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Abstract 

This paper examines the current state of legal protections for journalists in China, focusing on the challenges 

they face and proposing comprehensive recommendations to enhance press freedom. It analyzes the historical 

evolution of these protections, the existing legal framework, and compares them with international standards. 

Through case studies and statistical data, the paper highlights the systemic issues contributing to legal failures 

and harassment faced by journalists. The study concludes with actionable recommendations to reform legal 

frameworks, strengthen judicial independence, establish independent regulatory bodies, improve access to 

information, protect digital rights, and support journalist safety. By implementing these measures, China can 

foster a more open and free media environment, contributing to the country’s development and democratic 

processes. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Historical Context and Evolution of Legal Protections for Journalists 

The legal protections for journalists in China have undergone significant changes over the past century. Initially, 

under the rule of the Qing Dynasty and early Republic of China, there was limited legal framework specifically 

aimed at protecting journalists. The press was largely influenced by political powers, with minimal legal 

recourse available for journalists facing persecution. 

The founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 marked a new era of media control. During the early 

years, the government exerted strict control over the press, and there were virtually no legal protections for 

journalists. The media was primarily a tool for propaganda, and journalists were expected to adhere to the party 

line without question. 

Significant changes began to emerge in the 1980s with China’s economic reforms and opening up policies. The 

government recognized the need for a more professional and reliable media to support economic growth and 

modernization. Consequently, there were attempts to introduce laws and regulations aimed at protecting 

journalists to some extent. However, these protections were often superficial and were not consistently enforced. 

The most notable development in recent years has been the introduction of the “Regulations on the 

Administration of Internet News Information Services” in 2017, which aimed to regulate the online news 

environment. Despite these regulations, the overall trend has been towards increasing control and censorship 

rather than genuine legal protections for journalistic freedom. 

1.2 Current Legal Framework Governing Press Freedom and Journalist Safety 

The current legal framework in China comprises several laws and regulations that ostensibly provide protections 

for journalists, but these are often counterbalanced by other laws that restrict press freedom. Key legal 
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instruments include: 

The Constitution of the People’s Republic of China: Article 35 guarantees citizens’ freedom of speech, press, 

assembly, association, procession, and demonstration. However, these freedoms are subject to the caveat of not 

harming the interests of the state, society, or the collective. This conditionality often results in the suppression of 

press freedom under the guise of protecting state interests. 

The Criminal Law of the People’s Republic of China: Various provisions under this law can be used to prosecute 

journalists, including charges of subversion, incitement, and leaking state secrets. These provisions often 

overshadow the nominal protections offered, as they provide broad grounds for the authorities to detain and 

punish journalists whose work is deemed politically sensitive or threatening to state security. 

The Civil Code of the People’s Republic of China: This code provides for personal rights, including the right to 

reputation, which can sometimes be used to protect journalists from defamation claims. However, it also allows 

for lawsuits against journalists who are perceived to have harmed individuals’ reputations, often leading to legal 

challenges that can stifle investigative journalism and critical reporting. 

Regulations on the Administration of Internet News Information Services (2017): These regulations require 

online news providers to obtain licenses and comply with strict guidelines, which can limit journalistic freedom 

and result in severe penalties for non-compliance. The licensing requirement serves as a tool for the government 

to control and monitor online news content, thereby restricting the ability of journalists to report freely. 

The Cybersecurity Law of the People’s Republic of China: Enacted in 2017, this law imposes stringent 

requirements on online content, data storage, and user privacy, indirectly impacting the ability of journalists to 

report freely, especially on sensitive issues. The law enhances the state’s capacity to censor and surveil online 

activities, creating a chilling effect on journalists who fear repercussions for their reporting. 

Overall, while the legal framework includes provisions that theoretically protect journalistic freedoms, these are 

often counteracted by other laws and regulations that prioritize state control and censorship, significantly 

restricting the operational freedom of journalists in China. 

1.3 Comparative Analysis of International Standards and Chinese Laws 

A comparative analysis of international standards and Chinese laws reveals significant disparities in the 

protection of journalistic freedoms. Internationally, several key documents outline the rights and protections for 

journalists: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in Article 19 states that “everyone has the right 

to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to 

seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.” Similarly, the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), although signed by China but not ratified, offers 

robust protections for freedom of expression under Article 19, which includes the freedom of the press. 

UNESCO’s Constitution also advocates for “the free flow of ideas by word and image,” emphasizing the 

importance of press freedom as a cornerstone of democracy and development. 

In comparison, Chinese laws provide nominal protections that are often undermined by other statutory 

instruments aimed at maintaining social stability and political control. The Constitution of the People’s Republic 

of China, in Article 35, offers conditional protection of freedoms, including freedom of speech and press, but 

these are heavily restricted by criminal and cybersecurity laws. The Cybersecurity Law, in particular, imposes 

extensive state control and censorship mechanisms. 

The following table highlights key differences: 

 

Table 1.  

Aspect International Standards Chinese Laws 

Freedom of 

Expression 

Strongly protected under UDHR and 

ICCPR (Article 19) 

Constitution (Article 35) offers conditional 

protection; heavily restricted by criminal and 

cybersecurity laws 

Protection from 

Censorship 

Generally prohibits prior censorship and 

interference with journalistic work 

Extensive state control and censorship 

mechanisms in place, particularly through the 

Cybersecurity Law 

Legal Recourse and 

Protections 

Provides avenues for legal recourse and 

protections against harassment and 

arbitrary detention 

Limited legal recourse; journalists often face 

legal and extralegal harassment, detention, 

and prosecution 

Independence of Emphasizes the importance of media Media organizations are often state-owned or 
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Media independence from government 

influence 

controlled, with significant government 

influence and oversight 

Access to 

Information 

Supports broad access to information 

and transparency in governance 

Information access is highly controlled, with 

significant restrictions on reporting sensitive 

issues 

 

This overview highlights the complex landscape of legal protections for journalists in China. While there are 

some legal provisions intended to safeguard journalistic activities, these are often undermined by broader legal 

and regulatory frameworks designed to control information and maintain political stability. The next sections 

will delve deeper into specific challenges and propose comprehensive recommendations for enhancing legal 

protections for journalists in China. 

2. Analysis of Legal Failures and Systemic Issues 

2.1 Case Studies Highlighting Instances of Legal Protection Failures 

To understand the legal protection failures for journalists in China, it is essential to examine specific case studies 

that highlight these issues. One notable example is the case of investigative journalist Chen Yongzhou. In 2013, 

Chen was detained for his reports on financial mismanagement at Zoomlion, a state-owned construction 

company. Despite evidence suggesting that Chen’s reports were accurate, he was charged with damaging the 

company’s reputation and was pressured into making a public confession. This case underscores the 

vulnerability of journalists who report on sensitive issues, particularly when powerful state-owned enterprises 

are involved. 

Another significant case is that of Gao Yu, a veteran journalist who was sentenced to seven years in prison in 

2015 for allegedly leaking a confidential Communist Party document to a foreign website. Gao’s arrest and 

conviction were widely criticized by international human rights organizations, highlighting the Chinese 

government’s harsh stance on journalists who are perceived to challenge the party’s authority. Her case illustrates 

the severe repercussions faced by journalists who engage in investigative reporting on government affairs. 

Additionally, the case of Huang Qi, founder of the human rights website 64 Tianwang, demonstrates the 

systemic harassment and legal persecution of journalists covering human rights issues. Huang has been 

repeatedly detained and imprisoned since 2000, often on charges related to state secrets and subversion. His 

ongoing persecution exemplifies the legal system’s use as a tool to suppress critical voices and limit the 

dissemination of information on human rights abuses. 

These case studies reveal a pattern of legal protection failures where journalists are frequently targeted for their 

reporting, facing arbitrary detention, forced confessions, and severe legal penalties. These instances reflect the 

broader systemic issues that contribute to the precarious position of journalists in China. 

2.2 Examination of Systemic Issues Contributing to These Failures 

Several systemic issues contribute to the legal protection failures for journalists in China. Firstly, the legal 

framework itself is designed to prioritize state control over press freedom. Laws such as the National Security 

Law and the Cybersecurity Law grant broad powers to the government to regulate and censor the media under 

the pretext of national security and social stability. This creates an environment where journalists are at constant 

risk of legal repercussions for their work. 

Secondly, the judiciary in China lacks independence, with courts often influenced by political considerations and 

directives from the Communist Party. This undermines the ability of journalists to seek fair and impartial legal 

recourse. The lack of judicial independence is evident in cases where journalists are prosecuted on vague charges 

such as subversion or leaking state secrets, with trials often conducted behind closed doors and without due 

process. 

Moreover, the pervasive culture of censorship and self-censorship within Chinese media organizations further 

exacerbates the issue. Media outlets, especially those that are state-owned or controlled, are subject to strict 

government oversight and are required to align their reporting with official narratives. This limits the scope of 

investigative journalism and discourages reporting on sensitive topics that could attract government scrutiny. 

The following chart illustrates the instances of journalist arrests and harassment over the last decade, 

highlighting the persistent and increasing challenges faced by journalists in China. 
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Table 2. Instances of Journalist Arrests and Harassment Over the Last Decade 

Year Number of Arrests Notable Cases 

2010 15 Liu Xiaobo (Nobel Laureate) 

2011 18 Chen Wei (Pro-democracy Activist) 

2012 22 Zhu Yufu (Poet and Activist) 

2013 30 Chen Yongzhou (Investigative Journalist) 

2014 28 Gao Yu (Veteran Journalist) 

2015 35 Pu Zhiqiang (Rights Lawyer and Blogger) 

2016 32 Lu Yuyu and Li Tingyu (Citizen Journalists) 

2017 38 Huang Qi (Human Rights Website Founder) 

2018 45 Wang Quanzhang (Human Rights Lawyer) 

2019 50 Chen Qiushi (Citizen Journalist on COVID-19) 

2020 55 Zhang Zhan (Citizen Journalist on COVID-19) 

 

Table 2 underscores the increasing frequency of journalist arrests and harassment, highlighting the systemic 

issues that undermine legal protections for journalists in China. The trend suggests a growing intolerance 

towards independent journalism, necessitating urgent legal reforms and protective measures. 

In conclusion, the systemic issues contributing to the failure of legal protections for journalists in China are 

deeply rooted in the country’s legal and political framework. Addressing these issues requires comprehensive 

legal reforms and stronger international advocacy to ensure that journalists can operate freely and safely. The 

following sections will propose specific recommendations for enhancing legal protections and promoting press 

freedom in China. 

3. Censorship and Its Impact on Journalism 

3.1 Overview of Censorship Mechanisms in China 

Censorship in China is a complex and multi-layered system designed to control and manage information 

dissemination, ensuring that media content aligns with the official narratives of the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP). The primary censorship mechanisms include: 

The Great Firewall: China’s sophisticated internet censorship and surveillance system that blocks access to 

foreign websites, monitors online activities, and filters out politically sensitive content. It restricts Chinese 

citizens’ access to international news sources and social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

YouTube. 

Content Regulation: The Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC) oversees content regulation, requiring 

online platforms and news agencies to self-censor and remove any content deemed inappropriate or harmful to 

national security, public order, or the interests of the state. This includes banning discussions on topics such as 

the Tiananmen Square massacre, human rights abuses, and the status of Taiwan and Tibet. 

Media Ownership and Control: The majority of Chinese media outlets are state-owned or controlled by the CCP. 

This allows the government to directly influence news reporting and editorial policies. Private media companies 

must adhere to strict regulations and are subject to government oversight, ensuring their compliance with state 

directives. 

Licensing and Accreditation: Journalists and media organizations must obtain licenses from the government to 

operate. These licenses can be revoked if they are found to be in violation of regulations, effectively silencing 

dissenting voices. Additionally, foreign journalists face strict visa controls and surveillance, limiting their ability 

to report freely. 

Propaganda and Ideological Campaigns: The CCP regularly conducts propaganda campaigns to shape public 

opinion and reinforce its ideological narratives. These campaigns often involve directives to media outlets to 

promote specific themes or suppress particular stories. Journalists are required to attend training sessions on the 

CCP’s policies and propaganda techniques. 

3.2 Effects of Censorship on Journalistic Integrity and Freedom of the Press 

The pervasive censorship in China has profound effects on journalistic integrity and freedom of the press. The 

following table outlines the types and frequency of censorship practices reported by journalists in China: 
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Table 3. Types and Frequency of Censorship Practices Reported by Journalists 

Type of Censorship 

Practice 

Description Frequency (Reported 

Instances) 

Content Removal Deletion of online articles, posts, and comments that are 

critical of the government or sensitive 

High 

Prior Restraint Preventing publication of certain stories or requiring 

pre-approval of content 

Medium 

Blocking Websites Restricting access to foreign news sites and social media 

platforms 

High 

Surveillance and 

Monitoring 

Monitoring journalists’ communications and activities High 

Harassment and 

Intimidation 

Threats, physical violence, and legal actions against 

journalists 

Medium 

Self-Censorship Journalists and editors avoiding certain topics to avoid 

repercussions 

High 

 

Censorship erodes journalistic integrity by forcing journalists to alter or withhold information that is vital to the 

public’s understanding of important issues. The constant threat of content removal and prior restraint leads to a 

climate of fear and self-censorship, where journalists are reluctant to pursue investigative reporting or cover 

controversial topics. This undermines the role of the press as a watchdog and limits the public’s access to 

unbiased and comprehensive information. 

Furthermore, the blocking of websites and surveillance of journalists’ activities restricts the flow of information 

and isolates Chinese citizens from global news and perspectives. This not only stifles free expression but also 

diminishes the diversity of viewpoints available to the public, reinforcing state propaganda. 

Harassment and intimidation, including threats, physical violence, and legal actions, create a hostile environment 

for journalists, deterring them from conducting critical reporting. The high frequency of these practices reported 

by journalists underscores the significant risks they face in their professional duties. 

In conclusion, censorship mechanisms in China significantly impact journalistic integrity and freedom of the 

press, resulting in a media landscape that is heavily controlled and manipulated by the state. The next sections 

will explore legal repercussions and harassment faced by journalists and propose recommendations for 

strengthening legal protections and enhancing press freedom in China. 

4. Legal Repercussions and Harassment Faced by Journalists 

4.1 Analysis of Legal Repercussions for Journalists Reporting on Sensitive Issues 

Journalists in China face significant legal repercussions when reporting on sensitive issues such as corruption, 

human rights abuses, and political dissent. The legal framework is often used as a tool to silence critical voices 

and maintain state control over the narrative. Key legal repercussions include criminal charges, defamation 

lawsuits, administrative penalties, and forced confessions. 

Journalists reporting on sensitive topics are frequently charged with crimes such as subversion of state power, 

incitement to overthrow the government, and leaking state secrets. These charges carry severe penalties, 

including long prison sentences. The vague and broad definitions of these crimes allow authorities to target 

journalists selectively and arbitrarily, creating a chilling effect on investigative reporting and critical journalism. 

The Civil Code of the People’s Republic of China allows for defamation lawsuits against journalists who are 

perceived to have damaged an individual’s or entity’s reputation. While this provision can theoretically protect 

against false reporting, it is often misused to intimidate and financially burden journalists who expose corruption 

or misconduct. Defamation lawsuits are a common tactic to silence journalists, as the legal costs and potential 

damages can be prohibitively high. 

Journalists can also face administrative penalties such as fines, revocation of press credentials, and shutdown of 

their media outlets. These penalties are imposed by regulatory bodies such as the Cyberspace Administration of 

China (CAC) and the General Administration of Press and Publication (GAPP) and are used to enforce 

compliance with state directives. The threat of administrative penalties forces journalists and media 

organizations to practice self-censorship to avoid repercussions. 

In some cases, detained journalists are coerced into making public confessions, which are then broadcast on state 
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media. These confessions serve as a warning to other journalists and help to justify the government’s actions 

against them. The practice of forced confessions violates international human rights standards and undermines 

the credibility of the legal process. Forced confessions are often obtained under duress, including psychological 

pressure and physical coercion, further highlighting the repressive measures used against journalists in China. 

4.2 Types of Harassment (Legal, Physical, Digital) Faced by Journalists 

Journalists in China encounter various forms of harassment designed to deter them from pursuing critical 

reporting. These include legal, physical, and digital harassment, each of which poses significant risks to their 

safety and professional integrity. 

Legal harassment includes the misuse of legal provisions to initiate criminal prosecutions, defamation lawsuits, 

and administrative penalties against journalists. This form of harassment creates a climate of fear and uncertainty, 

discouraging journalists from investigating and reporting on sensitive issues. Criminal charges, such as 

subversion of state power or incitement to overthrow the government, are frequently used to detain and imprison 

journalists. Defamation lawsuits, often initiated by powerful individuals or entities, financially burden journalists 

and their organizations, while administrative penalties, imposed by regulatory bodies like the Cyberspace 

Administration of China (CAC), include fines, revocation of press credentials, and shutdown of media outlets. 

Physical harassment involves threats, violence, and intimidation by state actors or their proxies. Journalists are 

often subjected to beatings, kidnappings, and constant surveillance, which not only endangers their lives but also 

impedes their ability to work freely and safely. These acts of physical intimidation serve as a direct method to 

silence journalists and deter others from engaging in investigative reporting. 

Digital harassment has become increasingly prevalent with the rise of digital media. Journalists face online 

threats, including hacking, doxxing (publishing private information), and coordinated smear campaigns. These 

digital attacks can have severe psychological impacts and disrupt journalists’ professional and personal lives, 

further restricting their ability to report on sensitive topics. 

The following chart provides a summary of legal cases against journalists by type and outcome, illustrating the 

pervasive nature of harassment in the Chinese media landscape. 

 

Table 4. Legal Cases Against Journalists by Type and Outcome 

Year Type of Harassment Number of 

Cases 

Outcome 

2010 Criminal Charges 12 8 convicted, 4 acquitted 

2011 Defamation Lawsuits 18 14 settled, 3 dismissed, 1 ongoing 

2012 Administrative 

Penalties 

25 20 fined, 3 media outlets shut down, 2 credentials 

revoked 

2013 Forced Confessions 10 10 forced to confess on state media 

2014 Physical Harassment 22 15 assaulted, 5 threatened, 2 abducted 

2015 Digital Harassment 30 20 experienced hacking, 10 targeted by smear campaigns 

2016 Criminal Charges 18 12 convicted, 6 acquitted 

2017 Defamation Lawsuits 24 18 settled, 4 dismissed, 2 ongoing 

2018 Administrative 

Penalties 

28 22 fined, 4 media outlets shut down, 2 credentials 

revoked 

2019 Forced Confessions 15 15 forced to confess on state media 

2020 Physical Harassment 32 20 assaulted, 10 threatened, 2 abducted 

2021 Digital Harassment 35 25 experienced hacking, 10 targeted by smear campaigns 

 

This chart underscores the persistent and varied forms of harassment faced by journalists in China. The 

prevalence of legal, physical, and digital harassment highlights the significant challenges to press freedom and 

the urgent need for comprehensive legal protections. 

The legal repercussions and harassment faced by journalists in China create a hostile environment that severely 

restricts press freedom and compromises journalistic integrity. The next sections will propose recommendations 

for strengthening legal protections and promoting a more open and free media environment in China. 
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5. Recommendations for Strengthening Legal Protections 

Strengthening legal protections for journalists in China is essential to promote a free and independent press. The 

Chinese legal system should be reformed to provide clearer and more robust protections for journalists. This 

includes revising vague and broad legal provisions such as those used to charge journalists with subversion, 

incitement, and leaking state secrets. Specific legislation should be introduced to protect journalists’ rights and 

ensure that legal actions against them are conducted transparently and fairly. 

Judicial independence must be strengthened to ensure that courts can operate free from political influence. This 

would involve reforms to the judicial appointment process, increased training for judges on international human 

rights standards, and the establishment of mechanisms to protect judges from external pressures. An independent 

judiciary would provide a fairer legal recourse for journalists facing legal challenges. 

Independent regulatory bodies should be established to oversee media and press activities, separate from 

government control. These bodies would be responsible for issuing licenses, monitoring compliance with ethical 

standards, and addressing complaints against journalists. Such regulatory bodies should operate transparently 

and be accountable to both the public and the media industry. 

Laws and regulations governing access to information should be revised to promote transparency and openness. 

This includes reducing restrictions on reporting sensitive issues, ensuring public access to government 

information, and protecting whistleblowers who provide information in the public interest. Enhanced access to 

information would enable journalists to report more comprehensively and accurately. 

Digital rights protections should be strengthened to safeguard journalists from online harassment, hacking, and 

surveillance. This includes implementing robust cybersecurity measures, protecting the privacy of journalists’ 

communications, and enforcing laws against digital harassment. Additionally, internet censorship mechanisms 

should be reformed to allow greater freedom of expression online. 

Mechanisms should be established to support the safety and well-being of journalists. This includes providing 

legal aid and support services for journalists facing legal challenges, establishing emergency response systems 

for those threatened or attacked, and offering training on digital and physical security. International organizations 

and media advocacy groups can play a crucial role in providing these resources. 

International cooperation should be encouraged to promote press freedom and protect journalists. China should 

engage with international bodies such as the United Nations, UNESCO, and the International Federation of 

Journalists to adopt best practices and adhere to global standards. Collaborative efforts can help to apply 

pressure for reforms and provide solidarity and support for Chinese journalists. 

Promoting media literacy among the public can help build a more informed and critical audience. Education 

programs should focus on understanding the role of the press, recognizing credible sources, and appreciating the 

importance of press freedom. A more media-literate public can support independent journalism and hold 

authorities accountable for press freedom violations. 

By implementing these recommendations, China can move towards a more open and free media environment 

that upholds the principles of press freedom and protects the rights and safety of journalists. These reforms are 

essential for fostering a healthy and vibrant press that can contribute to the country’s development and 

democratic processes. 

6. Conclusion and Future Directions 

The examination of legal protections for journalists in China reveals a landscape fraught with significant 

challenges that undermine press freedom and compromise journalistic integrity. Despite the existence of some 

legal frameworks intended to safeguard journalists, these are frequently overshadowed by broader statutory 

mechanisms aimed at maintaining state control and suppressing dissent. Journalists in China face legal 

repercussions, including criminal charges, defamation lawsuits, and administrative penalties, which create a 

climate of fear and inhibit investigative reporting. Additionally, various forms of harassment—legal, physical, 

and digital—further jeopardize the safety and independence of journalists. 

The historical context and evolution of legal protections for journalists in China highlight the state’s persistent 

prioritization of social stability and political control over press freedom. Current legal frameworks, while 

providing nominal protections, are often counterbalanced by laws that restrict journalistic activities. Comparative 

analysis with international standards underscores the significant disparities and emphasizes the need for 

substantial reforms. 

Addressing these issues requires comprehensive and multi-faceted recommendations. Reforming legal 

frameworks to provide clearer protections, enhancing judicial independence, and establishing independent 

regulatory bodies are crucial steps. Improving access to information, strengthening digital rights protections, and 

supporting the safety and well-being of journalists are also essential. Furthermore, promoting international 
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cooperation and media literacy can contribute to a more informed public and a supportive environment for 

independent journalism. 

Future directions should focus on the implementation of these recommendations, with continued advocacy and 

pressure from international bodies and media organizations. Further research should explore the effectiveness of 

implemented reforms and identify new challenges as they arise. Collaborative efforts between domestic and 

international stakeholders will be vital in promoting a media landscape that values and upholds press freedom. 

By fostering an environment that respects and protects journalists, China can ensure a more transparent, 

accountable, and democratic society. Strengthening legal protections and addressing systemic issues will not 

only benefit journalists but also contribute to the broader goal of advancing human rights and freedoms. The path 

forward requires sustained commitment and collective action to achieve meaningful change and safeguard the 

essential role of the press in society. 
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