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ABSTRACT
This paper serves as the introduction to the special issue with the same title. This special issue grew from a symposium held at the 
annual scientific meeting of the American Association of Biological Anthropologists in 2023 in Reno, Nevada. The conference 
aimed to highlight the various issues of qualifications, standards, and ethics as relevant to the praxis of forensic anthropology. 
The resulting papers focus on these three main themes, exploring the main topics of discussion within the discipline. We broadly 
summarize the papers of the special issue and discuss their relevance to these three main themes. We conclude with our thoughts 
on ethics, standards, and qualifications, namely that we envision a field in which qualifications can be demonstrated through 
certification and eventually licensure. Additionally, we see standard development as being critically important to the profession-
alization of the field and encourage participation in this development via the review process. Finally, we advocate for an ethical 
discipline that not only considers data and skeletal analysis but also how we interact with each other as colleagues to create a 
discipline that is supportive of diversity and fosters creative thought.

Like all forensic sciences, forensic anthropology can most 
broadly be considered the application of anthropology to legal 
matters. Of course, forensic anthropology more specifically fo-
cuses on the search and recovery of human remains and asso-
ciated evidence; the analysis of questioned material to assess its 
significance and compatibility with the medicolegal death in-
vestigation system; the analysis of unknown human remains to 
facilitate personal identification; the comparison of postmortem 
records (e.g., radiographs) of unknown individuals to antemor-
tem records of known individuals to make a positive identifica-
tion; and the analysis of trauma and taphonomy to reconstruct 
the death event, which contributes to a medicolegal authority's 
determination of the cause and manner of death (Christensen 
et al. 2024; Dirkmaat 2012).

Forensic anthropology is unique from other areas of anthropology 
in that it exists solely because of a societal need for the analysis of 
human skeletal remains to resolve cases for the medicolegal death 
investigation system. Forensic anthropology, while still primarily 
existing within academia (Pilloud et al. 2022), provides a service to 
law enforcement, the medicolegal death investigation system, and 
larger-scale human rights and humanitarian contexts. Modern fo-
rensic anthropology arose from a confluence of biological anthro-
pologists (e.g., WM Krogman) and anatomists/physicians (e.g., TW 
Todd, Krogman's mentor) being approached by law enforcement 
and death investigation professionals in need of assistance with 
unknown human skeletal remains (Passalacqua and Clever 2024). 
The need for this expertise persists today, but on a much larger 
scale. Forensic pathologists receive little education in human 
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osteology, comparative anatomy, and the analysis of human skele-
tal remains during their education (Christensen et al. 2015), neces-
sitating the involvement of forensic anthropologists in performing 
skeletal analyses. Moreover, forensic anthropologists assist with 
outdoor and fire death scene recovery, including crime scenes, 
as law enforcement personnel are very rarely trained in this task 
(Schultz and Dupras 2008; Sonderman 2001). Forensic anthropol-
ogy as a discipline is still largely rooted in academia; the scholarly 
pursuits of forensic anthropology often focus on the development, 
refinement, and validation of methods in support of the primary 
mission of forensic anthropology, the personal identification of an 
unknown decedent, and understanding the circumstances of their 
death and deposition. If there was no societal need for these types 
of analyses, forensic anthropology would not exist.

The discipline of forensic anthropology was formalized in the 
1970s with the creation of the Physical Anthropology (now sim-
ply, Anthropology) Section of the American Academy of Forensic 
Sciences (AAFS) in 1972 and the creation of the American Board 
of Forensic Anthropology (ABFA) in 1977 (Boyd et al. 2020). The 
Anthropology Section is one of 12 disciplinary sections of the 
AAFS and exists as the primary scholarly meeting for forensic 
anthropologists, occurring within the larger umbrella of the 
largest national and international meeting for forensic scientists. 
The ABFA is the certifying body for forensic anthropology in 
North America and is the only certifying body for forensic an-
thropology that is accredited to do so; in this case by the Forensic 
Specialties Accreditation Board (FSAB) (Bartelink et al. 2020; 
Boyd et  al.  2020; Passalacqua and Pilloud  2021). The profes-
sionalization of forensic anthropology began in the 1970s as a 
response to practicing forensic anthropologists realizing that 
they were developing a unique set of skills (i.e., expertise) that 
set them apart from other types of biological anthropologists, as 
well as the idea that having dedicated professional organizations 
would assist with establishing expertise in court (Snow 1982).

Snow (1982: 111) states that the rationale behind the ABFA was: 
“(a) the regulation of the practice of forensic anthropology, (b) 
encouraging the acceptance of forensic anthropology by the 
courts, and (c) excluding the use as forensic anthropology ex-
perts individuals not prepared to practice forensic anthropology 
or testify in court by virtue of training, experience, or research 
(sic).” İşcan (1988: 204) echoed Snow stating:

It was hoped that official certification would elevate 
and standardize the credentials of anthropologists 
who serve as consultants and expert witnesses. 
However, even now many members of the criminal 
justice system as a whole do not really understand that 
all physical anthropologists do not have the proper 
background or credentials, and are thus not qualified 
to serve in a forensic capacity. This confusion is 
further compounded by uncertified anthropologists 
who “assist” law enforcement agencies instead of 
referring cases to or at least consulting their more 
appropriately trained colleagues. This is a very 
serious problem since their involvement can impede 
proper identification of unknown remains, or worse 
yet, affect the outcome of a trial.

Unfortunately, this lack of understanding regarding the utility 
and importance of forensic anthropology by law enforcement 
and medicolegal death investigation professionals continues to 
this day (Christensen et al. 2015), as does the continued practice 
of forensic anthropology by unqualified anthropologists.

While the discipline of forensic anthropology has increasingly 
embraced the concepts of accreditation, certification, method 
validation, evidence handling and chain of custody, quality as-
surance, standards development, traceability, and transparency, 
these concepts are less familiar to most biological anthropolo-
gists. This lack of intradisciplinary understanding of these con-
cepts and their importance is noteworthy, as dismissing work 
in support of these areas results in the work and expertise of fo-
rensic anthropologists being undervalued and marginalized by 
their peers (Passalacqua, Mulholland, et al. 2021). For example, 
in 2020, the authors N.V.P. and M.A.P. received the following 
comments from an anonymous peer reviewer on a paper on how 
credentialing and standardization, which has become common-
place in forensic anthropology, could serve as a model for profes-
sionalizing other areas of anthropology, such as bioarcheology: 
“the argument overall smacks of colonialism and gatekeeping, in 
that it is an attempt to force a particular structure on the practice 
of anthropology,” and that “it would make more sense to remove 
forensic anthropology from anthropology departments entirely 
and instead place it in forensic science programs.” We feel that 
our arguments in this rejected paper were more in line with pro-
moting a baseline for qualification to perform bioarcheological 
analyses, a standard that is already becoming part of state law 
across the United States (Carter et al. 2022). Further, bioarcheol-
ogy can equally be strengthened by embracing the type of stan-
dardization that is being established in forensic anthropology.

While we are not advocating that anthropology broadly needs to 
shift its focus to increasing standardization of its practices and 
professionalization of its institutions and practitioners, there 
is utility in being able to demonstrate expertise or competence 
via credentialing. Fluehr-Lobban  (2013: 2) notes: “lacking any 
formal means of determining who is or is not an anthropolo-
gist, the question remains an open one”; and that “Neither the 
umbrella organization of the AAA [American Anthropological 
Association], nor any of the professional cultural, archeological, 
or biological anthropological associations are licensing associa-
tions; thus, alleged misconduct cannot be sanctioned by loss of 
a license to practice” (Fluehr-Lobban 2013: 19). When it comes 
to the applied practice of anthropology, we should value our spe-
cialized expertises and competencies. Experts are less likely to 
make mistakes than non-experts (Passalacqua et al. 2023) and 
credentials, such as certifications or licenses help the public to 
understand who is qualified to perform different types of special-
ized labor. Performing forensic work outside of one's expertise is 
an unethical misrepresentations of someone's qualifications and 
abilities, and often leads to negative outcomes that could harm 
individuals, their families and communities, and the reputation 
of the discipline with its stakeholders, not to mention possible 
miscarriages of justice (Passalacqua and Pilloud 2022).

While we recognize that forensic anthropology is a unique 
discipline, at its core forensic anthropology is anthropology. 
Particularly in that it requires an understanding of the intercon-
nectedness of human biology, culture, and the environment for 
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the investigation and resolution of its cases. As a largely applied 
niche discipline, forensic anthropology embodies aspects of all 
four of the subfields in its service to the medicolegal death in-
vestigation system and communities served by this system. Not 
only does forensic anthropology use validated biological anthro-
pology laboratory methods based on known human skeletal ref-
erence samples, it also relies on systematic archeological method 
and theory for the search and recovery of human remains and 
associated evidence (Boyd and Boyd 2011). Additionally, foren-
sic anthropology requires the successful communication of com-
plex ideas, approaches, and methodological findings through 
different forms of written documents and testimony to diverse 
audiences, as well as engaging and collaborating with stakehold-
ers of diverse cultural backgrounds to successfully perform their 
applied work (Christensen et al. 2024).

It is within this framework that this special issue was conceptu-
alized, based on the symposium held at the annual meeting of 
the American Association of Biological Anthropologists in 2023 
in Reno, Nevada. Part of the rationale for this special issue was 
to explore the current state of the discipline of forensic anthro-
pology to share with not only practitioners, but also biological 
anthropologists more broadly. The goals of this special issue are 
twofold: (1) exploring the current state of the discipline within 
a broader biological anthropology context; and (2) interrogating 
the discipline through a lens of current discussions occurring 
within anthropology. The issue is generally structured in the fol-
lowing three categories of qualifications, standards, and ethical 
practice, which we discuss further below.

1   |   Qualifications

What qualifies someone to practice forensic anthropology has 
been an ongoing discussion in forensic anthropology for sev-
eral decades (Galloway and Simmons  1997; Ubelaker  2010). 
For example, there has been much discussion over the need 
for certification and the formalization and professionalization 
of education and training (Langley and Tersigni-Tarrant 2020; 
Passalacqua and Pilloud 2020, 2021; Passalacqua, Pilloud, and 
Congram 2021; Pinto et al. 2020). In 2010, the Scientific Working 
Group for Forensic Anthropology (SWGAnth) published a 
standard on qualifications (SWGAnth  2010); however, this 
standard was not published through an accredited Standards 
Development Organization and therefore had little enforce-
ment. The Organization of Scientific Area Committees for 
Forensic Science (OSAC) proposed a Standard for Qualifications 
of Forensic Anthropology Practitioners (OSAC 2025). This stan-
dard encourages a PhD for practice along with certification 
and continuing education. The standard also outlines compe-
tency areas and encourages ethical practice. This development 
is particularly important as it becomes increasingly difficult to 
adequately identify who is an expert in forensic anthropology 
and who possesses the requisite expertise to perform forensic 
anthropological analyses and provide expert witness testimony 
based on those analyses (Passalacqua et al. 2023). It is within 
this context that the authors of manuscripts within the special 
issue approach the concept of qualifications in the discipline, in 
terms of how to achieve the qualifications, how to standardize 
them, and what happens when there is a failure to adequately 
define experts.

Pink et  al.  (2025) propose a model for advanced training and 
professionalization within forensic anthropology through a 
postdoctoral fellowship. They argue that training needs stan-
dardization within the discipline and could follow a model of 
core competency somewhat akin to the model followed by foren-
sic pathologists. At the core of this argument is the need to pro-
fessionalize and distinguish forensic anthropology as a unique 
discipline with a distinct set of expertises. A clear training path 
is needed to give practitioners this skill set and provide them 
with the requisite knowledge and experience to perform foren-
sic anthropological work in an ethical manner and according 
to published standards. The authors also highlight the need to 
ensure these postdoctoral opportunities are longer than 1 year, 
pay a living wage, and aim to recruit underrepresented groups 
in forensic anthropology.

Boyd  (2025) explores the liminal space occupied by forensic 
anthropology as the discipline grapples to define qualifications 
and professionalism. Boyd identifies how the lack of a clear 
definition of what forensic anthropology is and what forensic 
anthropologists can do—puts the discipline in an ambiguous 
role—where we may not be asked to do what we are qualified to 
do and vice versa. Standards development is a way we can work 
to shape the discipline in terms of practice and qualifications 
and demonstrate the value of our discipline; although reaching 
a consensus on these matters can prove difficult with such a di-
verse group of practitioners and stakeholders. Within this dis-
cussion of professionalism, Boyd also focuses on mental health 
and achieving a work-life balance. Working in an essential but 
underfunded laboratory contributes to an unhealthy work envi-
ronment. If we continue to acquiesce because we know our work 
is necessary, nothing will change. It is important to distinguish, 
as Boyd points out, between altruism, ethics, and self-care.

Langley et al. (2025) provide an overview of the current state of 
the discipline in terms of certification and licensure. They also 
discuss the future of the discipline to include the new tiered cer-
tification system developed within the ABFA, the implementa-
tion of standards that may govern the qualifications of forensic 
anthropologists, and the push to move toward licensure. The 
authors advocate for the formalization of qualifications that can 
be demonstrated via certification and licensure, as unqualified 
practitioners may impede the progress and resolution of medi-
colegal cases. Moreover, unprofessional and flawed work mis-
represents the discipline and may ultimately deter the use of 
forensic anthropologists in medicolegal casework.

Carter et  al.  (2025) explore examples of forensic anthropology 
expert witness testimony over a period of 10 years. Their results 
indicate that flawed testimony was introduced as a result of a 
failure to adequately identify experts within the discipline of 
forensic anthropology. They also argue for more standardized 
education and training within forensic anthropology as well as 
the development of licensure as a requirement to practice.

2   |   Standards

The development of professional standards documents within 
the forensic sciences was largely through various Working 
Groups that independently developed discipline-specific 
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standards. Within forensic anthropology, these efforts were 
started by the SWGAnth, which was a joint effort started in 
2008 between the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the 
United States Department of Defense's Central Identification 
Laboratory (DOD CIL) (now known as the Defense POW/MIA 
Accounting Agency) (Christensen and Crowder  2009). The 
SWGAnth produced 21 standards documents until 2014 when it 
went on an indefinite hiatus. With the publication of the report 
of the National Research Council (2009) as part of the National 
Academies of Sciences entitled “Strengthening Forensic Science: 
A Path Forward” there was a larger push toward standards de-
velopment (Ubelaker  2018). In 2014, the OSAC, administered 
by the NIST, was developed to work on standards development. 
The OSAC forensic anthropology subcommittee worked from 
the standards documents produced by the SWGAnth to fur-
ther develop proposed standards and best practice documents. 
These consensus-based documents are then submitted to a 
Standard Development Organization (SDO). In this case, the 
SDO that was selected is the American Academy of Forensic 
Sciences' Academy Standards Board (ASB), accredited by the 
American National Standards Institute, or ANSI (Passalacqua 
and Pilloud 2021). The ASB has its own Forensic Anthropology 
Consensus Body that is responsible for developing and publish-
ing standards as well as updating existing standards, and there 
is a focus to coordinate efforts of the OSAC and the ASB in terms 
of the development of standards and best practices.

Bartelink et al. (In press) review the history and current state 
of the professionalization of the discipline of forensic anthro-
pology, focusing on the development of standards as this is 
critical in defining the discipline, its practice, and its practi-
tioners. Standard development, beginning with the SWGAnth 
and now focused on the OSAC and the ASB, forms an integral 
part of training and practice. In fact, in the future, recertifi-
cation within the ABFA will require certificants to verify that 
they have read all relevant standards as published by the ASB 
within the past 6 months. It is important to note that standards 
development is a continuous process; thus, standards must be 
updated at least every 5 years.

Passalacqua et al.  (2025) describe the rationale behind stan-
dards documents, as well as the history and current standards 
development processes in forensic anthropology. However, 
more importantly, it introduces a proposed standard for the 
ethical use of human skeletal remains in forensic anthropol-
ogy as well as the primary principles upon which the proposed 
standard is based (e.g., informed consent, deathcare, and serv-
ing the community). This proposed standard is not meant to 
provide answers to every situation in which human remains 
are encountered, but rather to provide criteria for how human 
remains should be used in research, education, and training 
in forensic anthropology.

3   |   Ethical Practice

Ethical practice within forensic anthropology has been discussed 
in broad terms for decades (e.g., France  2012; Lambert  2018; 
Thompson 2001; Walsh-Haney and Lieberman 2005); more re-
cently, there has been an expansion of what ethics in forensic 
anthropology encompasses. That can extend to working with 

the living and the families of the deceased (Márquez-Grant 
et al. 2020), the visual representation of the deceased (Latham 
et al. 2023), the digital representation of decedents (Smith and 
Hirst 2019), publication (Passalacqua et al. 2014), and a reimag-
ining of what ethics are in forensic anthropology and the respon-
sibilities of forensic anthropologists (Adams et al. 2022). There 
are also discussions on moving toward a forensic anthropology 
of humanitarianism (Goldstein et al. 2022), and advocacy and 
activism in the face of various social issues (Adams et al. 2024; 
McCrane et al. 2022; McCrane and Tallman 2022; Tallman and 
Bird 2022; Tallman, Kincer, et al. 2022; Williams and Ross 2022). 
Moreover, Passalacqua and Pilloud  (2018) expanded in their 
book on professionalism and ethics within forensic anthropol-
ogy to focus on various forms of harassment and discrimination 
as major components of an ethical discipline.

Three contributions in this issue take an extension of these 
various issues within forensic anthropology and build on work 
that discusses the difficulties in entering forensic anthropology 
(Tallman, George, et  al.  2022), the need to diversify the dis-
cipline (Go  2025; Go et  al.  2020; Tallman  2020; Tallman and 
Bird 2022; Yim et al. 2022), and the use of digital representation 
of remains (Alves-Cardoso and Campanacho 2022; Bryson and 
DeLeon 2024).

Delgado et  al.  (2025) investigate the monetary cost of attend-
ing graduate school to become a forensic anthropologist. They 
found that not only is funding far below the cost of living, but 
that white students are overrepresented in the discipline. What 
are the ethics in accepting students who cannot be funded and 
will end up with significant student loan debt? What is their 
quality of life like when they are living in poverty for several 
years while also undergoing a very stressful academic grad-
uate program, particularly when considering the potential for 
future employment (Passalacqua  2018)? These data could be 
very helpful to these graduate programs as they look to improve 
graduate student funding packages. There is an overall need to 
reconsider the structures of academia. It is increasingly becom-
ing an unbalanced and unhealthy working environment, with 
relatively low wages, high demands on productivity, and heavy 
workloads. Graduate students have been pushing for change for 
over two decades. It is time for faculty to more broadly support 
these efforts in redefining excellence in academia and creating 
environments conducive to creative and diverse research where 
students and faculty are valued and thrive.

While Delgado et al. (2025) demonstrate that there are barriers 
to entry to graduate school, Borgelt et al. (2025: 2) work to iden-
tify steps to “prioritize[e] equity to reduce legacies and realities 
of harm”. They provide tangible solutions such as (1) revising 
curricula and syllabi, (2) prioritizing scholars who are pushing 
the boundaries of the discipline, (3) recruiting diverse scholars, 
and (4) encouraging reflective practice.

Plemons and Spiros (2025) address the ethical issues of the use 
of digital copies of human remains; they rightly identify that 
these data have not received the same attention in terms of eth-
ical treatment as the actual display of human remains or pho-
tographs of human remains have elsewhere. In their review of 
ethical statements from various professional organizations, they 
identify a need for more robust ethical guidelines.
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4   |   Conclusions

Our hope is that this special issue has served to highlight vari-
ous contemporary topics in forensic anthropology that are typ-
ically outside of the more traditional methods-based scholarly 
work. It is also our hope that this special issue generates fur-
ther discussion on these topics, as many of the themes discussed 
herein are relevant to biological anthropologists generally. As 
we (re)imagine the future of forensic anthropology, we have sev-
eral concluding thoughts for each of these main points.

4.1   |   Qualifications

As we define and codify qualifications for forensic anthropol-
ogists, it may perhaps make sense to move away from the aca-
demic consultation model and push for investment in forensic 
anthropology staff positions as part of medicolegal death in-
vestigations and within medicolegal offices more broadly. 
Academic institutions can partner with Coroner and Medical 
Examiner's offices to provide additional experiential training 
to students, but most academic institutions are often poor fits 
for the handling and management of evidence, especially long 
term (Goldstein et al. 2022; Passalacqua et al. 2022). This shift 
could move the discipline more toward a medical school model 
of training, aligning it with forensic pathology (Langley and 
Tersigni-Tarrant  2020), but still maintaining a four-field an-
thropological basis. Additionally, with the ABFA's creation of its 
multilevel certification, the creation of licensure for the practice 
of forensic anthropology becomes more likely, which would also 
further align the discipline with forensic pathology and forensic 
odontology.

The issue of qualifications can also be viewed very generally 
in biological anthropology as there are societal needs for such 
work. For example, there are already many states that have 
requirements for demonstrating competency and expertise in 
order to work as a bioarcheologist (Carter et al. 2022), but not 
for forensic anthropology. We do not claim that there needs to be 
stricter control on what is taught in graduate programs, merely 
that programs could be designed with an eye toward develop-
ing competencies in various skills required to be a biological 
anthropologist, in whichever subdiscipline that may be. Or, if 
more rigid training models were developed, some of these skills 
could also be gained in post-doctoral opportunities.

4.2   |   Standards

We view the development of standards and best practices within 
forensic anthropology as critical to its professionalization. Not 
only is the development of standards routine within the foren-
sic sciences, but the codification of best practices for performing 
forensic anthropology creates a uniform baseline for its perfor-
mance by practitioners and its expected outcomes for stakehold-
ers. We encourage practitioners to get involved in standards 
development and to contribute when documents are sent out for 
public comment. A large part of making these documents rele-
vant is to gather input from practitioners; this is the only way to 
make them truly consensus-based.

Input from other biological anthropologists who may not be 
forensic anthropology practitioners is also welcome and would 
serve to build a more robust set of standards for the discipline. 
Further, standards development within forensic anthropology 
could serve as a model for standardizing the practice of other 
applied areas of biological anthropology.

4.3   |   Ethics

Moving forward, we need to reframe how we view the disci-
plines and the practitioners of anthropology, biological anthro-
pology, and forensic anthropology. We need to create space for 
interrogation of the discipline more broadly and to cultivate 
thought-leaders who expand the discipline and do not contract 
it. Being a forensic anthropologist and scientist is more than just 
collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data. It should also incor-
porate the creation of connections and evaluating the discipline 
to identify ways that we can improve and evolve as a discipline. 
Ethical considerations go beyond the accurate presentation of 
data and the proper representation of one's credentials. We must 
also be aware of how we treat each other, how we actively work 
to support diversity and growth of the discipline, and how best 
to mold a discipline that assists and represents the communities 
it serves. As we recognize the colonial systems that dominate 
our societies, we need to recreate how, as scientists, we view and 
participate in science. Such an approach allows for creativity in 
research projects that move beyond simple frequencies and sta-
tistics and work toward an inclusive discipline. Overall, these 
three components can work together to create a forensic an-
thropology that is able to work within a medicolegal framework 
and best serves the community and those within the discipline, 
while also emphasizing the humanitarian nature of forensic an-
thropology's mission.

Finally, the organizers and participants felt the subjects pre-
sented herein were particularly important to discuss within 
the broader discipline of biological anthropology. As forensic 
anthropology has continued to evolve and diverge from its be-
ginnings, no longer is it acceptable to consider forensic anthro-
pology as a small, applied offshoot of biological anthropology. 
The methods, theory, and expertise within forensic anthropol-
ogy are unique and not to be lumped in with bioarcheology or 
other areas of biological anthropology. Students seeking to be 
forensic anthropologists must be trained by forensic anthropolo-
gists. Anthropologists lacking expertise and training in forensic 
anthropology must not perform this applied work, but instead 
should refer law enforcement or the medicolegal authority to 
other qualified individuals, who ideally have demonstrated their 
qualifications through certification.

We view these issues as critical to the future growth of forensic 
anthropology to ensure an ethical practice that is trusted and 
valued by relevant stakeholders. While we view forensic anthro-
pology as a diverging discipline with unique expertises, quali-
fications, and ethical considerations, we still see the discipline 
as firmly rooted within anthropology. Therefore, the issues dis-
cussed in this special issue we see as still relevant to biological 
anthropology in general and welcome broad discussion as we 
move forward to professionalize and define this discipline.
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