
 

 

Set in the remote eastern provinces of Canada, Alistair Macleod’s anthology, 
Island, explores the innate sense of identity amongst individuals and their 
resulting response to change. His collection of richly textures stories narrated by 
a series of protagonists unveil that despite some characters embracing change, 
many cannot accept it or are instead forced to. 
 
Numerous people throughout Macleod’s stories are not able to embrace change 
or allow it. In the short story, ‘The Island,’ Agnes Macphedran resides upon the 
landmass containing the lighthouse, as did her prior generations, despite almost 
all her relatives relocating or passing away. Agnes was, “the first person ever 
born on the island,” and it was her families job to, “warn sea travellers,” of the, 
“danger of the island.” Her family, “had never really owned it in any legal sense,” 
yet they remained on the island. As more and more of her family became 
deceased, she began to realize that she “could not believe the magnitude or 
suddenness of change.” In fact, rather than leaving behind her past immediately, 
she continued to run the lighthouse until her life had, “passed into folklore.” 
Agnes was not able to move on, rather opting to become the, “mad woman of the 
island.” In a similar fashion, the retrospective narrator’s mother in, ‘The Boat,’ 
struggles to assimilate into a new livelihood and change. The mother is 
completely, “of the sea,” and disregards those who are, “not [her] people.” This is 
shown by her reaction to her daughters working for, “outsiders,” where she 
states she doesn’t, “know what’s the matter with [her] daughters…” as none of 
them, “…are interested in the right things.” The stoic outlook on life the mother 
has creates a resistance to change in her life and thereby her husband’s life. The, 
“useless books,” her husband reads are a threat to her consistency in the 
unchanging lifestyle of Cape Breton fishing so she damned the books as things 
that could not, “help anyone to live a life.” It is unveiled by Macleod that in Island 
many individuals are blunt towards the concept of change. 
 
Although a large amount of characters are foreseen to be against change, many 
have opposition to change forced upon them. This is evident in the narrator’s 
heartfelt rumination from, ‘The Closing Down of Summer,’ which is set on, “Cape 
Breton’s west coast,” where, “there are no tourists.” As a miner from the 
Mackinnon guild, in August, the narrator should be mining as of July. Due to the 
extended break, the protagonist and co have time to reflect on experiences. The 
narrator states his wife and her new, “avocado appliances,” and, “household 
cleanliness, ”have things in common with his, “life of the shafts.” In fact, they are 
both, “not surprised or critical,” of each other as she too is of a, “mining family.” 
Change has, “gone deeply,” into her life and the narrator accepts this 
transformation. Furthermore, the protagonist unveils that his mining group 
know, “[they] will not last much longer,” and that it is, “unlikely,” that they will 
be, “replaced in the shaft’s bottom.” He concedes this upon the notion that it, 
“seems to be of the past and largely over.” Likewise, yet due to a differing 
circumstance, Calum of the story, ‘The Road to Rankin’s Point,’ is confronted by 
change as a result of his own faltering health and his grandmother. Calum’s 
grandmother has called all her relatives to her humble abode on Rankin’s point 
not due to niceties, but rather family discussion and her secret of, “becoming 
frightened,” due to her, “loss of senses.” Calum’s grandmother, “will not admit it,” 
and he soon realizes he will be forced to adapt to new circumstances as a result 



 

 

of the latter and his own, “internal and external darkness.” Calum, “too had 
somehow hoped [he] might be saved,” but after hearing his own grandmother 
exclaim, “[he] will stay here with me,” he deduces that, “this is the ending [he] 
has.” Characters within Macleod’s anthology are often against the acceptance of 
change, yet in several cases the reluctance to adaption is induced by external 
factors. 
 
The majority of individuals in Island are opposed to reformation, whether it be a 
personal decision or imposed, however there are characters that display the 
ability to acknowledge and undergo change. James of, ‘The Vastness of the Dark,’ 
is the oldest of his siblings at the age of 18. Although belonging a Cape Breton 
coalmining family, James wants to, “leave behind,” the, “grimy Cape Breton coal-
mining town whose prisoner [he has] been [his] whole life.” The initial enigma of 
departure and James’ claim that he is, “apprehensive about even getting off Cape 
Breton Island,” is shown to be unnecessary as he concludes, “[he] must not be as 
[his] grandfather,” who is a, “senile old man.” In addition, James argues that he is, 
“free,” and, “owes [his] parents nothing.” Despite later feeling, “complicated,” in 
his decision, James realizes his transformation has left him, “free to assume [his] 
new identity.” Another case of characters allowing for change is revealed in, ‘The 
Return,’ where narrator, Alex, who is 10 years old, is introduced to his father’s 
old inherited lifestyle. Alex, a perhaps unreliable narrator, is an innocent child 
from a well-to-do family that dresses in, “cissy clothes,” and does not fit in at 
Cape Breton. His mother raised him, along with Angus, for, “10 years,” away from 
Cape Breton and in the, “city of Montreal.” Angus, Alex’s father, is told by his own 
father that he, “could never see [himself] being owned by [his] woman’s family,” 
which causes Angus to feel alienated, but in response tells his father that, “[he] 
just can’t live in a clan system anymore.” Further embracing change, he 
continues to state that he has to, “see beyond [himself],” and start to, “live in the 
twentieth century.” Despite many characters disregarding evolution for various 
reasons, some individuals in the Island stories are unveiled to be accepting of 
transformations. 
 
Characters in Alistair Macleod’s collected stories, Island, are shown to be largely 
in opposition to change, as a choice or forced, yet some individuals do show the 
capacity to allow adaption as well. 


