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Abstract. Languages reveal different value systems represented in linguistic signs. 
Linguistic signs are full of hidden meanings and implications that need paying attention 
to in the process of translation into another culture. While interpreting intangible cultural 
heritage one should consider the differences in the value systems. The article deals with 
the representation of the regional culture of Siberia in the space of the English language. It 
is stated that values can be studied via interpreting axiological statements with metaphors 
and comparative constructions, similes and epithets referring to the toponyms and 
ethnonyms under study. Such contexts demonstrate the results of axiological interpretation 
of linguistic units and reveal attitudinal meanings and stereotypes. The authors identify a 
number of characteristics inherent to the stereotypical image of Siberia in English.
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Образ Сибири и сибиряков в английском языке:  
опыт лингвистической интерпретации  
аксиологических значений

Е. С. Мучкинаа, М. А. Битнерб

аСибирский федеральный университет 
Российская Федерация, Красноярск 
бКрасноярский государственный педагогический университет  
им. В. П. Астафьева 
Российская Федерация, Красноярск

Аннотация. В языках обнаруживаются различные системы ценностей, представленные 
в языковых знаках. Иными словами, лингвистические знаки полны скрытых 
значений, на которые следует обращать внимание в процессе трансляции в другую 
культуру. Признание культурной специфики ценностно-смыслового содержания 
языковых знаков привело к осознанию необходимости интерпретировать культурное 
наследие с учетом особенностей аксиологических систем различных языков. В статье 
рассматривается репрезентация региональной культуры Сибири в пространстве 
английского языка. Утверждается, что ценности можно изучать, интерпретируя 
аксиологические суждения, содержащие метафоры и сравнительные конструкции, 
сравнения и эпитеты с исследуемыми топонимами и этнонимами. Такие контексты 
демонстрируют результаты аксиологической интерпретации языковых единиц, 
помогают выявить аксиологические значения и содержательные характеристики 
стереотипного образа Сибири и сибиряков.

Ключевые слова: Сибирь, сибиряк, этноним, топоним, ксеноним, нематериальное 
культурное наследие, аксиологические системы.
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Introduction
Linguistics adheres to the idea that lan-

guage is a product and reflection of culture, and 
linguistic units are carriers of cultural mean-
ings developed by intersubjective and subjec-
tive processing of human experience. The re-
sult of such cognitive processing is objectified 
in the language which reflects not so much of 
the world itself or its properties and relation-
ships, but rather its perception by the cognizing 
subject.

The interconnection of language and cul-
ture is studied from different perspectives: 
language is considered to be a symbol and a 
guarantee of keeping national culture (Ameen, 
Magirovskaya, 2020; Maslova, 2007; Ter-Mi-
nasova, 2007); language is researched as one of 
the main aspects determining cultural identity 

(Beregovaya, Karlova, 2020; Lebedko, 2014); 
language is understood as a verbal representa-
tion of ethnic stereotypes (Bar-Tal, 1997; Bart-
minski, 2005; Bartminski, 2009; Fedor, 2014).

In the framework of the contemporary lin-
guistic paradigm, interpretation of linguistic 
signs is carried out according to coordinates of 
the cultural space revealing the basic motives 
for functioning of words, forms and structures 
(Kazydub, 2019: 149). This approach makes 
it possible to reconstruct the value system of 
cultures manifested in the form of intercon-
nected value judgments (Karasik, 2002). Val-
ue judgments are judgments about how good 
or important something is, based on personal 
opinions rather than facts (OLD). Such judg-
ments do not describe the world; they prescribe 
certain attitudes to the world. From linguistic 
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point of view evaluative statements are de-
scriptive contexts with modifying words which 
characterize objects, people, phenomena and 
relations.

The article is aimed at reconstructing the 
image of Siberia in the space of the English lan-
guage on the basis of value judgments with the 
toponym Siberia and the ethnonym Siberian. It 
is not by chance that the study focuses on these 
lexical units as linguistic signs of different lev-
els have varying degrees of cultural sensitivity 
(Kozlova, 2014).

The representation of the cultural heritage 
of a linguistic community in the space of anoth-
er language occurs through culturally and eth-
nically marked linguistic units, i.e. toponyms 
(place names) ethnonyms that are relevant to 
constructing ethnic group identity (Sierra, 
2019: 3), and xenonyms – words that describe 
external culture (Kabakchi, 2020). These units 
identify the artifacts and values of anoth-
er culture and also have additional meanings 
that arise in the evolution of a linguistic sign. 
Collective linguistic creativity is expressed in 
metaphorical meanings, metonymy and evalu-
ative statements. It is the background knowl-
edge hidden in the semantics of such signs that 
becomes the key to understanding the image of 
a different culture, which has developed in the 
minds of native speakers. 

The hypothesis of the research is based 
on the idea that culturally-marked vocabulary 
can actualize evaluative meanings and content 
characteristics of such a mental construct as 
an ethnic stereotype in discourse. Such stereo-
types tend to be actualized by the units under 
study when used as descriptions or compari-
sons, metaphors and metonymies (Muchkina, 
Bitner, 2015) and/or in specific syntactic pat-
terns, i.e. X is X (Kobozeva, 2007). The authors 
explore the image of Siberia in English-speak-
ing cultures by analyzing the semantics of the 
words Siberia and Siberian used in non-specif-
ic redefined meanings in axiological contexts. 

The relevance of our research is dictated 
by the need to integrate national culture into 
the global humanitarian space, popularize the 
achievements of Russian culture, its historical 
heritage and specific values. However, the ex-
isting prejudice and stereotypes can interfere 

with the process and prevent Siberia from be-
coming an attractive investment target, scien-
tific center, historic and cultural destination 
(Stepchenkova, Morrison, 2006). Revealing 
stereotypes about the area and its residents 
can provide a basis for developing a strategy 
of promoting the region with a rich history and 
unique tradition.

Methods and Data Collection
The reconstruction of the stereotypical 

image and its value-semantic interpretation is 
carried out through the analysis of axiological 
statements with the lexemes Siberia and Sibe-
rian. Formal markers of evaluative contexts 
that reveal background knowledge about an 
object or a phenomenon are word approxima-
tors (so Siberian, very Siberian, too Siberian, 
how Siberian, in a Siberian manner/way), the 
negation operator in pre-position of an eth-
nonym or toponym (not Siberian, not Siberia), 
the use of articles (a Siberia, the Siberia) com-
parisons (like Siberia). Things and characteris-
tics recognized as very Siberian or so Siberian 
are inherent to the image of the region. How-
ever, the properties qualified as too Siberian, 
non-Siberian have been revealed to be alien to 
the concept.

Structural context also matters in reveal-
ing specific axiological implications of the 
word meaning. The evaluative nature of mod-
ifiers is fully manifested when the ethnonym 
functions as a modifier of the whole proposi-
tion, as a predicative or an attribute. Thus, the 
analysis of the semantics also included the 
analysis of the contextual distribution of the 
lexemes under study and their syntactic func-
tion in the sentence. The interpretation of the 
meaning started from the dictionary definition, 
to syntactical and lexical distribution and, fi-
nally, the actualizing context of the lexeme. 

The data for the study were collected from 
the most reputable corpora of the English lan-
guage: Corpus of Contemporary American 
(COCA) and British National Corpus (BNC). 
Several contexts were also found in travel dia-
ries, memoirs and newspaper articles. 

The logic of the research demanded that 
units in which the ethnonym Siberian is part 
of the proper name should be excluded from 
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the sample. These names usually include plant 
or animal species (Siberian husky, tiger, elm, 
crane, ferret, lemming, iris, ginseng, bugloss, 
reindeer, etc.) and place names (South-cen-
tral, Southeastern, Northwest, Arctic, region, 
etc.).

Semantic Clusters of Stereotypical Image
Cultural meanings are experienced by 

a linguistic person in three formats: deontic, 
epistemic and axiological ones. Deontic mean-
ings are revealed in the form prescriptions, 
epistemic meanings occur as knowledge, while 
axiological meanings are actualized as images 
(Kazydub, 2009: 84). As stereotypical images 
include pre-existing knowledge, beliefs, pre-
suppositions and ideologies, the scope of their 
meaning is broader than deontic and epistem-
ic ones. Thus, images include both knowledge 
and prescriptions but are not limited to them. 
Verbalized in discourse, images determine 
communicative behaviour and contribute to the 
creation of value systems. Studying the image 
of Siberia in English the authors focused on the 
contextualized use of culturally-meaningful 
linguistic units (xenonyms, ethnonyms, top-
onyms) which tend to evolve till they cease to 
perform the function of object or place nomina-
tion. The derived meaning of the word, howev-
er, is pre-determined by its original meaning. 
Thus, semantic analysis starts from dictionary 
definitions.

The toponym Siberia is defined by Ox-
ford Learner’s Dictionary as ‘a vast region of 
Russia that extends from the Ural Mountains to 
the Pacific Ocean and from the Arctic coast to 
the northern borders of Kazakhstan, Mongolia, 
and China’. The definition further develops the 
stereotypical image of Siberia listing common 
facts about Siberian climate (the severity of its 
winters), history (a place of exile) and natural 
resources (a major source of minerals and hy-
droelectric power). These facts give grounds 
for the secondary meaning presented in the 
dictionary  – ‘an extremely cold, barren, or 
inhospitable place’. Even at the stage of defi-
nition analyses it is noted that the name tends 
to expand the scope of its meaning in the fol-
lowing directions: SIBERIA  – COLD AND 
REMOTE PLACE, SIBERIA – EXILE, SIBE-

RIA – RICH RESOURCES. The dictionaries 
analysis allows highlighting the components 
of the word semantics: ‘region’, ‘large’, ‘vast’, 
‘barren’, ‘cold’, ‘remote’, ‘severe/inhospitable’, 
‘isolated’, ‘cold’. These semes are further dis-
closed in discourse and form semantic clusters 
referring to the following themes: geography, 
nature and climate, history and politics, cultur-
al heritage.

SIBERIA – COLD AND REMOTE PLACE
In terms of frequency contexts contain-

ing the ethnonym Siberian and designating the 
place of origin (residence) prevail: Siberian fur, 
oil, gas, pipeline, peoples, town, village, set-
tlements, city, railway. Geographic remoteness 
and natural landscape of Siberia are described 
by the phrases frigid wastelands, wilderness, 
remote, etc. Natural-geographical component 
of the meaning is traced in the phrases Sibe-
rian permafrost, winter, snow, forest, tundra, 
taiga, steppes, river, land, coast. They high-
light the dominant feature of Siberia’s image – 
‘cold and remote’. This meaning is actualized 
in the context describing Siberian weather and 
climate (‘severe environment’, ‘winds’, ‘snow’, 
‘Siberian-like winters’). The seme ‘remoteness’ 
accounts for the further metaphorical transfer: 
‘Siberia = a distant, hard-to-reach place’ like in 
(1), (2), (3).
(1) The guy inside spotted Sonny Black at the 
wedding. SONNY: What kind of a f**king table 
is this? We’re in f**king Siberia with this table. 
(COCA)
(2) Tell him to go to Siberia or somewhere 
where wolves have never encountered human. 
(COCA)
(3) He bigger chance we have of somebody giv-
ing us a one-way ticket to a Siberian hell hole! 
(BNC)

The idea of remoteness is further devel-
oped as the idea of wildness, primitiveness, 
being uncivilized (4), (5). 
(4)’ … is happy to have a family and a hand-
ful of friends and live in a Siberian city where 
I don’t think even 1% of the population knows 
what Twitter is.’ (BNC)
(5) Siberia is a place, metaphoric and liter-
al: It’s an inescapable, brutal state of mind. 
(COCA)
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SIBERIA – EXILE
The historical and political aspect of the 

interpretation of the image is expressed in the 
following units: ‘Soviet Siberia, Stalin Siberia, 
Gorbachev Siberia, Yeltsin Siberia’. The eth-
nonym can often be found in the combinations 
with the words exile, Siberian prison, labor 
camp, GULAG, etc.

Siberia has been a place of exile for cen-
turies. In the context (6) the place of exile is 
described as ‘little Siberia’.
(6) Brandfort, a tin shack in a tiny township 250 
miles from Soweto. So Winnie turned this little 
Siberia into a place of pilgrimage. (COCA)

The historically-determined image of Si-
beria as a place where one must survive, strug-
gling with harsh conditions, overcoming isola-
tion is part of the collective history of Siberia 
and inspires an independent concept of ‘Sur-
viving Siberia’.

The structural context with the lexeme Si-
beria as a direct object indicates that the word is 
used metaphorically. Siberia ceases to denote ‘a 
place’ (cf. surviving in the desert, surviving in 
Siberia) but carries the meaning of ‘a disaster’ 
(cf. surviving an earthquake, surviving Siberia).
(7) Ever since the 17th century, when the frigid 
wastelands of the empire became a dumping 
ground for convicts and dissidents, ‘surviv-
ing Siberia’ has been part of Russia’s collective 
culture. The Decembrists symbolize the victory 
of the human spirit over oppression. They were 
brilliant men, willing to give up everything for 
an idea. (COCA)

The Siberian survival scenario includes 
the components listed in the example below.
(8) Just think, he says: she survived Siberia. Si-
beria! Survived all those things nearly all the 
others died of. four weeks in a boxcar, drinking 
water out of puddles, sleeping on top of corpses, 
raped thirteen times, the cold, the work and not 
enough to eat, two bouts of typhus, she’d had to 
bite into a rotten herring for the salt to save her 
life, and then the trip back to Germany under 
the name of a dead person, smuggled among the 
wounded on a medical transport… (COCA)

SIBERIA – RICH RESOURCES
The history of Siberia, the reputation of a 

notorious exile is one of the dominant features 

building the image of the region. However, an-
other semantic cluster in the structure of the 
image is pre-determined by the fact that Sibe-
ria has been treasure of the country, contribut-
ing to its economy (9). 
(9) It was a Siberia of the Spanish empire. 
(COCA)

Siberia is associated with land full of var-
ious deposits, mineral resources, oil and gas 
(‘the great natural gas reserves in Siberia’, 
‘dark rich soil’, ‘mineral and energy resources 
in Siberia’). 

SIBERIANS
The Siberian identity is verbalized by 

the substantivized adjective Siberian. Siberi-
an identity (like any other) is a cultural or bi-
ographical phenomenon. It is based not only 
on comprehending the territory borders, but 
also on the way of ‘interaction’ with the region, 
feeling the connection with the history of the 
individual’s residence, its intangible cultural 
heritage.

The uniqueness of Siberian people living 
(or surviving) under difficult living conditions, 
weather conditions, has created another seman-
tic field – ‘Siberian character’. The concept of 
Siberian character is presented in the contexts:
(10) Siberians have always been brave, free-
dom-loving and enterprising people. (COCA)
(11) Russian Siberians have been hardened by 
the harsh climate and difficult living and work-
ing conditions. (BNC)

The nomination Siberians is rather neu-
tral as compared with the xenonym «Siberian 
muzhik». This linguistic unit actualizes the 
stereotypical image of a male inhabitant of Si-
beria. 
(12) Before setting out for Fyodorovich’s I had 
worried about encounting an eccentric, tac-
iturn recluse. Instead, sitting in front of me 
was a quintessential «Siberian muzhik», or 
peasant, a gregarious figure who – in his strik-
ing, bearded appearance and unsullied way of 
life – seemed like a character from the pages of 
Tolstoy. (F. Montaigne)
(13) I like to imagine myself as a bonnie High-
lander or sturdy Siberian muzhik surviving the 
rigours of winter by pluck and wit alone. (D. 
Kennedy)
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The stereotype of ‘Siberian muzhik’ 
seems to include the components of Siberia’s 
image: the ideas of the bearded appearance, liv-
ing a simple life and surviving Siberian cold.

Conclusion
In the study of the verbalized represen-

tation of Siberia and its inhabitants in the En-
glish language, the authors identified the main 
parametric characteristics of the meaning ex-
pressed by these lexemes. The structure of Si-
beria’s stereotypic image includes the follow-
ing semantic clusters centred around Siberia’s 
geography, its resources, its history and its 
people: SIBERIA  – COLD AND REMOTE 
PLACE, SIBERIA  – EXILE, SIBERIA  – 
RICH RESOURCES. The analysis of the con-
texts proved that the geographical component 
of the meaning has the greatest potential for a 
metaphorical shift. Siberia is associated with 

remoteness, isolation and a severe climate. 
The historical and political component of the 
image is based on the fact that Siberia used 
to be an exile. This meaning is presented in 
the contexts about ‘surviving Siberia’ (Sibe-
ria used as a direct object) where the word 
Siberia functions not as a place name but as 
a common noun denoting a disaster. The an-
alyzed contexts actualize the values of Sibe-
ria’s tangible and intangible cultural heritage. 
The latter includes the recognition of Siberian 
identity and the value of Siberian character.

In conclusion, the study of linguistic se-
mantics raises the awareness of stereotypical 
images existing in another culture. The inter-
pretation of culturally-marked linguistic signs 
representing our culture in other languages can 
be adequately interpreted provided one takes 
into consideration axiological meanings con-
veyed by the word. 
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