
 

 

Wednesday 26th of April, SAC Conditions - Island Essay 
 
“While the many sons in Island have unique experiences, Macleod shows they 
have more in common than separating them. Discuss:” 
 
Alistair MacLeod’s colorful anthology, Island, which is set in the remote eastern 
provinces of Canada, explores the livelihoods and experiences of numerous 
Highland clearance derived families in the 1960’s to 1980’s timeframe. It is 
undoubtedly revealed by Macleod that the many sons in his narrations have 
more in common between them as compared to their differences. The younger 
males are often the first to accept the encroachment of modernity yet later 
realize the, “gross over-simplification,” of their choices and succumb to the 
invisible pull of Cape Breton. Furthermore, various sons in these stories also feel 
the internal pull of their ancestral grounds, but are instead induced with 
powerful ruminations of what has been. It must be commented on that despite 
these similarities, some sons in Island display differences in regard to familial 
responsibilities. 
 
The male offspring in Island tend to embrace change quite readily, yet it is a 
shared feeling amongst them that they must return home or endure guilt. 
Macleod conveys this familiarity of guilt between son’s first in, “The Vastness of 
the Dark.” The narrator, who is also the protagonist, James, is 18 years of ages 
with a differing mindset to his father and grandfather before him. Upon 
announcing his, “departure,” his own grandfather almost ‘predicts’ the future 
when he states that, “pnce you drink the underground water it becomes part of 
you.” James, initially disregarding this notion, leaves the, “grimy Cape Breton,” 
whos prisoner, “[he has] been [his] whole life.” He is later overwhelmed with his 
emotions and understands his mistake as his family has, “left footprints on [his] 
soul,” that he did not even know, “[he] possessed.” Macleod’s use of metaphorical 
language in regard to James’ emotion provides readers with the evidence of guilt 
being endured by a son figure in Island, and when compared to Calum in, “The 
Road to Rankin’s Point,” it is clear that it is a common ground amongst the young 
men. Calum is a complex character who, despite being in, “the youngness of [his] 
years,” at age 26, is, “coming to terms,” with death. Calum’s grandmother calls 
the extended family to Rankin’s Point, yet ultimately hopes that her gesture of 
providing, “everything [in her] will,” to Calum will get him to stay living in the 
house on the cliffs. While first stating no to his grandmother’s question of, “will 
you stay here with me,” Calum soon realizes the, “darkness,” he is consumed by 
and concedes his life to Rankin’s Point. The latter stories are employed by 
Macleod to reveal the true extent of the similarities between son’s emotions in 
Island.  
 
Even though the action of returning to Nova Scotia out of guilt is commonplace 
for the younger males in Macleod’s stories, it is shown that many son’s also 
experience communal reflective thoughts in future stages of their life. Macleod’s 
depiction of ruminative feelings shared by son’s is outlined in, “The Return.” A 
powerful figure in the story, Angus, is profusely shown as an emotional 
character, especially when Macleod creates the image of his, “clean suit,” 
juxtaposed against the, “coal-soil.” In this comparison, the context is that Angus 



 

 

has returned to his birthplace of Cape Breton despite his, “Montreal lawyer ship,” 
lifestyle, and is found to be out of place once is amongst his clan. Angus is over 
encumbered with emotions of the past and he even states his old habits of 
tobacco chewing were, “harder than you know,” to give up. Macleod illustrates a 
second case of reflection in another young male character in his story, “The 
Boat.” In this story, it is evident that much conflict resides in the family of the 
retrospective narrator and that many people have resulting negative emotions. 
Looking back on this hardship, the narrator depicts his mother as, “of the sea,” 
whereas his father was into, “books,” that his mother deemed, “useless.” The 
narrator’s father passed away on the boat, and his sacrifice caused a, “very great 
love,” in the narrator. The narrator notes that it is, “much braver,” to, “spend a 
life,” doing what, “you do not want,” than selfishly following your personal, 
“ambitions.” This gut-wrenching reflection is very similar to that of Angus’ in, 
“The Return,” and it can thereby be noted that the sons of Macleod’s Island share 
another thing in common, which is future reflective emotions. 
 
Despite these aforementioned similarities between the young men of Island, it 
can be argued that there is a difference between the son’s responses to familial 
responsibilities. Although not explicitly stated, Archibald of, “The Tuning of 
Perfection,” is Macleod’s evidence of the son of a Highland Clearance father 
respecting his inheritance. Archibald is not young, yet as a child the, “magical 
Gaelic,” songs of the past were taught to him. When his family and friends, 
including Sal, are invited to sing the historical pieces for an event, problems 
occurred. The event organizers wanted to shorten the songs, yet Archibald could 
not, “cut them down,” simply for an event his family were treating as, “just a 
trip.” Respecting the music his father taught him resided with Archibald for 
many years, and this same discipline cannot be seen by the male offspring in of, 
“The Closing Down of Summer.” Macleod’s sophisticated allegory between the 
miners and their sons when he states, “[it] is as if [the miners] are Greek 
mastodons or actors… soon to be replaced or extinct,” is enough to provide 
reasoning to readers that the son’s of the narrator in this story do not uphold 
tradition like the older son in Archibald’s case, and thereby clarifies the need to 
realize that despite most son’s in Island sharing similar experiences, there are 
exceptions where son’s show differences in character. 
 
Alistair Macleod’s Island, set in the context of the 1960’s to 1980’s, unveils that 
the son’s of the stories have more in common than they do diversities. The 
shared feelings of guilt and reflection outweigh the minor differences in 
response to tradition.  


