are in fact concerned
with what Fernand Braudel’s path-breaking work identified as the intermediate (conjunctures)
and secular (histoire de la longue duréée or structures) levels of the historical process. These are
the levels, under a surface of the immense variation of ‘events’, where common (shared)
conditions, circumstances, enablements, and constraints inform human activities and develop-
ment in a fundamental manner, and where the commonality (globality) of human drama
becomes apparent.* Arguably, the communist experiment may be epitomized in the paradox
of global ambitions, often going hand in hand with policies of national and systemic isolation
which, in the end, yielded global defeat.

The term ‘Nylon Curtain’ has been chosen also to direct the reader’s attention to a
particular work of David Riesman, one of the few sober voices of the early Cold War era in
the US. I have in mind his wonderful imaginary report from 1951, “The Nylon War’, staging
a scenario where the US, within the framework of ‘Operation Abundance’, was for months
bombing the Soviet Union with consumer goods. This highly instructive piece of fiction
was originally published in Common Cause (Vol. 4, No. 6 (1951), 379-85), starting with the
following words:
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Today — August 1, 1951 — the Nylon War enters upon the third month since the United States
began all-out bombing of the Soviet Union with consumers’ goods [. . .] Behind the initial raid of
June 1 were years of secret and complex preparations, and an idea of disarming simplicity: that if
allowed to sample the riches of America, the Russian people would not long tolerate masters who gave them
tanks and spies instead of vacuum cleaners and beauty parlours. The Russian rulers would thereupon be
forced to turn out consumers’ goods, or face mass discontent on an increasing scale.” (Emphasis

added — G. P.)

Riesman’s most amusing thought experiment bears witness to his impressive knowledge
of Soviet society as it actually worked: of the economy of shortage, of the dominance of
bureaucratic coordination and the absence or weakness of market mechanisms of adjustment
between production and consumption, of elite privileges, and, last but not least, of
(systematically and systemically frustrated) consumer desires among the inhabitants of the
USSR.. In this sense, Riesman’s fiction, which led many Americans to believe that Operation
Abundance was actually under way,® was an early reminder of the fundamental fact that even
communist controlled societies were part of the global world. A ‘Nylon War’ appeared
credible and could be believed to have been effective because it was generally understood that
even ‘simple people’ behind the Nylon Curtain were knowledgeable about living standards,
tendencies of consumption, available and accessible consumer goods, etc. in the West, and
were also aware of and increasingly frustrated by the intolerably poor performance experi-
enced in their home countries. As Gregory Castillo shows in a recent paper,’ it was, indeed,
part of the policies of US and West German authorities to make inhabitants of the ‘Eastern
Bloc’” conscious of the systemic gap in consumer satisfaction, living conditions, and living
standards. At the West-Berlin exhibition entitled Wir bauen ein besseres Leben, opened at the
German Industrial Exhibition in 1952, the domestic life of an ‘average skilled worker and his
family” in the West was to be put on display. ‘Attached to every household object was a tag
indicating country of origin, retail price, and the number of hours of labour, as measured by a
skilled worker’s wage, needed to purchase the item.” For East German visitors it was probably
not simply their Western counterparts’ easy access to these goods that was upsetting — but
also the fact that many of those items, could not be acquired in the GDR even if they had the
right kind of incomes for them. The German-German experience applies to other communist
countries too, although there the flow of information in the 1950s was certainly not as smooth
as between the pre-Wall Germanys.

The curtain was made of Nylon, not Iron. It was not only transparent but it also yielded to
strong osmotic tendencies that were globalizing knowledge across the systemic divide about
culture, goods, and services. These tendencies were not only fueling consumer desires and
expectations of living standards but they also promoted in both directions the spreading
of visions of ‘good society’, of ‘humanism’, as well as of civil, political, and social citizenship.
Michael David-Fox’s contribution, in our forthcoming second thematic issue, on Romain
Rolland’s special relationship to the USSR and to Soviet culture is highly relevant in this
respect. David-Fox clearly shows that a reliable understanding of the phenomenon of fellow-
travellers requires, among other things, the careful study of the historically and culturally
contingent ways in which images of one another (of the social/cultural project of socialism
and of the artistic—intellectual—political project of Rolland) were constructed in a transnational
and transsystemic interaction and how these images gave rise to and sustained the relationship
of bondage between fellow-travellers and Stalin’s regime.

Finally, but just as emphatically, it needs to be made explicit that Nylon, as opposed to Iron,
is the epitome of industrial modernity in the early post-war decades. Thus, the bombardment
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of Soviet citizens with the products of Du Pont’s tells also of the advantage the Western world
had over state-socialist Russia and Eastern Europe, whose official regimes were still obsessed
with counting the tons of iron and coal produced.®

Ambiguous globality

Russian and East European societies have been characterized, both before and after the
collapse of communist rule, by strong (and deliberately promoted) transnational tendencies:
preceding the post-1989 scramble for entry into NATO and the EU, the Moscow-centred
integration in the Comecon and the Warsaw Pact had often been thought of as the embryo of
a future communist world order.

The idea goes back, of course, to the founders of ‘scientific socialism’. Marx was well aware
of the cosmopolitan tendency inherent in the capitalist economic order. In the Communist
Manifesto he claimed this tendency would prevail not only in the economic but also in the
ideological and cultural fields of societal life:

The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the entire
surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connections
everywhere.

The bourgeoisie has, through its exploitation of the world market, given a cosmopolitan
character to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of reactionaries, it
has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. . . . In place of the
old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction,
universal inter-dependence of nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual production. The
intellectual creations of individual nations become common property. National one-sidedness and
narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local
literatures, there arises a world literature.”

The other side of this same coin was, in Marx, the idea of a transnationally oriented
proletariat and the prophecy of a communist world revolution to be accomplished with their
agency. The proletariat of this cosmopolitan capitalist world order ‘had no homeland’, as it
was put 1n the Manifesto. It was the agent singled out by Marx for putting an end to the
capitalist world order (and, thus, putting an end to history), and replacing it with a communist
world order, based on and shaped by the free association of fully emancipated human
individuals.

Thus, communists, who took over and monopolized government in Russia, and later, in
East Central Europe, had the uneasy task of harmonizing this crucially important globalist
legacy (providing their power with a mission and legitimacy) with a number of historical
circumstances, which, from the point of view of systemic globalization, had a constraining and
debilitating effect. I will only list a few of these that I think are most important:

(@) Communist rule, to begin with, could only be established and consolidated in one
country: Russia.

(b) Soviet-Russian communism had developed by the mid-1930s a heavily nationalist, even
ethnocentric orientation'® and, even when it showed some appetite for expansion, its
Soviet systemic, ‘world-revolutionary” motives were hard to distinguish from motives of
a Russian, imperial and revanchist nature.

(¢) When systemic-and-imperial expansion into East Central Europe actually took place in
the second half of the 1940s, it created a core area of communist world-revolution that
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was in itself very heterogencous in terms of levels of economic, technological, and social
development.'" The ‘socialist camp’ was established mostly on the wrong side of the
borderline between successful and unsuccesstul modernization attempts in Europe of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It could be argued that state socialism
originated from the European periphery of modern economic and societal development
in the wake of failures and half-successes of modernization efforts, and/or as a response
to the frustrating and humiliating experience of sustained underdevelopment or
semi-development within the capitalist world system.

Nonetheless, the communist world system (a term used by the contemporaries!) resulting
from the Second World War, was seen by Moscow as well as by the international network of
communist parties in a long-term perspective, as the first phase of escalation into a global
communist order. Indeed, considering the global pretensions of the state socialist system, we
can safely claim that the communist project in Eastern Europe has been the largest deliberately
designed experiment in globalization in modern history.'?

These factors may help to explain the almost Janus-faced nature of the ways in which
communist modernizing elites related to the outside world.

On the one hand, they were conscious of their world-revolutionary mission of globalizing
what was claimed and believed to be possibly the most developed social formation. They
were, indeed, cultivating and, at least in some early periods, even captivated by a mentalité
characterized by ‘the superimposition of a better “soon” on a still imperfect “now.”’"> This
gave them certain hubris — an excessive feeling of superiority. This state of mind, however,
was actually generated and sustained not only by what Sheila Fitzpatrick called ‘the discourse
of socialist realism’ but also by what I propose to term the discoutrse of systemic relativism.
Systemic relativism construed the social world of state socialism as something essentially
different from that of capitalism or any other social formation. In this view, capitalism and
socialism were just as incommensurable as the world of Newtonian physics is with the world
of quantum mechanics. Systemic relativism may be said to have been especially influential
and powerful in economic thought. It suggested that under state socialism economic activity
obeyed other laws, than under capitalism. Behind seemingly similar phenomena, such as
wage-labour, piece-rates, money and commodity relations, prices, markets, etc., a completely
different world was hiding. The status of systemic relativism in state-socialist discourses is
interestingly illustrated in the East German debate on architecture, where systemic relativist
arguments were mobilized both on the part of the socialist realist ideologues, ‘celebrating
Prussian neoclassicism while denigrating its social and political context” and by Hermann
Henselmann who, before he himself converted to socialist realism, tried to argue for
‘transplanting [“formalist”] modernism into the healthy context of socialist patronage’.'*
Another instructive example is the transformations that film genres like the Western and the
Musical underwent when the socialist Unterhaltungsindustrie of DEFA appropriated and
domesticated them for use in the GDR. — discussed in Jon Raundalen’s article forthcoming in
the next issue of Slavonica with other papers originating from our project. The formula applied
by Hungarian communist composer Andras Mihily in 1950 to the contemporary Western
reception of Bartdk, so eloquently analysed by Danielle Fosler Lucier,'” is a case in point too.
Finally, the case of Witold Gombrowicz ofters an altogether different perspective: as argued
by Knut Andreas Grimstad, the Polish émigré writer challenges any discourse of systemic
relativism by transposing onto it his own ‘globalized’ biography. Owing to his transatlantic
strategies, he becomes free from the constricting environment of European nationalisms and
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their totalizing demands by becoming a “Witold Gombrowicz’ who knows no bounds or
allegiances whatsoever. The might of systemic—relativist discourse necessitated even the
re-appropriation of the communist countries’ own historical, cultural, and artistic heritage
from the pre-communist era.'s

On the other hand, discourses of superiority or systemic relativism notwithstanding,
communist elites could only for short periods of time completely forget about the hard facts of
their countries’ economic, technological, and social—cultural backwardness. Nor could they
entirely ignore long-standing intellectual—cultural traditions that had yielded self-images
of relative backwardness ever since the first half of the nineteenth century. They could, of
course, happily live with the fact that Soviet or Hungarian musical production was lagging
behind Western contemporary music in terms of experimentation and the use of new
twentieth century techniques.'” But they were increasingly concerned about their regimes’
poor economic and technological performance. It was not only about growth rates, and even
less was it about such indicators of military—industrial might as tons of coal and steel per
year, a typical obsession of the 1930s, 40s, and 50s. Nor was it only about low efficiency or
the chronic problems with quality. It was just as importantly and alarmingly the failure of
state socialism to appropriate and adopt the main tendencies of international technological
development and their failure to pioneer such changes. Out of fifty major technical advances
that were made during the post-war era and still shape our lives today, only three appeared
first in a socialist country.'®

Thus, two opposite states of mind, self-perceptions dominated by the feeling of superiority
or inferiority, combined to form the mentality of the communist elite and their seemingly
capricious oscillations between the extremes of offensive or defensive, integrationist or
isolationist postures. Such fluctuations (cyclical movements) in self-perception and in
discourses and policies shaping communist attitudes towards the systemic Other are clearly
tangible in the development of the Russian—Soviet myth of childhood analysed by Catriona
Kelly in her important study written within the framework of our project.” The first phase,
until about 1932, is an era of ‘suprematist internationalism’ characterized by readiness to admit
Russia’s backwardness and an openness to learn internationally, but also by a confidence in
Soviet ‘leadership in some (many) areas’. There was a keen interest in Western trends as they
manifested themselves in legislation, educational institutions, literature on education, theories
of child psychology, etc. And even though there appears, in the 1920s, a certain amount of
‘national triumphalism’ over Soviet Russia’s openness to change and the political leadership
established in the international youth and children’s ‘movement’, contemporary propaganda
was still placing more emphasis upon ‘the need to free children from backwardness than on
the Soviet Union’s (“exemplary”) achievements in improving their lives’. During the mid-
1930s, this internationalism began to be eroded and a new, ‘patriotic’ phase in representations
of childhood commenced. “The idea that children lived better in the Soviet Union than they
did anywhere else was now trumpeted everywhere.” Soviet (Russian) patriotism went hand
in hand with isolationism and xenophobia. Bringing the cycle to completion, a partial revival
of internationalism can be observed from the post-Stalin Thaw onwards, even though with
a great deal of ‘patriotism’ remaining in place.

Michael David-Fox has recently published an inspiring essay on Aleksandr Arosev, an old
Bolshevik, head of the All-Union Society for Cultural Ties Abroad (VOKS), 1934—37.2° The
essay starts with a rather unexpected, even shocking image. On 4 June 1935, having escorted
his wife to the border station, on her way to Prague, Arosev wrote this about the feelings and
thoughts overwhelming him upon the train’s departure:
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For a long time I walked in the direction in which the train disappeared. . . Like a Scythian or a
Mongol, T harbour inside me a great longing (foska) for the west and nothing acts on me like the
evening sky or the setting sun. T adore the west and would like to follow the sun.*!

The same Arosev, in his letters to Stalin from 1929 and 1931, triumphantly reported about
Europe and America having been enfecbled and terrified by Soviet achievements and referred
to Europe (the West) as ‘the old prostitute’, predicting her destruction. This dualism is not
simply a result of different publics (a secret diary meant for an unspecified future reader on the
one hand, and the letters to Stalin on the other); nor is it fully explained, to my mind, by
reference to the dissonance or divergence between Arosev’s cultural affinities and his political
convictions, otherwise so skilfully analysed by David-Fox. Rather it reflects the inevitable
oscillation between two diametrically opposite states of mind among the Leninist moderniz-
ing elite of a relatively backward country: the hubris of systemic superiority on the one hand,
and the admission of the developmental (economic, social, and cultural) inferiority, implying
the rejection of the ‘really existing’ social world under state socialism (the painfully imperfect
here and now).** In accordance with what I tried to argue above, I think this dualism applies
by necessity to communist elites in the whole Eastern European region. Indeed, it could be
shown to have applied in Stalin’s case as well. The two sides could, in fact, be present in one
and the same text, as in Stalin’s speech delivered to the first federal conference of the
functionaries of socialist industry in 1931.% On the one hand, there is the claim of Soviet
systemic superiority:

Crises, unemployment, waste, destitution among the masses — such are the incurable diseases of
capitalism. Our system does not suffer from these diseases because power is in our hands, in the
hands of the working class; because we are conducting a planned economy, systematically
accumulating resources and properly distributing them among the different branches of the national
economy. We are free from the incurable diseases of capitalism. That is what distinguishes us from
capitalism; that is what constitutes our decisive superiority over capitalism. [.. .] our system, the

Soviet system, affords us opportunities of rapid progress of which not a single bourgeois country can
dream.’

On the other hand, this passage is followed by a stylized, educational review of Russian
history and the Soviet present as one of military, technological, economic, and cultural
backwardness concluding with the following words:

We are behind the developed countries by s0—100 years. We have to eliminate this gap in ten years’
time. Either we succeed in eliminating the gap or they will trample us down.

It appears to me that there is a crucially important relationship between (Soviet, GDR,
Hungarian, or other) communist self~perception and their ways of relating to the outside
world. Perceptions of one’s own position vis-i-vis the West moves between the two extreme
points of superiority and inferiority, while the possible political attitudes can be placed on an
axis stretching from a basically offensive to a basically defensive posture. In terms of actual
results, combinations between various postures and self-perceptions give rise to at least two
variants of isolationism and integrationism at the systemic level.

A state socialist regime is characterized by isolationism when its dominant discourses,
policies, and institutions are geared to minimize interaction with the outside world, especially
with their systemic Other. Depending on whether behind the isolationist posture there is a
self-perception of superiority or inferiority in felation to the West, it should be meaningful to
distinguish between offensive and defensive isolationism respectively. In terms of cultural
interaction with the rest of the world, the period of Zhdanovschina until the early 1950s is
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certainly characterized by offensive isolationism: discourses of Soviet systemic and Russian
national superiority asserted themselves and combined with ferocious attacks on foreign
influences, especially on patterns and ideas that were deemed ‘alien’ from a systemic point of
view. Defensive isolationism is a rare bird in the history of state socialism and that is quite
understandable: a regime that acts from a platform of perceived inferiority (i.e., a regime in
which not even its major beneficiaries, its elites, believe) cannot but be a rather short-lived
regime, however successtul it may be in its isolationism. I think closest to this pattern were
the communist elites in Hungary between 1973 and 1978, and in the USSR between 1968
and 1985: there was little bragging about systemic superiority, a great number of internal
documents revealing growing concerns about the increasing gap to the disadvantage of the
socialist camp in terms of economic performance and technological development, and an
increased propensity to ‘solve’ problems through more regimentation.

Conversely, a state socialist regime is rightly described as integrationist when its dominant
discourses, policies and institutions are geared to engaging in interaction with the outside
world with a view to systemic expansion or/and to learning and catching up. Offensive
integrationism 1s probably the right characterization of Soviet expansion into East Central
Europe from 1947 to 1952, and it went hand in hand with an offensive isolationism manifest
in their relation to the US and towards ‘Marshallized” Western Europe. This is a period of
aggressive efforts to propagate, in East Central Europe, Soviet patterns of institutionalizing
and organizing cultural, social, and economic life, efforts based on and promoted by the
assertion of the unquestionable superiority of Soviet Music, Soviet Literature, Soviet
Architecture, Soviet Science, etc. An excellent empirical study of this pattern is Kiril Tomoff’s
contribution to this theme issue ‘Prague Spring of 1948 and the Soviet Construction of
a Cultural Sphere’, or Greg Castillo’s superb analysis of developments in East German
architecture and interior design in the 1940s and 1950s, showing the active participation of
Germany’s Soviet Military Administration (SMAD) in the attacks in 1951 on ‘modernist
abstraction’ and ‘formalism’ and the role of learning from the Soviet Union in ‘the battle for
a new German architecture’. Finally, defensive integrationism was the dominant pattern,
for example, in Hungary’s (but also Poland’s and the USSR'’s) cultural and academic relations
with the West during most of the 1960s. Deliberate efforts were made to import and
‘domesticate’ Western economic knowledge in such areas as business management, industrial
and agricultural organization, statistical, econometric analysis, linear programming, etc.
The communist cultural—political leadership allowed hundreds, perhaps even thousands of
Hungarian, Polish, and Russian scholars in the social sciences to participate in the fellowships
program of the Ford Foundation and spend a year or more at US institutions of higher
learning. As this important episode of peaceful co-existence shows, there were periods when
the discourses of socialist realism and systemic relativism were effectively kept at bay.

Having lived three decades in a communist country and having acquired personal
experience from crossing GDR and USSR boundaries in the 1970s and 1980s, I would never
blame anyone for using the concept of Iron Curtain for the division between the First and
Second World in the pre-1989 era. Yet, it seems crucial for the intellectual well being
and development of the historical and social study of state socialism to be able to see the
complications and complexities of the East—West division and, of the communist project.
These complications and complexities arose out of communism’s ambiguous globality, from
its self-defeating attempt to create an alternative civilization without ever being able to define
genuinely new terms and standards of economic, social, and cultural progress. To the extent
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there was an Iron Curtain it was required by the complete failure of communism’s attempt at
emancipating social progress from capitalism. This failure and the awareness about it,
however, had generated alternating periods of increased isolation, regimentation, and terror,
and periods of “Thaw’, increased openness, emulation, and the softening of Iron into Nylon.
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