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Abstract: Siberia has traditionally been associated with cold, darkness, prisons, 
and wild nature. Siberia has a negative connotation for Estonians, Latvians and 
Lithuanians, especially because of Soviet deportations carried out in the 1940s. 
However, by that time Siberia had already been used as a prison for several 
centuries. It is mainly for these reasons that the image of Siberia has been nega-
tive. Yet, it can also be positive; for example, for those who were born and bred 
in Siberia and for whom Siberia is homeland. This article analyses the symbols 
and stereotypes of Siberia for Estonians and their historical background.
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A young Estonian man, who had fled from Estonia during the Second World 
War and had settled in Canada, described his first years in his new abode:

For a longer period already, having lived in this capital of Estonians, 
together with my family under my own roof, working only five days a 
week and bringing home a satisfactorily bulky envelope with salary, 
everything feels so contrastively different to what it was like then, two to 
three years ago. It is amazing to think that I was here in the very same 
Canada, which felt like Siberia rather than Mecca for refugees and other 
immigrants. (Parts 1954: 9)

We do not know what that young man had in mind when he compared Canada 
with Siberia. Was it the fact that both have a continental climate, cold and snowy 
winters? One could speculate so, but probably there are also other grounds for 
comparison. Siberia here is projected as a metaphoric contrast to Mecca – a 
place that for a Muslim represents the main destination of their earthly wan-
derings, the destination of their pilgrimage. In the present context, Siberia 
should symbolise a place that one should rather avoid.

The collection of articles published in Irkutsk in 1987 contains writings 
by Western journalists and essayists and as such sheds light on the West-
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European and American contemporary imagination of Siberia. A stereotypical 
picture prevails: a vast land where distance separates people and where isola-
tion has affected people’s mental state (Smitt 1987: 104), a wild country with 
impenetrable forests and blizzardy tundra inhabited in most part by wolf packs 
(Mowat 1987: 65), Siberia as a destination for deportations (Griffin 1987: 93).

Siberia – for the people in the Baltic countries it is first and foremost a land 
of barbed wire, and for us the deportations of the 1940s have branded a burning 
image on the part of the world where Siberia is situated. And nothing shows 
from underneath that image, even if there was something there previously. 
Deportations, cattle wagons, anonymous graves – the memoires from Siberia 
that have been published in abundance, eagerly bring up such images, also 
occasionally amplified and using the black-and-white contrast. However, this 
is understandable: we are dealing with a symbol that is confirmed in people’s 
memories and thus continues to strengthen further on. In the above case, the 
symbol of Siberia is negative.

But this symbol could also be positive; for example, for those who were born 
and bred in Siberia and for whom Siberia is a homeland, that is, for Siberians.

A symbol is a product of historical experience. Juri Lotman (1999: 223) has 
labelled symbols as mechanisms of memory, as ties between different cultural 
cross sections. Especially the temporal dimension enables us to understand quite 
a few symbols connected to Siberia. In what follows, I will examine different 
aspects of the image of Siberia and attempt to show how these have emerged 
and what kind of meaning they convey.

An image is often shaped by stereotypes and prejudices, both of which tend 
to be enduring. A prejudice is a general attitude about people, groups, or phe-
nomena, and does not succumb to change easily, even if faced with new and 
contradicting experience. It is a moral judgment with an emotional tinge. The 
information that supports the prejudice is often incomplete, tilted or erroneous. 
So, too, is a stereotype, an emotional positive or negative image of a person or 
a group, an event or a phenomenon. It is fixed and persistent in time as well as 
resistant to change resulting from new information. The function of a prejudice 
is to mediate norms and value judgments (which are often seen as universally 
accepted), whereas stereotypes are used to help a person to navigate in his or 
her surroundings and communicate with it1 (Matthes 1981: 23).

Stereotypes have an important generalisation function and meaning in hu-
man communication. Stereotypical concepts about others are a part of collec-
tive knowledge; they are acquired in the socialisation process, are regularly 
confirmed by their constant use in everyday and media discourses, and are used 
as arguments. Stereotypes reinforce some characteristics of reality whereas 
others are diminished (Cyrus 2001: 165; Burke 2001: 125).
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Since symbols are connected to stereotypes, we also have to analyse the 
stereotypes of Siberia when talking about its symbols.

In the following I will show in which way the symbols and stereotypes of 
Siberia are products of a historical process and as such have various starting 
points and sources. What happens when different stereotypes with different 
origins start to shape the image of Siberia? This paper aims to bring out the 
heterogeneity and controversy of the image of Siberia. I mainly concentrate on 
the symbols and stereotypes of Siberia in Estonia, but as these symbols and 
stereotypes have partly been borrowed from elsewhere, I also briefly describe 
the international background of those stereotypes. Since the main source for the 
stereotypes of Siberia for Estonians is direct contacts with Siberia, I will mainly 
concentrate on this. The deportations of the Estonian offenders to Siberia in the 
19th century, the voluntary agrarian migration in the 19th and the beginning 
of the 20th centuries, and the mass deportations of the Stalin era in the middle 
of the 20th century have influenced the formation of Estonians’ stereotypes 
of Siberia in different ways. As sources, I have used Estonian printed media 
from the second half of the 19th and the 20th centuries, first and foremost 
printed press. From the earlier period, I have also used the Baltic-German 
travel literature, in which the main symbols and stereotypes of Siberia are 
reproduced. As a comparison, I also use the interviews conducted with the 
Siberian-born Estonians, which I collected during several expeditions to Siberia 
in the past 15 years.

Siberia as a land of deportations

For Estonians, the image of Siberia has largely been influenced by both historical 
events and writings about them. First I will look into how Siberia was portrayed 
in the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries. Gustav Blumberg, the author 
of the first Estonian country studies textbook, writes at the end of the third 
quarter of the 19th century: “...every child knows that criminals are sent to 
Siberia” (Blumberg 1874: 89). The quote convincingly demonstrates that Sibe-
ria’s negative image as a destination for deportations must have been general 
knowledge. And so it was. In fact, this was the case even considerably earlier.

At the beginning of the elaborate travelogue that Joachim Christoph Frie-
drich Schultz published anonymously under the name of “a Livonian”, there is 
a list of places that the reader should not visit. Schultz writes that in France 
there is the threat of the guillotine, in Spain the peril of bandits, and about 
Siberia he writes that only people who are forced to go there, really do (Schultz 
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1795/96: II–III). Where does the image of Siberia as a prison of forced labour 
originate from?

At first, Siberia was not the only destination of deportations in Russia: 
people were sent to several other less populated regions of the country. How-
ever, at the end of the 17th century, Siberia became the main destination. A 
Russian regulation from 1753 allowed substituting capital punishment with 
deportation. After that, the number of people deported to Siberia amounted to 
10,000 a year at times (Spiridonova 1999: 7; Kaczýnska 1994: 13; Thomas 1982: 
25–27; Lincoln 1996: 213). In the 19th century the population of Siberia grew 
considerably due to deportations. During the reign of Alexander I, 2000–3000 
deported civilians arrived in Siberia a year, but in the middle of the 19th cen-
tury the number was already up to 19,000 (Lincoln 1996: 192; Watrous 1993: 
115; Wood 1991a: 10–11).

From the statistics on deportations in the 19th century, drawn up by A. D. Mar-
golis, we learn that during 1807–1881, 635,319 people were sent to Siberia, and 
this tendency was steadily increasing: in the years 1812–1821 it was 39,761 peo-
ple, in 1822–1831 – 91,709 people, in 1832–1841 – 78,823 people, in 1842–1851 – 
62,495 people, in 1852–1861 – 70,570 people, in 1862–1871 – 123,543 people, 
in 1872–1881 – 173,039 people; in 1882–1898 – 148,032 people. The majority 
of the deportees were men and although many arrived together with families, 
most of them came on their own (Margolis 1975: 224). The Tsarist Empire used 
deportation to Siberia not only to send criminals out of the central regions of 
Russia, but also as a means to colonise the sparsely inhabited areas of Siberia.

The importance of deportations in colonising Siberia was already emphasised 
by the 19th century authors, starting with the leader of Siberian regionalists 
N. Yadrintsev (1882). Also, the Soviet authors were generally of the opinion 
that deportations played a significant role in developing the Russian population 
in Siberia (see Kolesnikov 1975: 38).

The fact that Siberia was used as a destination for deportation created a 
negative image of the region in the eyes of European Russia and the rest of 
the world.

When Alexandr Salomon, the director of the Main Prison Administration 
of Russia in the years 1896–1900 called Siberia “a vast roofless prison”, he 
used an old stereotype. When American journalist George Kennan and artist 
George A. Frost came to Russia in 1884 as recruitees of the New York “Century 
Magazine”, they could not imagine the difficulties ahead of them. “One does 
not travel to Siberia for fun,” a police officer in Perm who had studied their 
backgrounds told them. Soon after Kennan had come into contact with prisoners 
sent there and other deportees in Siberia, he understood these words perfectly 
well. Kennan’s travel book that he published as a sequence in the “Century 
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Magazine” – and later also as a book – and in which he paid attention to the 
situation in the Siberian prisons (Kennan n.d.), shocked the world and deepened 
the negative image of Siberian prisons in many countries even further.

Estonians were also sent to Siberia. It is likely that the first Estonians 
reached there already during the 17th century as prisoners of war (Jürgenson 
2006: 28); however, this can be thought of as an isolated case that did not re-
ceive wider attention in Estonia. The 19th century deportations are a different 
story altogether. Relying on court documents, historian Aadu Must has pointed 
out a large number of cases when Estonian peasants were sent to Siberia as 
punishment for crimes they had committed (Must 2012: 188ff.).

Several Estonian villages in Siberia have come to existence as settlements 
of the deportees: Verkhnii (Upper) Suetuk in 1850, and Verkhnaia (Upper) 
Bulanka and Revel (Viru village) in 1861. Both in the 19th century and at the 
beginning of the 20th century, pastors and schoolteachers from these villages 
sent tens of overviews to Estonian newspapers, deepening the image of Siberia 
as a destination for deportations.

At the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries many writings 
were published in Estonia, which depicted deportation to Siberia as an act of 
state-inflicted violence and the deportees as victims. For instance, in the novels 
and short stories of several Estonian leftist writers the protagonists’ crimes and 
subsequent deportation to Siberia were explained by social injustice and the 
deportees were depicted with sympathy (Mihkelson 1906; Vilde 1896, 1924). 
However, it is important to add that among the people sent to Siberia there 
were also real criminals and recidivists.

We can talk about Siberia as an important factor in the state governmental 
system, i.e., it was the government with its sanction mechanisms that formed a 
negative image of Siberia. But one has to take into account the fact that when 
Russia sent its criminals to Siberia, this spared the European part of Russia 
and its inhabitants, but created problems in Siberia.

A serious problem was vagabondage: across the whole Siberia no more than 
45% of the deportees stayed in the villages that they were assigned to. At the 
end of the 19th century, the percentage of the escaped people who had been 
deported to Siberia, according to different authors, amounted to 30,000–40,000 
(Wood 1991c: 123–124; Kaczýnska 1994: 123–125); these were people who, with 
their criminal activity, spread fear among local villagers and contributed to the 
fact that its negative image deepened also outside Siberia.
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The depictions of Siberia as a land of deportations 
in the 19th- and 20th-century Estonian written word

In the second half of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries, several 
writings were published in the Estonian press about the stereotype of Siberians 
and Siberian Estonians as criminals. It does not always become evident from the 
texts whether the authors of these writings have in mind a Siberian in general, 
i.e., a Russian-speaking Siberian, or they mean the Estonians in Siberia. With 
some texts, however, it is clear that an inhabitant of Siberia in general has 
been meant.

“The inhabitants of the Siberian taiga have run together from all four winds 
and they are willing to break each other to get ahead in life,” said an article in 
the newspaper Postimees in 1900 (Postimees 1900: 1–2). R. Lipp, who served in 
Altai as assistant forester, writes about the Siberian peasants with dull spirit 
and phlegmatic temper, who can only be weaned from crime by catching them 
in the act and informing them in a physical manner about how it is forbidden 
to covet the property of others (Lipp 1939: 6). At times Siberians are depicted 
as people with degenerate morals, all of which is related back to the image of 
Siberia as a destination for deportations: the biggest criminals were sent to 
Siberia (Olevik 1894: 829). A letter sent from Siberia reads: “If there is but a 
spark of reason from the homeland left in a person’s heart, then it must, in one 
way or another, wither in the prisons” (Sakala 1894b: 3). In another letter there 
is a story of how a local brewer had cheated a person [probably an emigrant] 
in financial matters. The settler who penned the letter adds: “No wonder, in 
Siberia everybody is like that, graduates of the university of evil and thus plenty 
smart for cheating” (Walgus 1885: 2).

In the literature from the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries, 
similar stereotypical images were also ascribed to the Estonians who inhabited 
Siberia. Georg Eduard Luiga, who at the end of the 19th century worked as 
a schoolteacher in a village of Estonian deportees for a few years, named his 
collection of short stories about Siberia in a very telling way – Wägiawallamaal 
(In the Land of Violence) (Luiga 1912) – and here violence meant not only the 
state’s violence against the people deported to Siberia. This title is also an 
expression of the author’s proposition that these deportees continued to be 
violent themselves.

Deportations have also added some colour to the image of Siberia. Therefore, 
it may sound as a surprise that in reality the percentage of the deportees in the 
population of Siberia has never been very high. In 1662, that is, 80 years after 
the beginning of the conquest of Siberia, there were 70,000 males registered in 
Siberia, out of whom 7400, or 10.5%, were deportees. In the middle of the 19th 
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century, the deportees formed 10–11% of the population of Siberia (Wein 1999: 
55). Later on, this percentage started to fall, so that by 1897 the percentage 
of the deportees in Siberian population was 5.2% or 5,760,000 people (Wood 
1991b: 118). But by that time the stereotype of Siberia as a land of criminals 
had established itself strongly in the rest of the world.

After the First World War, Estonia became an independent country and de-
portation to Siberia was no longer a threat, but still the region’s image endured 
in popular memory and writings. In 1932 the newspaper Postimees published 
a piece about the difficult life of ditch diggers and titled it metaphorically: 
The ‘Siberia’ of Volunteers: About the Loggers and Ditch Diggers of Alutaguse 
(Postimees 1932: 4).

Also during the Soviet period the use of Siberia as a prison was continued. 
From the 1930s until his death in 1953, Stalin sent political prisoners to the 
Siberian mines, where they usually stayed until their death. And probably the 
finishing touch to the negative image of Siberia was given by the mass depor-
tations that started with the Chinese and Koreans from around Vladivostok 
during the second half of the 1930s, deportations to Siberia of Volga Germans 
and several Caucasus peoples in the 1940s, and mass deportations from the 
Baltic states in the same decade (see Jürgenson 2008: 191ff.).

The most extensive deportations in Estonia took place in 1941 and 1949. 
As memory researchers have pointed out, in Estonians’ collective memory 
the different mass deportations have fused into a single big martyrdom. The 
meaning of the event is accepted while the details are not brought to the fore, 
but remain in the background (Kõresaar 2005: 104).

Previously mainly in Estonian exile communities in Western countries (Kaup 
1963; Kopperman 1972; Rävälä 1981) but recently also on this side of the Baltics 
(Kiik 1988; Viitar 1990; Veisserik 1995; Silliksaar 2001; Hinrikus 1999; Õiger 
2011) there have been numerous publications of memoirs and fictionalised 
writings of the deportees, which strengthen the connection of Siberia to injustice, 
terror and violence.

Aili Viitar, a former deportee, describes the reactions of the ones deported 
from Estonia:

Without any court, without giving legal proof of guilt, one is arrested from 
one’s sleep and deported. Where? Even that we were not told. To Siberia, 
this was what we ourselves worked out. Where else? Since primeval times, 
Russia has deported its convicts to the cold country. Truly, they would not 
want to take us to the Crimea for a holiday! (Viitar 1990: 13) 
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These examples should prove that one of the most important aspects of the 
image of Siberia is its long-term use as a destination for deportations. Siberia 
has become a frightening place where one will not go voluntarily.

Several years ago a children’s summer camp programme was started between 
the Siberian Estonian community and home Estonia. Initially it was intended 
as an exchange programme, but in reality it has meant that only Siberian Es-
tonian children come to Estonia for a summer camp: in Estonia it is difficult 
to find parents who would voluntarily like to send their children to Siberia.

The “demonisation” of Siberia is also expressed by deliberately absurd news-
paper titles: “Voluntarily to Siberia” (Ranne 2000); “Voluntarily in Siberia” 
(Saarmaa 2000). During the Soviet period, north-east Estonia was referred to 
as Estonian Siberia because initially prisoners of war laboured there to rebuild 
areas destroyed by the war (Pae 2012: 36). This nickname also gives evidence 
of Siberia’s rooted outstandingly negative image due to using Siberia as a des-
tination for deportations.

The nature of Siberia and its depictions

Two years ago, when a cold front moved across Central Europe, there was the 
following headline in an Austrian newspaper, reading: “Wetter: Sibirien lässt 
grüßen” (Weather: Siberia Sends Its Greetings) (Kurier 2012). Thus, Siberia 
reached Europe, let the thermometers drop extraordinarily low, stalled car 
engines and covered lakes and rivers with ice. Siberia has become a symbol for 
a cold place – and that already long before one started to record cold records 
in the world. Of course, in terms of this, Siberia undoubtedly takes the first 
prize: the lowest temperatures in Siberia have been measured in Oimyakon, the 
world’s pole of cold (outside of Antarctic), where the thermometer has indicated 
–71 degrees Celsius (French 1989: 1; Mote 1998: 3).

Freezing cold, but also wilderness and impenetrable forests have been part 
of Siberian image throughout centuries. These characteristics have emerged 
due to travellers and travel literature. Already the travellers from Western Eu-
rope, who, from the 18th century onwards, increasingly travelled to Siberia and 
recorded their observations, emphasised the cold climate of Siberia. J. Dundas 
Cochrane (1825: 5) describes how axes break and how iron sticks if you touch it 
with a bare hand in the Siberian frost. O. Finsch writes with despair about the 
clothes that he had taken along from home. These clothes could be appropriate 
in German cold weather but not in Siberia. Despite his woolly clothes, a double 
waistcoat, hunter coat and furs, he was freezing in the Siberian frost, despite 
the fact that it was already April and spring had set in (Finsch 1879: 32–33).
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In Estonia Siberia also symbolised cold. The newspaper Perno Postimees 
wrote in the freezing winter of 1864: “The cold grows stronger every day; it is 
almost proper Siberian cold” (Perno Postimees 1864: 37). The Estonian reader 
got an idea of Siberian cold winters from school textbooks (Lebedev 1892: 42–43), 
but in the 19th century this information was increasingly drawn from the press, 
where cold often served as an epithet for Siberia. Siberia was the cold land (J. L. 
1897: 1; Nigol 1918: 40), the land of harsh climate (Postimees 1897: 1), the harsh 
cold land (Olevik 1897). Cold snowy winters is a subject that added weight to the 
articles about Siberia, confirming the customary image of Siberia. The snowiness 
of Siberian winters is described by Meinhard Mühlenberg, a schoolteacher in 
an Estonian settlement in Western Siberia: “Instead of buildings you can see 
huge snowdrifts with smoky-black openings, which show that people live in 
those snowdrifts” (Mühlenberg 1884: 174). The Estonian settlers in Siberia 
described their new homeland in the letters that they sent to Estonia. Some 
of these letters were published in Estonian newspapers. The settlers wrote 
about severe winter storms, the burans, as well as the ground that was frozen 
to the depth of up to ten feet, and the crevices in it (H. Kr. 1915: 2). Also, the 
comparisons with Estonian climate had a significant importance. The settlers 
wrote that in Siberia winters were colder than in Estonia, without being damp 
(Lukk 1908: 3).

Figure 1. Taiga in Siberia. Photograph by Aivar Jürgenson 2010.
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Siberia is cold, but it is also wild. The clichés about Siberia used in the texts 
reflect this aspect of the image of Siberia to the extent that Siberia and the for-
est are inseparable. Siberian forest is a metaphor and a concept with a definite 
meaning, just like a bottomless hole swallowing Estonians forever. Siberian 
forests really seemed like another world to the settlers, like something inhu-
man and strange. “Here in a parish you can find such a primeval forest – the 
taiga – which no one has ever entered” (Postimees 1899: 2).

The impenetrable forests on the one hand and the vastness of the territory 
on the other are images that often stand side by side, providing a double de-
scription of the novel conditions in Siberia. The boundlessness of Siberia gives 
it a tingle of gloom: “Thus our brothers and sisters are lost just like behind the 
clouds and under the ground” (Sakala 1894a: 3–4).

Siberia’s forest metaphor has a double meaning. On the one hand, there are 
writings on how volunteer Estonian settlers established a home for themselves by 
creating fields “of the Siberian forest by toiling that has become dear” (Asutawa 
Kogu protokoll nr. 13: 476), or in a mythological sense brought culture out of 
chaos. Here the forest symbolises the Great Opposer as a force of nature: the 
binary opposition is created by culture and nature. However, when somebody 
writes about Estonian deportees struggling in Siberian forests as Stalin’s slaves 
(Väinjärve 1942: 31), then the symbol of the Siberian forest supports not only 
the natural aspect but also the political-historical one.

An essential part of the image of Siberia is also the image of a Siberian. Just 
like wilderness and enormous size are important components of the Siberian 
image, an inhabitant of Siberia is also wild and big. Climate-theoretical accounts 
on the impact of Siberian natural environment on the character and physical 
attributes of its inhabitants can be found in the treatments by Siberian 19th-
century regionalist literati (Jadrinzew 1886: 62; see also Anisimov 1999: 21ff.), 
but also from contemporary Siberian writers (Andyusev 1996, 1997; Rasputin 
1987: 135–136). According to them, the Siberian inhabitant is forceful and 
crude, sometimes a wild person with a broad spirit and a sense of closeness to 
nature. Just as Siberia itself is vast and wild, so is the Siberian.

The Estonians who were deported to Siberia in the 1940s and came into 
contact with local people also described Siberians according to the earlier ste-
reotypes. The descriptions include elements that show the Siberians as powerful 
and robust: “The hosts are a family of big, strong people with wide Siberian 
jaws” (Kivik 1996: 47). In such descriptions, the stereotypes of Siberian nature 
are ascribed to the people of Siberia as well.

An important aspect in the image of Siberian nature is its fauna; first and 
foremost, bears that have become one of Siberia’s symbols. Meeting the bears, 
descriptions of bear hunting and introducing famous bear hunters are frequent 
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motifs in Siberian travelogues (Kohn & Andree 1876: 188; Messerschmidt 1962: 
282; Bergman 1926: 195; Hultén 1926: 210). At the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, the Estonian press also published letters from Siberia about how the 
woods were crawling with bears and how the bears lurked around in villages 
(Nieländer 1909: 2). Stereotypes founded on such stories have persisted even 
through the later decades.

When in the autumn of 2000 an Estonian language teacher was sent to the 
Verkhnii (Upper) Suetuk village school in Eastern Siberia, the Estonian media 
covered the event extensively. One of the authors wrote how the teacher’s friend 
expressed an opinion that, while living in Siberia, the teacher would have to 
learn to hunt bears (Korv 2000).

In the interviews that I carried out with Siberian Estonians, bears were a 
frequent topic. On the one hand, Siberian Estonians try to ridicule the image 
that the rest of the world has about how bears roam the streets in Siberia. 
On the other hand, they find ways to use the bear as a symbol embodying the 
wildness of Siberia as a tool for self-identification. If Siberian Estonians call 
themselves Siberi karu (Siberian bear), they do it with full self-consciousness 
(see Jürgenson 2003: 135; 2006: 148ff.), and with that they confront the rest of 
the world, including Estonia. This symbol is strong and suits well into the given 
context: although in the Estonian auto-stereotype the forest is also important 
(i.e., Estonians as forest people, see Hiiemäe 1997: 29; Jõgisalu 1997: 69), but 
a bear as an identifier is of no significance.

Associating Siberia with bears is a universal phenomenon. A headline in the 
Estonian newspaper Postimees, “The Siberian Bear Karelin Loves Rakhmaninov 
and Dostoyevsky” (Kees 2003), is expressive on several levels: the giant wrestler 
as an embodiment of a giant of nature or a savage in an absurd-like connection 
with high culture: contrasting the wild Siberia and the cultural world serves 
as a background to this association. The Siberian bear is a symbol that has 
evolved through centuries and is connected with historical semiotic processes, 
the identity of Siberia and Siberians (see Jürgenson 2003: 135–137).

Considering the Siberians as people close to nature is a part of the image 
that Siberia has been attributed by the outside world. This stereotype has been 
presented both by Russian and Western authors (especially in travelogues) 
throughout several centuries. But at the same time it is the auto-stereotype of 
Siberians, initially produced by the Siberian regionalist literates of the 19th 
century, who were trying to find in it a contradistinction with the Russians 
from Russia. The stereotype that was produced as a conscious contradistinc-
tion and a marker of an ethnic boundary has later been ingrained also in the 
inhabitants of Siberia and contributed to the formation of the local identity of 
Siberia. In addition, the Estonians from Siberia use this as an auto-stereotype. 
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Siberia as a land of endless possibilities: 
Voluntary emigration

It may feel paradoxical, but although Siberia has been the carrier of mainly 
a negative wild image, for many it has also been a promised land, Elysium. 
While during several centuries trains with prisoners moved towards Siberia, 
there have always been those who have voluntarily escaped to this region, 
fleeing from landlords, etc. As a result of the 1650s schism, many Old Believers 
escaped to Siberia from persecutions. Throughout hundreds of years, artisans, 
traders, peasants and deserted soldiers have come to Siberia. In addition, after 
the abolishment of serfdom in 1861, an extensive emigration movement started 
in Russia, with one of the biggest waves arriving in Siberia. During the years 
1896–1914, 80% of Russian emigrants moved to Siberia (Goryushkin 1991: 140). 
Also from the Baltic countries a wave of emigrants reached Siberia during the 
last decade of the 19th and the first decade of the 20th centuries. For Estonians 
this was the most extensively used direction of emigration (see Kivimäe 1981: 
68–69; Kulu 1997: 99). These were people who hoped to create a new future in 
Siberia for themselves and their offspring.

Figure 2. Estonian village Verkhnii Suetuk in Siberia. Photograph by Aivar Jürgenson 2010.
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The connection with future and freedom has given many authors who write 
about Siberia a good reason to associate Siberia with America, another land 
of future and freedom (see Petri 1886: VI; Heller 1930: 246; Snow 1977: 30; 
Wood 1991b: 1, 15; Lincoln 1996: 302). The basis for comparison is usually the 
relative newness of colonisation in both America and Siberia, and, due to that, 
small population, wealth of natural resources and their negligible exploita-
tion. The authors have also compared rapidly growing cities in both America 
and Siberia and made observations of the mentality of people in both regions. 
The image of Siberia as a land of the future and its great possibilities were 
vastly exploited by the Estonian press at the end of the 19th and beginning 
of the 20th centuries. On the one hand, these were propagandistic writings, 
which aimed to persuade people to move to Siberia, including writings by the 
Estonian settlers who had already moved to Siberia and hoped to attract more 
compatriots to come to live with them in their settlements. Nature descriptions 
often reflect economic interests:

In the location of the Estonian settlement here [...] the landscape is very 
beautiful, the land is fertile, there are many grasslands and that is why 
cattle-growing is a success here. (Olevik 1893: 9)

A river rich in fish flows through our settlement. In this place the land 
is covered with black topsoil (chernozem) and it is fertile, if cultivated. 
(Olevik 1903: 274)

The countryside here is really very beautiful; especially in May and June 
the landscape is so wonderful that in Estonia you cannot find such even in 
flower gardens or manor greenhouses. Several hundreds of sorts of roses, 
peonies and other flowers are blooming everywhere, swaying and waving 
like a sea of flowers in the wind. (Sakala 1910: 2)

On the other side, the perspective of Siberia as a land of great opportunity was 
used in Estonian writings that served to warn people. These very same sup-
posedly grand opportunities were ridiculed via exaggerated caricatures. For 
instance, the prospect of colonising Russian Far East was treated with irony:

The Yellow Sea is yellow from gold and all of the fish are by the shore. 
All you need is a certificate from the municipality attesting to the fact 
that you can hook a worm on to your fish hook. The Yellow Sea abounds 
in different fishes and one could even catch them with a bag [...] And the 
crawfish are a hundred times bigger than in the old River Raudna. One 
crawfish is as big as the bottom of a riddle and has a hundred chelipeds. 
(Postimees 1904: 2)
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The Estonian press reminded people to be careful and not to rush into the un-
known, but these instances of irony also provide evidence of the fact that the 
peasant who left the homeland did so mainly due to economically pragmatic 
goals and bright hopes for the future.

The image of Siberia as a land of great opportunity has survived all the way 
through the 20th century until today. The offspring of original Estonian settlers 
still reflected on this in the interviews that I conducted with them (Jürgenson 
2006: 119–120). Siberia is depicted first and foremost as a fruitful land where 
hard-working people can prosper. Both associating Siberia with the wild nature 
and the image of Siberia as a land of future have helped to strengthen Siberian 
regional identity.

Siberia: A place as a cultural construction

Siberia is a cultural construction: a location of not only ideas, but of embodied 
practices that shape identities. The understanding of space and place is created 
through social relations. Place is a particular articulation of social relations, a 
particular moment in those networks of social relations and understanding. It 
is clear that for those two groups – voluntary emigrants of the 19th century and 
the deportees of the middle of the 20th century – Siberia symbolises completely 
different things. No wonder that for the forcibly deported ones, the land usu-
ally remained strange, no wonder that most of the deportees returned to their 
homeland after they had been granted amnesty. The ones for whom Siberia 
was a home, assess the region and its components in a positive light. This could 
be exemplified by how different people with different backgrounds see Siberia, 
including its nature. It is clear that nature is a reflection of social and cultural 
experiences: when describing nature, it becomes obvious what kind of “glasses” 
someone wears, i.e., what is their favourite reference framework like, in which 
they place the symbolic objects or the landscape.

The following is a description of the homeland’s nature by a woman who is 
a descendant of voluntary settlers:

Even that fog, when it starts emerging from the mountains – well, that 
I like very much. You as if step into milk – or, I cannot even say, this is 
so fantastically nice and beautiful. And those little flowers, how they 
grow there [...] And the mountains! And the strawberries that are there! 
(Jürgenson 2006: 162)

A deportee from Estonia, who was taken to Siberia in 1941, writes:

When the scary size of the mountain range and sulky strictness was fol-
lowed by colourless wetlands and lowlands plagued by water with its 
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clay huts and undisguised poverty, then we all knew that it was Asia 
and Siberia that was surrounding us now over there... (Kaup 1963: 30)

Yes, Siberia was strange, far away, cold and hostile, and had the impression of 
the land of the dead for the deportees. Sacral topography described this land – 
as becomes obvious from the extract – as a land on the other side, i.e., as hell. 
This cliché had developed already earlier, under the influence of the prison 
camps during the tsarist period in Russia (see Grant 1993: 229), and now it 
acquired a deeper meaning. From the same author comes also the following 
vignette with a negative power of suggestion:

Dreary forests that reached the waterside, at times to the brinks, scared 
us. The jet-black shadows of the forest made us timid the same way as the 
merciless fists of the death that was waiting for us right behind the next 
bend of the river. (Kaup 1963: 48)

It is clear that these two descriptions stem from different positions. For both of 
them, Siberia has a symbolic meaning, but these meanings are different. It may 
feel as if the word Siberia lives its independent life and feeds on the employed 
stereotypes. At least for a whole century, this contradiction has characterised 
the image of Siberia and the reception stemming from this.

During the past century, Siberia presented at least two faces: one of them 
looked into the past and saw chains and barbed wire, while the other looked into 
the future and saw swaying cornfields and huge herds of cattle. This paradox 
is even further deepened by the fact that both forced and voluntary emigration 
headed mainly for southern Siberia: the villages of both the deportees and 
voluntary emigrants are situated side by side in the south of Siberia, where there 
are areas of fertile black soil and a benign climate. Also the 1940s deportations 
from the Baltic states took people to places with villages of voluntary emigrants: 
the homes of those who had, in their time, arrived in Siberia as Elysium. 
Siberia is too vast to be ascribed only one meaning to, and too multifaceted to 
be associated with only one emotion or opinion.

Conclusion

On the one hand, Siberia had become a country for deportations that injected 
fear in people, and, on the other hand, it presented an opportunity to escape 
from oppressive economic conditions in the European part of the Russian em-
pire, a possibility of freedom.

For the Baltic nations Siberia mainly signifies a land of violence. The reason 
for it is the deportations carried out in the 1940s. But as we saw above, Siberia 
has also other stereotypes that have come into existence during different times 
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via different ways. Together they have formed a heterogeneous and controver-
sial image of the region.

The image of Siberia has been shaped by different historical events: deporta-
tions that took place during different periods of history (Tsarist Empire, Soviet 
period), the waves of voluntary migration, Siberia’s natural conditions and 
physical parameters. The stereotypes of Siberia have been mediated differently. 
In this article I looked at how Siberian stereotypes have been presented and 
mediated through writings in Estonian, with comparative international mate-
rial as well as segments from interviews with Siberian Estonians. According to 
the examples in this article, three main themes emerge in the image of Siberia: 

1. Violent past of Siberia – the land of deportations;
2. Siberian nature – Siberia as a cold, vast and wild land;
3. Siberia as a land of future and endless possibilities.

In the 19th century Siberia was well known among Estonians as a destination for 
deportations. During the second half of the 19th century, Estonian newspapers 
published numerous writings about the deportees and their living conditions. 
At the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries, a socially critical 
dimension was added: the people who had been forcefully sent to Siberia were 
beginning to be portrayed as innocent victims of state-inflicted violence. This 
aspect in the image of Siberia grew more pronounced because of the mass de-
portations in the 1940s, which were carried out during the Soviet regime, and 
has persevered until today.

Not as clearly etched out, but still a significant stereotype of Siberia, is 
associated with nature: Siberia as a cold, vast and wild land. The metaphor 
“Siberian cold” was first introduced into Estonian press in the 1860s and has 
survived until today. The image of Cold Siberia has not been damaged by 
the fact that summers in the south of Siberia are warm enough for growing 
watermelons and grapes. The wildness of Siberia is connected with its nature: 
throughout a century writings have been published that speak about Siberian 
great vast forests as well as the animals that live in them. The metaphor for 
the Siberian forest has a double meaning: we saw that, on the one hand, it fits 
into the binary opposition culture versus nature; on the other hand, the forest 
symbol of Siberia can also contain, in addition to the natural aspect, a political-
historical aspect. In that case the Siberian forest is not a symbol of a natural 
chaos that human effort can mould into culture, but a symbol of violence inflicted 
by the state on its own people.

The third stereotype – Siberia as a land of infinite possibility and a land of the 
future – originated in the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries. 
This stereotype is mostly affiliated with the voluntary colonisation of Siberia 
that in Estonia lasted from the end of the 19th century until the First World 
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War. This stereotype is on one level in conflict with the two ones described be-
fore, and is therefore not especially widespread in Estonia. A positive image of 
Siberia in Estonia is carried by the members of the so-called Siberian Estonian 
community: the children of former settlers who were born in Siberia and for 
whom Siberia is their homeland. For them the image of Siberia as a country 
of wild nature and Siberia as a land of the future form a unitary whole: both 
these images help to create the local identity of Siberia.
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Note

1	 In practice it is hard to differentiate between prejudice and stereotype, which is why 
in social psychology these terms are used almost interchangeably (Matthes 1981: 23). 
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