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It is sometimes said that the only way to fully ensthnd others is to
learn their native language, suggesting that tratieh and interpretation
are ultimately doomed to failure. Applying thisrriple to the conflict
between the Israelis and the Palestinians, one dvadVvise each of the
two peoples to learn the other’s language in orttearrive at a mutual
understanding. A film which explores this very aiton, howeverUne
bouteille & la me(Binisti, 2011), takes another tack, using firstghsh,
then French to overcome the misunderstanding,astlen an individual
level. As a result, the spectator’s impressiorha those who remain in
their unilingual worlds of Hebrew and Arabic areusk in ideological
compartments that are reinforced by the walls ogirthrespective
languages. Instead of suggesting that in orderaicgive and understand
the Other’s real self one must learn his or her meottongue, the film
portrays foreign languages as rescue vehicles tat enable us to
escape from intolerant, obscurantist worlds.

1. Introduction

In Une bouteille a la mefBinisti, 2011), the environment is one of armed
conflict between Gaza and Israel, in which memhsrshe opposing
camps have a different cultural identity, recallthg Shibboleth story in
the Old Testament, also a story of two warring pespin order to
identify strangers as either friends or enemies, Ephraimites would
have them pronounce the word shibboleth, a wordt W reportedly
impossible for a foreigner to pronounce unaccentdgbn hearing an
accent, they would then execute their victim (Badkludges, 12:6). In
both narratives, then, the film and the biblicatgage, language is at the
heart of people’s identity. In the film, each o&ttwo groups inhabits a
linguistic and ideological bubble, with the restiiat dialogue between
Jews and Arabs is not only difficult, it is oftesrtiidden. In other words,
even if the conflict has not come about becausthekeparation of two
languages, it causes two languages and their spzetakiee separated. It is
a situation which raises questions about languatsions in a world
whose six thousand tongues often come into comdttt each other,
remaining separate only when concerted effortsreafthis.
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From a language contact perspective (Haugen, 1BEckey,
1976; Schiffman, 1996; Weinreich, 1953), one cadthblish a typology
of relationships between two given languages:, fostright hostility of
the kind evoked in the Shibboleth story, i.e. thed® speak foreign
languages are our enemies; second, a less hostilequally divisive
attitude which, instead of encouraging people tarrieeach other's
tongues, discourages such practice in the nameltfral purity; third,
willingness for inter-linguistic dialogue via eithéranslation or semi-
communication; fourth, willingness to learn the &th language in order
to ensure maximum communication, and perhaps avéral emulation;
fifth, willingness to learn the Other’s languagel da forget one’s mother
tongue. In the film, we see progression from sadrnfreluctant
communication to quasi-abandonment of one idemitiavor of a new
one. My paper will explain how subtitles reveal thy@amics of language
interaction and what the film suggests about ligyti nationalism,
paving the way for a new definition of the conceptulture, based on
texts rather than on language per se. This hasrteqgamplications for
the communicational, ideological, and esthetic fioms of language.

2. The story

Une bouteille a la metells the story of Tal, an Israeli girl whose fami
has emigrated from France to Israel. In order twl fout why the
Palestinians are perpetrating bombing attacks rinsdéem, she asks her
brother, a soldier, to throw a message in a betdesort of plea for
understanding— out into the sea off Gaza. Thedisttfound on the beach
by a group of young Gazans, one of whom ends uipgithe English-
language message to his cousin, Naim, the only almhe to read it.
English thus becomes the initial language of treogdue between Tal
and Naim, and the fourth language in this film, eihialso contains
French, Hebrew, and Arabic. The film’'s multilingisah represents a
departure from the unilingual French book upon Wwhicis based. In
other words, there is a reversal here of what Likaghenbacher calls a
“replacement strategy,” —the masking of a multilingenvironment— for
in this case the cinematic version employs whaidcde called a “re-
amplification strategy” instead (Bleichenbacher,020 p. 55). The
problem is, of course, that a multilingual book Webhave either included
translations, thereby becoming cumbersome, or baee impossible for
most readers to understand. As a result, the filnctlees and gives more
breadth to the written text, unlike most novel-lhfbms which reduce
the scope of the original work. This is made pdssily the use of
subtitling, in such a way that the multilingual text can be fully
experienced by the viewer.



Multilingualism inUne bouteille & la mer 357

3. Languages in the film, and the importance of sutiling

Tal is forced to use a language and a channel mframication that are
both different from the ones she uses in everyidaydince she does not
know Arabic and expects the Palestinian receivdrenfmessage to speak
neither French (which she speaks at home with duily) nor Hebrew
(which she speaks with friends and at school),vetites the message in
English. Both the language and the channel of comication are thus
chosen as a way to establish contact with an unkr@alestinian, who
may be as unwilling to carry on a dialogue in Hebes Tal is unable to
do so in Arabic. English functions here as the legg of neutrality.

Une bouteille & la meis a French film about Israel and Palestine,
so for the sake of realism it must involve the wdeat least three
languages. This is done by means of French sutithf Hebrew and
Arabic dialogues, while using unsubtitled FrenchewhTal is with her
family. As with all subtitled films, this createsraultilingual situation
which is additive rather than subtractive, becahsetwo channels — one
visual and the other aural — enable the vieweretcgive two languages
at once. It is an ingenious solution to the dilenwhaomain occupation
that often makes peaceful linguistic coexistenéfcdit or impossible on
the radio, in schools, or in administrative congéexin France, for
example, the polemic concerning the presence ofidfnianguage songs
on the radio centers on this very question, becauseme sense, each
time English gains ground, French loses groundtiting changes this
dynamic, creating a two-layered domain that aduiljteequires an effort
on the part of the listener/viewer, but succeedeeieping both languages
present. It is less effective, however, when Tal &aim’'s English-
language emails are subtitled in French, becauge ritore difficult to
read both texts before they disappear from theescr®ne may assume
that the French-speaking audience abandons thealritere.

Translation, in the form of subtitles, enables \@esvto develop
language identities or associations between eadu#ge and its users,
for example Tal's parents (French and Hebrew) arainé uncle
(Arabic). French, as seen in the case of Thomask-tench teacher at the
Centre culturel francais in Gaza, who seems toestary little with Tal’s
parents, in spite of their having the same natwgyte, is identified with
more than one ideological and cultural stance. Thhecause the French
language must play several different roles: onthadanguage of Jewish
settlers of French descent (Tal's family), anotlear a language of
communication between Tal and Naim, and a thirth@snain source and
sole target language of the film. As for Hebrew #&mdbic, the French-
language viewer is able to get a feel for the weasé two languages are
used by their native speakers, for example Hebrewaaliturgical
language for Tal's parents and Arabic as a langudgemotion (anger,
love, friendship, family ties) for Naim and his emxtled family. In all
three cases, different cultural elements are catjegnd it would be very
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difficult or impossible to dissociate the latterorin their respective
languages. In this sense, Hebrew and Arabic amgulges of cultural
identity, made visible and audible to the spect#éiboough the original
language audio track along with subtitling. Thelgrothat translation and
multilingualism go hand in hand, one allowing thbes to exist, is thus
true for the film’s viewers, but the story itselbes not suggest that such
an arrangement is desirable or poséibkrst of all, there is no semi-
communication (Grin, 2010; Haugen, 1971), and tiesearcely any real
desire to bend to the Other’s system of commurnably learning his or
her language, except for Naim’'s learning Frencm te ground”, so to
speak, there seems to be no need for translawause there is no desire
to communicate with those who are perceived asgb#ia enemy and
speak a different language, as in the Shibboletly.st

4. Domain sharing: your Language, mine, or a neutratongue?

One of the most interesting aspects of the filrthes way it handles the
problem of domain sharing. Domain sharing is thguistic counterpart
of territory sharing, but its terrain is languagestead of land. It thus
seems patrticularly relevant to discuss languageltdtion in the context
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict which is, amomgher things, a
territorial dispute. As mentioned earlier, subtigi solves the (dual)
comprehension problem in the cinematic medium.ekl fife, however,
translation rarely comes to the rescue of individyeeakers, who either
adapt to their interlocutors’ tongues or convinbe tatter to adapt to
theirs. Neither Tal nor Naim seems to want to le&rabic or Hebrew
respectively, an element which makes the film défe from and less
one-sided than the original book, in which Naim enstands and speaks
Hebrew. English thus solves this problem, and sihds used for a
dialogue that is not part of the normal order afgls, it does not usurp a
domain reserved for Arabic or Hebrew: it created accupies a new one,
an Israeli-Palestinian channel of communication.erEy follow a
teleological pattern here insofar as the desireotomunicate determines
language choice and, eventually, language learamthe part of Naim.
As for culture, defined as a series of practicasrapresentations, it must
be seen more as a choice than a heritage. Thedumgypeople create a
new culture both by expressing themselves in tomgiiferent from
those used around them and by collaborating incteation of a text
which incarnates a new vision of the situationsvirich they live. One
must look for the meaning of this culture lessha structures of English
or French than in what the two languages are maday, in the content
of each one of their messagjes
If one assumes that a bomb attack is a form of comnation,

employed either because its perpetrators have efbcithat their
interlocutors understand only this form of dialogoe because other
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means have been to no avalil, it seems plausibldefme the film's
opening scene, in which a bomb explodes in Jenmsddefore Tal's
shocked eyes, as a kind of statement. Her messag®attle thrown out
to sea is thus a request for an explanation of stasement, for she
supposes that one Palestinian will be able to whaied another’s gesture.
What follows confirms this cultural or national logfor the receivers of
the missive respond with a knowing sneer, indicptirat “only an Israeli
could ask such a naive, stupid question!” And ted,dialogue continues,
even if Naim’s first email to Tal expresses momggdst than enthusiasm,
as if he were reluctantly stooping to the level o contemptible
interlocutor merely to set the record straight, pi@vent the further
spreading of a misrepresentation of Palestiniatityedhe dialogue is
on, and it will continue until the end of the filraf which point Naim
succumbs to Tal's rhetoric and to the magic of Emench language,
letting his point of view evolve to something vetijferent from what it
was at the outset. And notwithstanding his clainthat end that he will
come back to Gaza, he leaves for France, geogalphi@and
linguistically abandoning his native domain.

It is sometimes said that peace would be favoreaitstinians
and Israelis learned each other's languages. Thdityaof such a
proposal is undermined, however, by two factorsstFin a dialogue
between a Palestinian and an Israeli, the problemldistill remain as to
which of the two tongues they should use, becalisenating would
result in an awkward, inefficient situation in texrof communication.
There would thus be no other solution than settingone of the two,
bringing them back to the starting point. Secowendf they were able to
agree on a third, neutral tongue, nothing wouldrowp as long as the
content of their discourse stayed the same. Byémee token, of course,
translation cannot magically resolve the confliethose roots have
nothing to do with language differences. The fipstrt of the film
confirms this fact, for the two protagonists searahle to get beyond the
impasse resulting from their identification with I€ine and Israel,
respectively.

5. An identity shift

The film soon evolves, however, “cheating” in assrnwhen Tal
reveals to Naim that she was born in France, lzeseipon this fact as a
way of removing her from the negative category Wwhoonstitutes his
stereotype of all Israelis and transforming heo iatmember of a group
which he idealizes: the French and French speakéis.is possible for
several reasons, but an important one is the fiatteither of them lives
in France, which can thus exist as an idealizedepecountry in their
imaginations. For the two protagonists, Frenchhes language and the
culture of escape from misery, violence and hatedpngue whose
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sounds are lovely and whose poetry — that of JacBuévert in the film —
creates a world of love, beauty, and hope. Nairimviiact use French to
create a new identity for himself. This double idgntransformation
(Tal’'s from Jewish to French and then Naim’s fromalic to French) is
indispensable for the warming of relations betwé#®n two characters.
One recalls that, at the beginning of their dialmgiNaim says, in
response to Tal's suggestion that his wry sensbuofior makes him
resemble a Jew, that he would rather be dead tkalkd® an Israeli
soldier. In other words, Tal proposes one definitgd an Israeli, while
Naim proposes another. The logic of labels, categoand nation-states
whose citizens accept the social contract, meaatstéhbe an Israeli, for
example, is to be like other Israelis. At this fpifal has not yet become
aware of what Palestinians are undergoing at thelhaf the Israeli
army, which she sees as a group of “good guys,"téh@ she uses to
characterize her brother, a member of that army.sBa also asks Naim,
“What's with all these generalizations? What couatgvho you are and
who | am,” as if she were refusing to adhere to ltdggc of their two
different national identities.

At this point, the more logical of the two in thldalogue is Naim,
insofar as his judgment of Israelis is based on dbecrete fact that
Israelis are bombing Gaza. How could people whoycaut or allow
such a policy be good, kind, virtuous? Tal's najvet ignorance, on the
other hand, stems from the fact that she seesNi#m, what comes into
her country — Palestinian bombing attacks — buhctsee what leaves it:
the bombs that rain upon Gaza. Naim seems to be mware of the
meaning of the two conceptstionalityandwar, of which Tal has only a
vague conception. And everything indicates thaheuit the providential
intervention of the French tongue and the aura lwiie film creates
around it, the two protagonists must remain at éogggads. As it is,
French enables both of them to lift themselvesoduhis confrontational
political and cultural situation and to see thewsglas participants in a
common tradition. Unfortunately, however, this doeghing to resolve
the general conflict between Israelis and Palesimiwhose identities are
based upon their perceived difference from the graging them, which
makes reconciliation difficult or impossible. Anrlyascene in the film
ironically hints at the absurdity of this situatiowhen Tal's history
teacher explains that in the first century AD, augr of Jews, the Zealots,
preferred to commit collective suicide rather tisabmit to Roman rule.
We are thus reminded of present-day Palestiniammspréfer death to the
humiliation of second-class citizenship and thegstywthat accompanies
it, and the suggestion is that the two peoplesaataally similar but
tragically unable to see their similarity. Thisulsdoubtedly the beginning
of Tal's awareness that her country forces its gigexl enemies into a
desperate situation.
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6. Nation, culture, and language as prisons

The film suggests a definition of the conceptoofiture akin to that
formulated by Ernst Cassirer in H&ssay on Manthe process of man’'s
progressive self-liberation (Cassirer, 1974, p.)2B8that sense, one can
affirm that Tal and Naim create a new culture drables them to break
free of the forces that prevent them from crossiagional, cultural, and
linguistic borders. At the same time, it confirmgward Said’s (1994, p.
xiii) and Tzvetan Todorov’'s (1989, p. 507) charaeegions of anation
as “one narration among others” and “an abstrattespectively, for the
two friends’ new world view clearly threatens theler reigning around
them. As for languages, they are often used toreafthe rule which
makes the content of Tal's and Naim’'s message®tahdoth sides of
the linguistic/national barrier, reflecting a caoxite in - which
communicating with a foreigner in a language unkmow one’s
compatriots is suspect. Thus, speaking their mothegues with their
friends and families, in what should be a libemgtexperience, is often
synonymous with oppression rather than freedomfansas they must
remain silent about their forbidden dialogue. N&rpunished by Hamas
militia men for sending an email in French to Taetause they want to
control all communication, and incomprehensible eiign-language
messages are impossible for them to control, wielés parents upbraid
her for communicating with a Palestinian who, thaytomatically
suppose, will use this contact to terrorize theime Principle governing
these actions is that languages must be kept depam that no
information — except official propaganda — will passed to the enemy.
The coherence and meaning of this world are presticaipon the
assumption that Palestinians speak only Arabiclsmaelis only Hebrew.
English and French are like cracks that vitiate fthendations of
this dual edifice. In the viewer’s eyes, howevlese foreign languages
are seen not as weapons, but as a means with whagfuse the conflict
on an individual level. As for the two national tues of Israel and
Palestine, it is the way in which they are used tbeks their speakers
into ideological, linguistic compartments that pret'them from seeing
the bigger picture, a world of tolerance and appten of new sounds,
words, and ideas. Nor does the French-Hebrew bidihgm of Tal's
parents enable them to remove their nationaliditiclers, underlining the
fact that language does not necessarily determitiere or ideology.
This is because a given language can have diffeneanings to different
people and in different situations, a fact thattramficts the Romantic
notion of “the spirit” of a language. It is quitéear, for example, that
learning French cannot reconcile Naim with Tal'sepé#s, even though
their mother tongue represents liberation and péacéim. The mere
language change is unable to remove their susptbiahhe is part of a
terrorist movement: on the contrary, the fact thatis communicating
with their daughter in French makes him all the endangerous in their
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eyes, in a vision similar to that of the Ephraimmite the Shibboleth story
who saw foreigners speaking their language as.spiebyet, the process
of learning a new language, thereby opening onése&iéw perspectives,
remains a positive value in the film, where Nai@yglthe role of cultural
and linguistic mediator when he teaches his coasbit of French and
when he recites a Jacques Prévert poem to his mathehe first case, it
is a weakening of the concept of linguistic idgniittended as an implicit
contradiction of his uncle’s assertion that leagnikrench is a waste of
time and money. In the second case, (French) laggyuwand culture
become the vehicles of an enticing imaginary wdrdaing none of the
characteristics of the unpleasant land of Gaza Weaisee in the film.
Rather than showing language choice as the affiomatf cultural and
political rights, then, the film suggests that paftthe problem is the
instrumentalization of language in the service aleological
confrontations.

7. Linguistic salvation

Just as one does not need to speak Inuit in ooddegcribe the various
kinds of snow, one does not need to speak Arabldefarew in order to
discuss the issues that fuel the conflict betwsesel and PalestifieThat
is why Tal and Naim succeed in communicating wabheother, first in
English, then in French. The fact that they “beldngtwo different
cultures” ultimately fails to interfere with thisrgress, first because
culture is in the messagssignifi© much more than in the form
(signifian) —which is why translation is possible— and setpbécause
if some parts of culture are inherited, other pareschosen.

If subtitling makes it possible for this film to gy a multilingual
situation realistically, it also shows that the tidistion between a
foreigner and a native is relative or arbitrary diyggesting that one’s
identity does not depend entirely on one’s mothagtie or nationality. It
thus portrays multilingualism in a particularly gog light, unlike the
Hollywood movies which, according to Harold Schiim do the
opposite, depicting speakers of foreign languagethad guys” (2008,
p. 1). In doing so, however, the film also depémsn realism, indulging
in a tendency to idealize the French languageijrtgrt into a dream-like
refuge from a world of violence, hatred, oppressiod ugliness. French
thus becomes, for Naim and for his mother, synomgwath tenderness,
love, freedom and beauty. Interestingly, this tfamsation can be
compared to that which enables Jews to give adatatus to Hebrew or
Muslims to Arabic, for the French language becotheskey to Naim’'s
salvation. His inspired, inspiring text, howevestead of being the Bible
or the Koran, is the poetry of Jacques Prévert. @uast note that such a
process is possible with any language, regardlelssthe usual
connotations or stereotypes which accompany thieusatongues spoken
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in the world. Thus, the film could have used Gernmaplace of French,
relying on the poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke, foraemple, to create an
imagined German-language world of sweetness ahdl lig Russian and
the poetry of Alexander Pushkin to reinvent an ajph@re shaped by
nature, nostalgia, and tragic sentiments. The ocbtiethe messages sent
in this language of escape amounts to little mdnant the two
protagonists’ willingness to put themselves in eattter's shoes, which
leads them to share a common dream. As it turngtbah, Tal was
ultimately right in affirming that “what matters vgho you are and who |
am,” for instead of looking for their identities itmeir cultural and
linguistic roots, she and Naim have used foreigiguages —English for
her and French for him— as a way to transcend laoavtoff the chains of
constraining national and cultural identities. Aady language suffices
for such a strategy, as long as it is not one’sherotongue or national
idiom. This kind of multilingualism is indeed a fary from that which
assigns each language to a nation or ethnic groum dngrid Piller's
words, “a bounded entity that is associated withagicular ethnic or
national group, the product of a particular languatgology that brought
the modern nation state and its colonial relatignsiith internal
minorities into being” (Piller, 2012, p. 14). Insof as subtitled
multilingual films increasingly tend to show nat@ndentities as parts of
a large puzzle, they confirm this post-nationakpective. Or, as Edward
Said (1978) said i@rientalism

the more one is able to leave one’s cultural hahe more easily
is one able to judge it, and the whole world aslwegith the

spiritual detachment and generosity necessaryrdier tision. The
more easily, too, does one assess oneself and allames with

the same combination of intimacy and distance2%)

8. Conclusion: linguistic culture, text, and subtites

The claim that a language conveys an ideology, Gigg by linguists
such as Claude Hagége (2012) in a modern versitiredinguistic vision
of Herder and Humboldt, is questioned by Haroldiffolan, who points
out that the use of English by the African Natior@bngress, for
example, has different ideological implications nfrothat of British
imperialists, even though it is the same langu&ghiffman, 1996, p.
14). This polemic contains, however, three eleméhtd need to be
carefully distinguished. The first is the text exts which explain how
the users of a language define it and the ruleisofisage, including
spelling, pronunciation, and linguistic policy, what Schiffman calls
linguistic culture The second is the texts written or spoken in the
language. As for a language’s image among othgukages in the world,
it constitutes a third element which is differerm but related to the first
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two. A discussion of multilingualism in generaliorsubtitled films must
take into consideration these three factors insadathe objective of such
films can be the promotion and increased visibilitly lesser-known
tongues and their speakers, the legitimizationatibnalistic discourse or,
on the contrary, the foregrounding of an alterregtigissident point of
view showing that, in Iran, Serbia, Saudia Araliee United States, or
Israel, for example, many different points of viewist. Une bouteille &
la merclearly uses a certain image of French and Frentthre but fails
to associate them with any concrete aspect or eskeiirench life or
history, except for the poetry of Jacques Préved a reference by
Naim’'s mother to the way French people greet e#tubroi.e. something
we might call “the French way of life.” This tendsn in other words,
functions as an extension of French linguisticurelt but instead of being
a manifestation of how the French view and user tlagiguage, it is a
demonstration of a similar practice being carriad by non-French,
Francophile devotees of this system of belief iaryuage and culture.
At a time when French literature has much lessiarfte than it did fifty
years ago, when French authors seemed to be onutting edge of
ideological developments in the western world, ftime thus succeeds in
revitalizing a myth by using, for the most parte tnere sounds of the
language. This recalls a passage in Umberto Ecoik,whe Search for
the Perfect Languagen which the Italian author proposes a mode of
linguistic co-existence on what he calls “a contineith a multilingual
vocation”:

Polyglot Europe will not be a continent where indials converse
fluently in all the other languages; in the bestases, it could be a
continent where differences of language are nodoigrriers to
communication, where people can meet each other spedk
together, each in his or her own tongue, undersignds best they
can, the speech of others. In this way, even tiadsenever learn
to speak another language fluently could still ipgrate in its
particular genius, catching a glimpse of the palgic cultural
universe that every individual expresses each liener she speaks
the language of his or her ancestors and his ooWwer tradition.
(Eco, 1997, p. 351)

Nonetheless, even if Eco’s solution focuses orefthetic value of each
tongue rather than its function as a weapon, amality test, or a proof
of territorial rights, he refers to the importarafespeaking “the language
of [one’s] ancestors and [one’s] own tradition."Une bouteille a la mer

the dialogue is precisely made possible by theagaiists’ decision to
set aside the languages of their ancestors asawélie traditions that go
along with them. By choosing Jacques Prévert agn@bal of Naim's

infatuation with French, the film questions thehauitarian, nationalistic
logic which led to the war between Israel and Redesn the first place
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and continues to fuel conflicts in the world. Assitthe French language
becomes the means with which to defuse a poliéindl cultural conflict.
If English was the language of cruel reality, Ffefecomes that of an
imagined world, and the young Palestinian clearbfgrs the latter to the
former. In this sense, Naim confirms Eco’s visionthe sense that the
symbolic use of language turns out to be as impobrtas its
communicational role. And yet, without translatiernere in the form of
subtitles — it still remains very difficult for dérent languages to come
together without putting up barriers to communmadi
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multilingualism and translation fuel each otherjahhis true in the examples he chooses but
is far from being generally the case.

3 lam arguing here in favor of a content-definedcept of culture, in which what one says is
more important than how or in what languages onys #a For example, the expression
“have a nice day” conveys, in my view, a culturassage. The fact that its equivalent is
now used in French, ltalian, etc., is thus an iatiinn of the spread of Anglo-Saxon or
American culture.

4 David Bellos (2011) explodes the myth about tefor snow among Eskimos, while Jean
Marcel (1973) similarly shows that Marcel Prougtiench is not a foreign language for a
Quebecer, in spite of the environmental differerfzetsveen Canada and France.



