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«An American, a French and a Russian meet on a desert island.. .».
The representation of the foreigner and the cultural transfer
in Russian contemporary jokes.

Introduction

With the progressive unification of Europe’s political space, the determination of
the cultural identity through the juxtaposition of cultures is a central and semiotically
innovative subject.

The contact between different cultures provokes a weakening in the specificity of
each of them. This weakening is directed to a standardization converging to a domi-
nant common model. However, the acculturation and consequent progressive loss of
the identity is also stimulus for giving rise to some forms of reaction to preserve the
own cultural specificity.

In urban oral culture a response to the establishment of intercultural relations
within a society can be found in the “jokes about foreigners”. These jokes generally
spread out in industrial societies, characterized by important migrations from the
periphery to the centre and by the inevitable collision between different social and
ethnic groups. In fact, they can be classified as ethnic humour, which is defined by M.
Apte «(...) as a type of humour in which fun is made of the perceived behaviour,
customs, personality, or any other traits of a group or its members by virtue of their
specific socio-cultural identity» (Apte 1985: 108). Ethnic humour is «[...] presumed to
have the function of intra-group social control when it directly or indirectly expresses
approval of a group’s socio-cultural characteristics, encourages strong ethnic identity
and positive self-image for group members, and disapproves by ridicule individuals
who do not confirm to existing cultural norms [...]» (Apte 1985: 133). Making fun of
individuals from other cultural groups, they aim at the maintenance of a distinct ethnic
identity in a situation of intercultural interaction.

Referring to Russian culture, ethnic jokes have long been part of Russian folk-
lore, being Russia one of the world’s most ethnically heterogeneous nations, in terms
of both number and diversity of ethnic groups living in its territory. However, inside
the general category of contemporary Russian ethnic humour it is necessary to trace
out a subdivision between ethnic jokes, in their strict and classic sense of definition,
and jokes that we can call cross-cultural, which actually seem, at a first sight, to be
ethnic jousts. This subdivision develops under the influence of some factors con-
cerning the socio-cultural Soviet context and the consequences they had on Russian
present society.
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The Soviet Empire was rather a multiethnic entity than a simple union of dif-
ferent sovereign states. The strong mobility of its populations, the imposition of the
language, culture and habits of the Russian dominant ethnic group created a melting
pot of different nationalities which didn’t really perceive each other as foreigners. In
the repertory of contemporary Russian ethnic joke-lore are prominent jokes about
Georgians, Ukrainians, Chukchis and Jews, those ethnic minorities living in the
territory of the Russian Federation and having a direct contact with its population. As
to Emil Draitser, «[...] to tell a joke about a certain nationality means to show aware-
ness of its existence, of its distinctive character. Telling jokes about a group reveals at
least a passing familiarity with its everyday life» (Draitser 1998:17). Telling jokes in
which an ethnicity is portrayed as ignorant or inept serves to Russians as a self-
therapy, reassuring them about their status of superiority.

Cross-cultural jokes, on the other side, though being part of ethnic humour,
differ from the mentioned ethnic jokes. First of all they talk about “real” foreigners,
those nationalities Russians have usually no contact with. These jokes ate not based
on a direct knowledge of foreigners, but on the representations of them provided by
Russian culture and related to more general stereotypes, present in many European
cultures. Secondly, even disclosing Russian myths about foreigners, the targeted ethnic
group are Russians. Cross-cultural jokes use the juxtaposition of cultural identities,
belonging to different spheres, to transmit representations of two cultural identities,
the Russian and the foreign one. If the semantic of the foreigner corresponds entirely
to his representation in Russian culture, the identity of the Russian is completely
rebuilt like opposite to the official model.

In this article the semiotic functioning of cross-cultural jokes will be discussed.
After a brief introduction drawing up the origins and the main features of this cycle,
an attempt will be made to explain how these jokes work in conformity with the
semiotic mechanism of the “border” to define the cultural identities of Russians and
foreigners. I will also talk about the stereotypes as the new information resulting from
the cultural transfer from one semiotic system to another. Finally I will describe the
concrete representations of foreigners and Russians produced by this cycle of jokes.

1. Cross-cultural jokes?

Cross-cultural jokes have quite ancient roots in Russian culture. As Efim
Kurganov (2001: 24-20) affirms, they originate in the comic tales about foolish
neighbours and the land, the city, the village of stupid people, which in Russia began
to be published in the XVIII century. In these tales «[...| BEIIIIyIuBarOTCA HEIIOHATAU-

1 For the research project this paper is based on, I analysed Russian jokes circulating
during the seventies. Even if belonging to Soviet culture and reflecting some particularities of
Soviet everyday life these texts continue to be told at the present time. Because of using
universal archetypical models they can easily adapt to different cultures and times.



«An American, a French and a Russian meet on a desert island. . .» 159

BOCTB, HAMBHOCTbD, HHOTAA AQKE IIPOCTO TYITOCTh ‘AepeBeHIUHEN »? (Kurganov 2001,
24-206).

As their predecessors, cross-cultural jokes follow the archaic archetypical model
of stupidity-intelligence. In these texts many ethnic groups are simultaneously targeted.
Individuals from different cultures face a common situation and respond to it
according to those features that have been ascribed to their cultural identity by the
culture in which the joke is told. The situation is always standardized and corresponds
to the model of the competition. Joke’s heroes, prisoners of the cannibals on a remote
island or having to prove their bravery, are required to find a clever solution for a
situation apparently without escaping way, or to perform an extremely risky task in
order to demonstrate their mental and physical skills. Just one of the competitors, in
most of the cases the member of the culture in which the joke is told, is the winner.
The reasons determining the elaboration of such texts and their functions, in the past
as well as in the contemporary Russian culture, are evident. Ever since the past
centuries, when every village was perceived by its inhabitants as a closed microcosm
existing as autonomous from the other villages, the derision of the inhabitants from
the neighbourhood was the consequence of the mixing of cultural identities and of the
fear of a possible loss of the own culture’s specificity. In a more contemporary context
of “ethnic proximity”, such as an industrial multiethnic society, the ruling ethnic
group, or the dominant social class affirms its identity and defends its position of
superiority through the derision of the “others”. In this way the storyteller stands out
from the foreigner, the “other”, who he defines as a foolish, automatically reserving
him a position of cultural inadequacy and subordination. The definition of the identity
of the “other” entails, through a process of juxtaposition, the establishment of the
own culture’s specificity, which stands out for being the opposite of the “other”
culture.

This mechanism works in the cultural periphery of a society where the integrity
of the dominant culture begins to crack under the pressure of the proximity of the
“other” cultures. In this case the lack of clearness and the consequent permeability of
the border separating different semiotic spheres allow the penetration of the foreign
text in the own culture.

2. The border and the cultural transfer

Ju.M. Lotman? calls the space of every culture “semiosphere”, i.e. a semiotic
continuum, where all the communication processes and the elaboration of the new
information are performed. The main features of the semiosphere, individuality and
homogeneity, lead to its differentiation on the one hand from the extra-semiotic
space, i.e. from nature, on the other from the “other-semiotic” environment, i.e. from
the sphere of foreign cultures. According to Lotman, «3amkuyrocts’ cemuocdepst

2 «[...] it is made fun of the obtuseness, naivety, sometimes narrow-mindedness of the
“villageous people”.».
3 For the theory of the semioshpere and the border see Lotman 1984.
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IPOSBAACTCA B TOM, YTO OHA HE MOMKCT COIPHUKACATBCA C HHOCCMHOTHYICCKAMIU
TEKCTAMU AN C HETEKCTaMH. AAA TOTO ITOOBI OHU AASl HEE IIOAYIHAU PEAABHOCTD, €i
HEOOXOAHMO IIEPEBECTH HX HA OAHH H3 A3HIKOB €¢ BHYTPCHHETO IIPOCTPAHCTBA HAM
cemuoTnsupoBath dakTeLy* (Lotman 1984).

The rigid separation between one semiosphere and the environment, perceived as
other, different or foreign, leads to the main concept of border. As formulated by
Ju.M. Lotman, the border is one of the basic mechanisms regulating the definition of
the semiotic individuality. It can be easily applied to the analysis of different
phenomena concerning the designation of the cultural identity. The perception that
every group has of itself leads to the activation of a criterion of juxtaposition to the
other ethnic groups. The knowledge of the “other”, not belonging to our ethno-
cultural, social, linguistic, behavioural spheres, is the means used to demarcate the
sphere of the “own”.

Cross-cultural jokes work in conformity with the semiotic mechanism of the
border. These texts are displaced in the peripheral space where the contact, among
different foreign cultural texts and their consequent transfer into Russian culture,
takes place. The border is a kind of bidirectional translating filter, allowing the
translation of the foreign cultural text into the internal language of the semiosphere.
Transferring the foreign text into Russian culture jokes transforms it in a text about
the foreigner. For example:

1. TlociopuaAn pycckue, aHrAmgane u (PpPaHIy3bl, KTO AOABIIE B XOAOAMABHHUKE
IIPOCUANT. AHTAMYAHE B3IAM € COOOM KapThl, BUCKH U 3aA€3AH. [IpocuAeAn AeHS -
He BBIACPKAAHM U Bblae3an. Ppaniryssr B3siau BuHO u 6a0. [Ipocuaean ABa AHS U
TOKE BBIAC3AH. PyCCKHME B3SIAM CAMOTOH M 3aKyCKy. HEAEAIO CHAST, BTOPYIO.
AyMaroT, 3aMep3AH OHH TaM, HAAO HOCMOTPeTh. OTKPBIBAECT YEAOBEK ABEPH, 4 EMY
IIHHOK II0 MOPAC U ABEpPb CHOBA 3aKphIBaCTCA. loroc u3 pedprxeparopa:
- Bauns, 3a 9rto THI €ro?

- Hy Ilets, TyT 1 Tak XOAOAHO, 2 OH eI1ie ABEpb OTKpEIBaeT!

*  «The semiosphere shows its character of introversion and closure through its

impossibility to come into contact with the “other-semiotic” texts or the “extra-semiotic” ones.
To make them meaningful the semiosphere needs to translate them into one of its semiotic
languages».

5 Russians, English and French have a discussion about who of them can stay longer in
a refrigerator. English take cards, a bottle of whiskey and get in. After one day spent there they
cannot stand the cold anymore and go out. French take women and a bottle of wine. After two
days spent there they cannot stand the cold anymore and go out. Russians take litres of vodka
and some appetizers. After two weeks passed in the refrigerator people outside begin to get
worried and decide to have a look inside. Somebody opens the door, he’s suddenly punched
on the nose and the door closes again. A voice from inside the refrigerator:

- Vanja, why did you punch him???

- Don’t you understand, Petja? Here it’s so cold and this idiot is opening the doot!
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The situation represented in the joke is a stereotyped competition between three
individuals, two of them are foreigners, the third is a Russian, the member of the
culture in which the joke is told. They all are required to demonstrate their bravery
and physical force by getting through a concrete proof. Each of them has to choose
his behavioural model: how to react to the proposed situation? In turn English,
French, and last Russians act. Through his actions every character communicates
some information about his own culture: English like playing cards and drinking
whiskey, French prefer women and wine, Russians vodka and appetizers. The cultural
individuality of each character is clearly expressed by material symbols typical for the
respective cultures.

The joke reproduces a certain fragment of the Russian world’s naive picture.
Transferring from the own culture into the Russian joke the semantic of the foreign
text is filtrated and radically simplified. The model of the foreigner reduces to those
features that are considered semiotically significant in the determination of his
national identity and correspond to the mental representations existing in Russian
culture about him. In this way the foreign cultural texts pass through a process of
semiotic transformation becoming the information comprehensible for the members
of the receiving culture. In this sense the border and the joke as a border can be
considered as the sphere in which takes place the formation of meaning and new
information. The cultural translation as a transfer from the external semiotic system of
the foreign culture to the joke’s internal one generates new information present as
stereotypes.

3. Stereotypes

The stereotype in jokes is the result of the filtration of the model of the foreigner
and its consequent adaptation to the receiving culture. It is the mental projection of a
certain fragment of reality, whose presence in jokes is motivated by the same Russian
culture.

Stereotypes, present in jokes, are related to ethno-geographic representations,
rather than just to the ethnic ones, as it happens for example in jokes about ethnic
minorities. National-geographic stereotypes are the content of Russian world naive
mythology describing the properties and the particularities of the different nations.
They are reflected in the linguistic functioning of a certain semantic group composed
by an adjective, indicating the nationality and a substantive, expressing a specific
psychological or physical feature significant for that nationality. Plungjan and
Rachilina affirm: «J...| AMHIBUCTHYIECKH PEAECBAHTHBIME ABAAIOTCA HA3BAHHA AAAEKO HE
BCEX HAPOAOB, OKPYMKAIOIIMX PYCCKUX: AMHIBACTUYECKHM OTMCYCHHBIC COYCTAHUA
BO3MOJKHBI IIPEKAE BCETO CO CAOBAMM PYecKilil, ﬁpmﬁ;ﬁ'ﬁmﬂ, HeMeyKul, & TAKKE 60C/104UHbLI
u romnszii |...]. Kpome TOro HEOOABIIIOE YHCAO AHHIBUCTHYCCKH OTMCUCHHBIX
codeTaHHH (BIPOYEM, AOCTATOYHO OECCIIOPHEIX) 3aCBHACTEABCTBOBAHO AAfl CAOB
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areautickudl, amepuranckud |..]»° (Plungjan, Rachilina 1996: 342). These idioms seem to
be the linguistic structure of the stereotypes existing in Russian culture. The fact that
in jokes as in language a central position is occupied by the stereotypes concerning the
same nationalities is an evident demonstration of the specificity of a certain fragment
of the wotld associated with these nationalities. Moreover, it confirms also the
centrality and stability of some foreign texts in Russian culture.

The most frequent types of foreigners, appearing in jokes, are the French, the
American or the English, sometimes the German. Stereotypes forming the semantic
of these models are minimised representations, some invariants corresponding entirely
to the semantic of the mentioned idioms in Russian language, i.e. jokes elaborate
stereotypes already existing in Russian culture:

2. Amepukanery, ppaHIy3 U PyCCKHI IIOCIIOPUAH - KTO BCEX Xpadpee?

- Mb1, aMEpHKaHIIBL, 110 KPEOUIO PA3BITPHIBACM ACCATH MAIINH, IIPHYEM Y OAHOM M3
HHUX HET TOPMO30B, M MYHMCH IIO TOpHOI aopore.. IloToM oAMH AexHT B
GOABHHITE, 2 OCTAABHBIC ACBATH €IO HABEIIAIOT.

- A MBI y ceOs Bo PpaHIimu coOnpaeMcs BACCATEPOM, Pa3bIrPBIBACM ACCATD
ACBYIIIEK, ITPHYEM y OAHOH U3 HUX CH(HAUC... [TOTOM OAHH AOKUTHCA B
GOABHUILY, 2 OCTAABHBIE ACBATH €IO HABEINAIOT.

- A y Hac B Poccunm erme xaerme: pacckasblBacM B KOMIIAHHH IIOANTHYECKHCE
AHEKAOTBI, IIPIYEM BCE 3HAEM, YTO OAMH U3 HAC CTyKad.

- A motom?

- A IIOTOM AEBAITH CHASAT, 4 OAUH HOCHT MM II€PeAaYn’.

The representation of the American outlined in this joke corresponds to a
pragmatic, practical and successful person, whose qualities are confirmed by the
presence of the car. The car is a significant trait in the semantic of the stereotype of
the American. Aleksandr Genis in Amerikanskaja azbunka (The American spelling book)
writes about American culture, that «ABTOMHOHAB — 3TO 1 COCPEAOTOUHE AMCPHUKAH-

¢ «Not all the denominations of the nations experienced by Russians are relevant from
the linguistic point of view. Linguistic relevant expressions are possible above all with the
words Russian, French, German, and also Southern and Eastern [...]. A quite significant part of
linguistic relevant expressions (which are quite unquestionable) are linked to the words English,
American |...]».

7 An American, a French and a Russian are discussing about who of them is the most
courageous.

- In America we choose ten cars, one of them doesn’t have brakes and we drive in
dangerous mountain roads. Then one of us ends up in hospital and the other nine visit him.

- In France we choose ten gitls, one of them suffers from syphilis. Then one of us ends
up in hospital and the other nine visit him.

- In Russia we are much more courageous. We tell political jokes in a company of ten
people and we all know that one of us is a spy.

- And then?

- And then nine of us end up in prison and one takes to them packets and gifts.
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CKOIO AyXa, M CHMBOA CTPaHBI, I OCHOBA HAIIHOHAABHOIO XapakTepa, u opmy,
KOTOPYIO IpuHsira amepukaHckas Ayiaa»® (Genis 2002: 14). The car in jokes is the
result of those qualities expressed by the Russian idioms: amerikanskaja dinamicnost,
delovitost’,  predpriimiivost®. In jokes Americans are rich, generous, self-confident,
pragmatic, and brave; they love women and are ready to come to blow for them.

The image of the foreigner translating into Russian culture looses its complexity
reducing to a selection of some stereotyped features. But on which bases are these
features chosen? To be understood in Russian culture and to acquire the value of
information, the foreign text has to simplify and to adapt to some cultural categories,
existing in Russian culture. It means that its translation to be successful requires the
pre-existence in the receiving culture of a representation of it. Foreigner texts,
transferred in jokes, are always already experienced by Russians because for concrete
socio-cultural reasons they are part of Russian culture. So, in jokes, stereotypes form
on the basis of existing models, already typified. These models in connection to jokes
play the role of prototypic texts, which are re-elaborated and transformed into a
grotesque representation of themselves. As far as the model of the American is
concerned, its image is elaborated during the XX century, mostly under the influence
of mass culture. The so-called ypusks 19, a low quality series of novels, with detective
plots, quite popular at the beginning of the last century, first fixed the type of the
American in Russian culture. Then, his representation was enriched by television
culture, especially since the perestrojka. American films, showed regularly by Russian
television, feature some stereotyped and recurring themes, emphasizing such details as
car races and pursuits, luxurious and successful way of life.

The roots of the French type in Russian culture are very ancient. French culture
began to play an important role since the XVIII century, in particular with the period
of Ekaterina the Great, when French language started to be used as the language of
aristocracy and the plots of French literature became familiar to the Russian reader.
Actually the French type forms in culture under the influence of some paradigms of
European literature of the XIX century. Then, the model reinforces its presence
through television mass culture since the middle of the XX century. The stereotype of
the French in Russian joke is always linked to the main theme of love and sex and it is
reflected in language by idioms such as francuzskaja pikantnost’, galantnost’, vetrenost™.
The French hero in jokes plays the role of a passionate, sophisticated lover, of a
brilliant seducer for whom the main goal in life is to enjoy love, sex and women’s
company. He has a wife and a mistress. French heroes are frivolous idlers, epicureans,
thinking only about women, wine and gastronomic pleasures:

8 «The car is the concentration of the American mind, and the symbol of the country,
and the basic idea of the national psychology and the form taken by the American soul.

9 American dynamism, sense of initiative and of business.

10 Booklets.

Y French charm, gallantry, fatuity.
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3. Berpermancs dpamiys un o pycckmii. PasroBopmAmch O TOM, Kak MOKHO
oboabcruTs eHiuHy. Ppanirys rosopur:

- 51 3HAKOMAIOCH C IKEHINMHOM TIAe-HHOYAb B pECTOpaHe, HAAUBAKO ci
IIIAMITAHCKOTO, TAHIIyeM, IIOTOM BEAY K cebe AOMOI, AOCTAIO BHHA, KOHDBAKH, BICKH
- 1 oHa Mos. BeAy B crraabHIO - 11 OHa B 9KcTase. [1aaTy kaaay il B kKapMmaH.

- V Hac OYTH TaK Ke,- TOBOPUT PYCCKHUIL.- 3BOHIO K JKEHIIIHHE, AAFO CH TPH pyOAd -
u ona mod. [Torom otOuparo Tpu pyOAs - 1 OHA B 3KCTase!2.

We must remark that in jokes there is no gender differentiation and the
stereotypes attributed to the type of the foreigner are valuable for individuals of both
genders:

4. BaasieTca Ha yAHWIlE IBSHBIA MyKIUHA. PEaKIlUs IIPOXOAAINNX MUMO KCHIIIHH:
AHrAngaHKa:

- Myxamnal Iesaueni? @y, kakas HEIPHCTOHHOCTS!

Pyccxas:

- O! Mysxuk! ITesAnBIR? ViKpaAcs, ITOAACIL, 2 AOMA - KCHA, ACTH.

PDpanmyxeHKa:

- Ax, mysannal [esaasnit Oaun Oaus?! Takcu! Takcu!!?

The French Madame stands out not only for her elegance, grace and charm, but
also for her coquettishness and her attitude to flirt in any situation. As the French
hero she leads a frivolous way of life, having love affairs with different men and not
caring about husband and family. The dignity so important for the English milady of
the joke associates with the famous sense of the own dignity cultivated by English.
English snobbery and coldness, love for comfortable interiors with the fireside, the
loyal dog and a bottle of strong whiskey, the religious following of the etiquette - these
are the main stereotypes finding their prototype principally in television culture, in
popular films such as the successful serial TV of the eighties “Sherlock Holmes and
doctor Watson”. To the creation of the English type certainly contributed also the

12 A French and a Russian speak about the way to seduce a woman. The French says:

- I meet 2 woman in a restaurant, I pour out some champagne for her, we dance, then I
take her to my house, we drink wine, cognac and she’s mine. We go to bed and she goes into
ecstasy. Then I put the money in her pocket.

- In our country it’s almost the same — the Russian says — I call a woman, I give her three
roubles and she’s mine. Then I take back the three roubles and she goes into ecstasy!

13 A drunk is tottering on the street. The reaction of the women passing by is this.

The English woman says:

- A man! He’s drunk? What an indecency!

The Russian woman says:

- Oh! A man! He’s drunk? What a coward! And his poor wife and children are waiting for
him at home...

The French woman says:

- Ah, a man! He’s drunk? He’s alone? Alone. Taxi, taxi!
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book by Vsevolod Ovcinnikov Komi duba. Vpecatlenija i razmyslensja ob Anglii i anglicanach
(The roots of the oak. About England and English people), which was quite popular
in the seventies. In jokes English are perfect gentlemen, taciturn, pragmatic, introvert,
they love cigars, horse-riding, they rigidly follow the etiquette in every situation.

The cultural identity of the hero in jokes is anticipated and formulated by the
noun indicating his nationality. This noun relates to the fragment of world associated
with it and has a predictive function, determining what has to be expected from
individuals of different nationalities acting in different situations:

5. ABOe MYKYHMH M OAHA ;KEHIIMHA OKA3BIBAIOTCA Ha HeoOmrTaemMom octpose. Kax
BEAYT ceOsl IIPEACTABUTEAH PA3HBIX HAPOAOB?

AHrAMYaHe YCTPAUBAOT AY3Ab M3-32 KCHIIIHBL.

AMEepHUKAHIIBI 32TEBAIOT H3-32 HEE APAKY.

DpaHILy3bl )KUBYT BTPOEM.

Pycckue opraHM3OBEIBAIOT KOAXO3: OAHMH - IIPEACEAATEAB, APYIOH CEKpeTapb
[TAPTOPTraHU3aINM, 2 “HAPOA” OHH OTIIPABAAIOT B IOAE!4.

The duel is in accord to the stereotype of the English as gentlemen, the American
fight to the well-known scenes from Hollywood films, and the French ménage a trois to
the frivolous French habits. Russians behave without showing any interest and respect
for women. The male chauvinism is in fact one of the main feature of the Russian
stereotype.

4. The Russian identity

In cross-cultural jokes the role of the “third” is always played by the Russian.

The border as a bidirectional filter links the sphere of one culture with the world
outside. That is why jokes, as a border, allow the definition not only of the foreign
identity but also of the own cultural specificity. As to Lotman, «Oco3uars cebs B
KYABTYPHO-CEMHOTHYCCKOM OTHOIICHHHY - 3HAYUT OCO3HATH CBOIO CIICIIH(PHKY, CBOIO
IIPOTUBOIIOCTABACHHOCTh ApyruM cepam!®» (Lotman 1984). This attitude forces to
stress the absoluteness of the significant trait characterizing the own sphere. The
function of demarcation, necessary to become aware of the own cultural specificity, is
performed by the foreigner as representative of another culture. The opposition

14 Two men and a woman end out on a desert island. How do individuals from different
countries behave?

English challenge each other to a duel for the woman.

Americans come to blows for the woman.

French happily live all together.

Russians organise a kolkhoz: one of them becomes the director, the other the secretary of
the party organisation and they send “the lower class” to work in the fields.

15 «Being aware of himself inside a system of cultural-semiotic relations means to
become aware of the own specificity, of those traits which permit to consider himself in a
relation opposite to other semiotic spheres».
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between the Russian and the foreigner forces to underline the cultural specificity of
the Russian:

6. Pycckuii, aHrAn9aHuH 1 (QPaHIY3 3aCHOPHAH O TOM, KAKOM HAIIMOHAABHOCTH
661A Aaam. Ppanirys roopur:

- Komeuno, Apam 6pia panmysom! Kro eme Tak MOmKeT OOXOAHTEABHO W
6AArOPOAHO OOXOAUTBCS € 3KEHIUHO! KTO MOKeT Tak HACAQKAATBCA AFOOOBBIO!

- Her, - roBopuT aHrAHMYaHUH, - TOABKO HACTOSIIHI AKEHTABMEH MOXKET OTAATBH
OAHO-CAUHCTBEHHOE IOAOKO KEHIIHHE!

Tyt BO3pasuaA pycCKuii:

- 'ocmopal Bpockre ciopurs! Aaam GbIA HacToAIINM pycckuM deAoBekom! Toabko
PYyCCKuii, MMes OAHO OAOKO M MKUBS C TOAOH 3aAHHIICH, MOMKET CYHTATh, YTO OH B
paro!®l

The structure of the text put emphasis on of the specificity of Russian culture. In
the situation represented in the joke, a discussion, every character has to express his
opinion. The replies of the French and the English correspond to their own
stereotypes. The French acts as a sophisticated and passionate lover, the English as a
gentleman. The definition of their nationality determines the predictability of their
actions. The fact that the last reply is left to the Russian reinforces the role of
contrasting background performed by the representatives of the other cultures. If the
replies of the foreigners, even if attending to some steteotypes, correspond to a logic
argument and under these stereotypes they are in some degree predictable, the
behaviour of the Russian is absolutely unforeseeable. The unpredictability of his
actions, which sometimes seem to be out of place, is emphasised by the position of his
reply, at the end of the text. This creates a climax marking his auto-portrait by
inventiveness and promptness as main features, realizing his communicative strategy.
The Russian turns out as the cleverest, most perspicacious, with shrewdness and
presence of mind, by which he’s affirming the superiority of his culture:

7. AHTAMTIaHUH CIIPAIIIBACT KEHY:
- Craxure, rAoporas Mapraper, BBl U3MEHSAM MHE 32 BPEMs HAIIIEH CYIIPYKECKON
JKU3HU?

16 A Russian, an English and a French have a discussion about what nationality was
Adam.

The French says:

- Of course Adam was French! Who would be able to seduce a woman with such
charming manners! Who would be able to enjoy love so much as French do!

- Nol! —the English replies— only a perfect gentleman like an English could give the only
apple he has to a woman.

The Russian objects:

- Sirs! Please, stop discussing! Adam was a perfect Russian! Only a Russian, having one
apple for two persons and strolling around with the ass naked, can be persuaded to be in
paradise!



«An American, a French and a Russian meet on a desert island. . .» 167

- Aoporo# AKOH, B IIPOIITAOM TOAY, KaK BBl MOTAH 3aMETHUTh, Y MEHA IIOABHAOCDH
HOPKOBOE MAHTO.

HackoABKO st IOMHEIO, BBl MHE €TI0 HE IIOKYIIAAH.

- MsBunure, aoporas.

PpanIrys obparmaeTcs K CBOCH KeHe:

- Craxure, 7KanHa, M3MEHAAN AM BB MHE 34 BPEMA HAIIICH CYIIPYKECKOH KU3HM?

- Aoporoii ITeep, mpomabiM Aetom y MeHs mosBuAca “Curpoer”, Ha ITOKYIIKY
KOTOPOTO BBl MHE ACHET HE AABAAH.

- MzBunmre, aoporas.

Pycckwmii crparmmsaer KeHy:

- Iocaymmaii, Kaasa, ckaxu MHe, Kak Ha AyXy, M3MCHfAZ AW THI MHE 32 HAIIly
COBMECTHYIO KHU3HB?

- Ter e momHHUIb, PeAs, IIPOIIABIM ACTOM Yy HAC IIPOIAAN TBOM KHUP3OBBIC
canoru...!”

In this joke the nouns inform about the nationalities of the characters, as they all
are typical for the mentioned cultures. The linguistic behaviour of the characters also
is the signal of their national belonging. The English couple, in spite of their close
relationship, follow the etiquette of control and distance, the communication strategy
adopted by the French couple is marked by the use of sweet nicknames. Russians
distinguish by the establishment of a direct contact. The infidelity of English and
French women is expressed by some presents that they have received from their
lovers as according to the common sense, a coat for the English, and a Citroén for the
French. The infidelity of the Russian woman is absurd, thinking with common logic.
She doesn’t receive any present, on the contrary she gives her husband’s boots to her
lover. In jokes Russians are reckless, undemanding, open-minded, sociable, simple,
crazy, they love drink vodka and then fighting. For them the most important thing is
to enjoy the male company, drink vodka and eat appetizers together:

S. PyCCKHfI, AMCPHKAHEIT 1 HEMCIT ITOITAAN K AFOAOCAAM. m ckazaam:

17 An English asks to his wife:

- Dear Margaret, tell me please, have you been unfaithful to me during our marriage?

- Dear John, the last year, as you maybe remarked, I was wearing a mink coat. If I'm not
wrong, you didn’t buy it for me.

- Oh yes, you’re right, sorry, my dear.

A French asks to his wife:

- Jeanne, baby, tell me please, have you been unfaithful to me during our marriage?

- Pierre, chéri, the last summer I was driving a Citroén, but you didn’t give me money to
buy it.

- Oh that’s true, sorty, baby.

A Russian asks to his wife:

- Klava, listen to me, and try to be honest, have you been unfaithful to me during our
marriage?

- Fedja, as you remember, the last summer your gumboots suddenly disappeared ...
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- V mac ecrp B yieAwe 9x0. Bor Oyaere kprdarts 1o ogepean. Usn caoBa 5x0 OyaeT
AOATO IIOBTOPSTH, TOIO OCTABHM, OCTAABHBIX CHCAUIM.
Awmepukarer| sakpuuaa: “Peiiranl”.

DXO ITOBTOPHAO H 3aMOAKAO.

Hewmern 3akpraan: “T'mraep!”.

DX0 ITOBTOPHAO H 3aMOAKAO.

Pyccxmit kax 3akpranT:

- MyuKH, B MArasuH BOAKY 3aBe3Au!

IC)

- T'Ae, TAE, TAE... TAE, TAE, TAE?

M ‘rak meABIil 9ac He MOTAO YCIIOKOUTHCA!S.

Some features such as rudeness and boorishness are clearly reflected in his
behaviour, especially in the violation of laws and in the lack of respect:

9. Ha aopore aemxar gacsl. [IpOXOANT MEMO aKKYpPATHBIH HEMELI.

- Yacer? B tibian?

[ToAHSIA, BBIHYA ITAQTOYEK, CMAXHYA IIBIAb, ITOAOKHA Ha UHCTOE MECTO, Ha
ITOACTABOYKY, IIOITIEA AaAbIIe. [ToAoIeA aHTANIAHTH.

- O uacer? [Tposepum.

CBepHA CO CBOMM XPOHOMETPOM, IIOIPABUA HA ABAALATH YETHIPE C IMOAOBHHOMN
CCKYHABL, ITOAOKHA HA MECTO, IIOIIEA AAABIIIC.

TToABHUACH HAITT YEAOBEK.

- Ara, wacer?! Viayr? Mayr. [oman co muoit!.

Unlike the stereotypes about foreigners, in the model of the Russian there is a
strong gender differentiation. If foreigners act in general according to common

18 A Russian, an American and a German ate taken prisoner by the cannibals. The king
of the cannibals tells them:

- In our canyon there is a strong echo. You have to shout in turn. We will leave alive the
one of you whose words will be repeated by the echo the longest. The others we will eat.

The American shouts: “Reagan!”. The echo repeats one time and it shuts down.

The German shouts “Hitler!”. The echo repeats two times and it shuts down.

The Russian shouts: “Hey, guys! They’ve just brought vodka to the shop!”.

And the echo: “Where, where, where...”. And it continued for many hours.

19 On the street there is a watch.

A German passes by:

- A watch?

He picks up the watch, he cleans it, he puts it on a safe place and he goes on.

An English passes by:

- Oh, a watch! Let’s control the functioning.

He controls the watch with his chronometry, he arranges it by 4 seconds, he puts it in a
safe place and goes on.

A Russian passes by:

- Oho, a watch? It works? It works. Let’s take it home.
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stereotypes, the semantic of the Russian woman is formed by stereotypes different
from those referring to the male identity:

70. Berpewarorcs Kak-TO aMepuKaHKa, (ppaHIykeHKa n pycckad. Hy ameprkanka
TOBOPHT:

- 51 cBoemy Myxy mocae cBaAbOBI Tak u ckasana: ‘S Tebe roroButs He Oyay!”. Hy,
ACHB €r0 HE BITKY, BTOPOH, a Ha TPETHHA IPHHOCTA MHKPOBOAHOBKY, H CaM cebe
roroBuT. baaroaars!

- A 1, - ToBOPUT (DPAHITYKEHKA, - TO K€ CBOEMY CKa3aAa, YTO CTUPATH EMY HE OYAy.
AcHB €ro He BHIKY, BTOPOH, a Ha TPETUH IIPHHOCUT AOMOH CTHPAAKY, U caM cebe
rotoBut. Kaaccuo!

Pycckas ropopur:

- S emy TO ke ckasaAa, MOA TOTOBUTH, CTUPATD, YOUpPaTh f TeOe He OyAy. AeHb ero
HE BUAEAQ, BTOPOH, TPETUIA, 2 HA YCTBEPTHIH IIPABBIH A3 HEMHOTO CTAA BHACTHZ.

The Russian woman in jokes is submissive, good housekeeper, completely
devoted to the family. She is not really an independent character; her function is rather
to underline the trait of male chauvinism, which is one of the dominant features of the
Russian hero.

5. Conclusions. The “other” identity

The semiotic mechanism determining the functioning of cross-cultural jokes aims
at the realization of the cultural transfer. The cultural transfer has to be understood as
the semiotic dialogue between two or more texts belonging to different semiospheres
and performed inside a certain culture. In this dialogue every text even if preserving its
autonomy must have the tendency to become a text in the language of the receiving
culture. To obtain this result the transferring text must contain the elements that will
allow its translation into the language of the receiving culture. Otherwise, the cultural
dialogue will not be possible, because the translated text, i.e. the foreign text, and the
answer to it, i.e. the stereotype, have to form a third text, i.e. the joke, which will able
to contain the new information. These elements, essential for the transfer, allow to the

20 Three women meet, an American, a French and a Russian.

The American woman says:

- After the marriage I told to my husband that I will not cook for him. One day I didn’t
saw him, the second the same, the third he comes back with a microwave oven and now he
cooks by himself! Great!

The French woman says:

- After the marriage I told to my husband that I will not do the laundry. One day I didn’t
saw him, the second the same, the third he comes back with a washing machine! Cool!

The Russian woman says:

- After the marriage me too I told to my husband that I will not cook, do the laundry,
clean the apartment... One day I didn’t see him, the second the same, the third the same, the
forth my right eye began to see a little!
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member of the receiving culture to identify the foreign text and to put it in already
existing categorties, provided by the same culture.

Joke is an intertext assembling texts from different other cultures. Foreign texts
transferring into Russian jokes change in texts encoded in the language of the re-
ceiving culture, i.e. in stereotypes. The stereotypes are formed by the mechanism of
the distorted mirror. The representations of foreigners, already existing in Russian cul-
ture, become the prototypes for the creation of the stereotypes. These representations,
transformed into stereotypes, are reduced to some features, exaggerated up to the
grotesque, and chosen because they have no correspondence in Russian culture and
for this reason they are semiotically significant in the determination of the identity of
the foreigner. The process of the inclusion in a common cultural world and the con-
sequent reciprocal consciousness of the respective specificity provoke not only the
rapprochement of different cultures, but also their specialisation. Transferring in a
new cultural common sphere every culture begins to cultivate its specificity.

6. Conclusions. The Russian identity

For the research project on which this paper is based, I collected jokes from
Russian joke sites on Internet and among Russian people. The main advantage of this
survey method consists in assuring the actuality of the collected material. However, a
semiotic lecture of the texts shows that these jokes, even if told at present time, first
appeared during the seventies. Certain details such as the delivery of vodka in shops,
the shortage of goods and the arrest for telling political jokes, are evident signs of
Soviet way of life. For this reason, we can assume that the heroes acting in jokes are
not only individuals representing different cultures of the same importance and value,
but also the representatives of the two basic socio-political systems: the Capitalist
wortld indicated by French and US citizens, and the Socialist one by Russians. So, the
competition between Russians and foreigners in jokes can be seen as a comic projection
of the real ideological antagonism between these two socio-political systems. In the
same way, the cultural representations the jokes are based on, are mostly provided by
the official Soviet propaganda. In fact, the analyzed cross-cultural jokes atise as a
general parody of Soviet myths about the Homo Sovieticus.

The juxtaposition between the Russian and the two foreigners aims to a grotesque
reaffirmation of the Russian ethno-cultural superiority. In jokes the Russian goes
through a procedure of self-mockery. His official image as a conscious, honest,
responsible and well-mannered citizen is demythologized and he transforms in a
troublemaker, a rude type, aggressive and dishonest, who tells political anti-soviet
jokes, don’t care about family, and whose main worry is to drink vodka with friends.
Nevertheless, in spite of the extreme negativity of his character, emphasised by the
contrast with the neutrality of the foreigners, the Russian successfully overcomes the
difficult test of self-mockery and finally he becomes a sort of bogatyr’, an epic hero able
to find the right solution for any kind of problems. Compared with foreigners, in
jokes, Russians are always in a position not only of moral and intellectual inferiority,
but also of material disadvantage. If the foreigner is generally represented as a
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charming gentleman and a respectable citizen acting in a pleasant world full of mink
coats, luxurious cars and charming women, the Russian better remind a sort of
primitive, whose life is a continuous fight for the survival and the only pleasure he can
afford is a prostitute for three roubles and some vodka. But the Russian in jokes has
the right to have the last word and his actions are so unexpected and unforeseeable
that they acquire the value of geniality, especially if compared to the ordinary and the
predictability of the foreigner’s ones.

Russians, in spite of their grotesque representation, proving the wrongness of the
official ¢/ichés divulgated by propaganda, result winners of the ideological competition
between the Capitalist world and the Socialist one. The Soviet official picture of

Russian ethnic superiority over the foreigners is born out by jokes.
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«An American, a French and a Russian meet on a desert island. . .». The representation of the foreigner and
the cultural transfer in Russian contemporary jokes.

With the progressive unification of Europe’s political space, the determination of the
cultural identity through the juxtaposition of cultures is a central and semiotically innovative
subject. The concept of border is applied to this juxtaposition, simultaneously separating and
unifying cultures, and allowing the cultural dialogue. This mechanism is analysed through
Russian jokes about foreigners. The jokes work as a filter translating the type of the foreigner
into the Russian culture. The transfer from an external semiotic space to the Russian internal
one transforms the foreigner into a simplified representation of himself adapting it to the

hosting culture.



