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Abstract	

This	study	argues	that	expressions	of	national	identity	in	modern	and	contemporary	

English-Canadian	fiction	often	conceive	of	the	nation	as	having	bifurcated	into,	on	the	one	

hand,	ethnic,	and,	on	the	other	hand,	pluralist	or	self-consciously	immigration-based	

models,	and	that	the	former	is	frequently,	if	seldom	explicitly,	valorized	at	the	expense	of	

the	latter.	It	examines	fiction	by	Laura	Goodman	Salverson,	Frederick	Philip	Grove,	

Margaret	Laurence,	Rudy	Wiebe,	Gwendolyn	MacEwen,	and	Timothy	Taylor	(in	comparison	

with	novels	by	SKY	Lee,	Eden	Robinson,	and	Dionne	Brane),	arguing	that	the	separation	of	

these	two	national	models	in	such	works	results	in	a	Euro-Canadian	identity	that	endorses	

a	pluralist	existence	“beyond	the	nation”	and	that	disavows	nationalisms	based	on	ethnicity	

even	as	it	subtly	reaffirms	(European)	ethnicity	as	the	central	component	of	the	ostensibly	

multicultural	nation.		

It	makes	this	argument	by	reading	the	above	works	through	the	lens	of	the	ethno-

symbolist	theory	of	Anthony	Smith,	in	turn	positing	the	latter	as	a	productive	alternative	to	

the	constructivist	strain	of	political	theory	(exemplified	by	Benedict	Anderson’s	Imagined	

Communities)	that	has	dominated	critical	engagements	with	Canadian	literature.	In	

providing	a	framework	for	remaining	attuned	to	the	persistence	of	subjective	notions	of	

ethnicity	in	contemporary	constructions	of	nation,	the	study	traces	the	emergence	of	a	

Canadian	identity	that	continues	to	privilege	whiteness	but	that	also	creates	a	new	

understanding	of	ethnicity	in	which	a	personalized	alterity	within	defines	post-national	

subjectivity.	It	ultimately	suggests	that	the	Euro-Canadian	fixation	on	the	inseparability	of	

ethnicity	and	nation	may	result	in	a	broader	legacy	of	essentialism	that	is	still	being	felt	in	

even	the	most	progressive	Canadian	writing,	which	sometimes	manifests	a	related	



 

 iii	

essentialism	based	not	on	renewed	faith	in	the	connection	between	nation	and	ethnicity,	

but	rather	in	broader	cultural	or	race-based	essentialisms	that	pose	such	identity	

categories	as	at	once	constructed	and	natural—a	contradiction	that	is	directly	descended	

from	the	Euro-Canadian	understanding	of	ethnicity	as	the	necessary	precursor	to	and	

condition	for	membership	in	the	nation.	
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Chapter	1:	Introduction	

Near	the	end	of	Is	Canada	Postcolonial?	(2003),	Terry	Goldie	provides	an	anecdote:	a	

third-generation	Canadian	citizen	with	Italian	heritage	addresses	him	as	“a	Canadian.”	“But	

so	are	you,”	he	replies;	“You	were	born	here.”	The	woman	responds:	“But	I’m	not	

Canadian.”	Goldie	writes	that,	at	the	time,	he	merely	thought,	“I	can’t	go	there.	I	can’t	figure	

it	out.	It	doesn’t	work	for	me”	(309).	While	this	story	is	meant	to	demonstrate	that,	in	some	

situations,	Euro-Canadians	maintain	a	“resolute	sense	of	immigration	through	generations	

of	citizenship”	(310),	it	is	also	significant	that	it	appears	in	a	collection	that	explores	

Canada’s	role	as	an	entity	that	is	increasingly	pluralistic,	multi-racial,	or	even	postcolonial	

despite	its	roots	in	European	colonialism.	If	Canada	is	indeed	defined	by	such	pluralism,	

why	does	a	collection	pondering	an	inherently,	and	increasingly,	transnational	Canada	end	

by	engaging	with	the	supposed	alterity	of	a	middle-class,	Anglophone,	Canadian-born	

subject	of	European	ancestry?	If	global	migrations	and	the	ongoing	dispossession	of	

Indigenous	peoples	are	the	key	factors	shaping	Canada’s	allegedly	postcolonial	condition,	

why	does	this	person	insist	on	an	affiliation	with	a	European	nation-state	she	may	never	

even	have	visited?	Perhaps	most	troubling:	why	is	Goldie	content	to	state	that	he	cannot	

figure	it	out?	

	 I	want	to	begin	by	suggesting	that	the	vastness	of	the	field	of	nation	theory	is	indeed	

part	of	the	problem,	but	that	the	comparatively	narrow	range	of	approaches	taken	by	

literary	critics	may	also	be	a	factor.1	In	the	broadest	sense,	then,	this	study	has	two	goals.	

                                                
1	It	is	important	to	note	here	that	I	am	interested	in	nationalism	as	a	subject	addressed	in	
literary	works	rather	than	Canadian	literary	nationalism	understood	as	the	history	of	a	
literature,	or	literatures,	in	Canada.	Additionally,	distinctions	between	“nation”	and	
“nationalism”	are	even	hazier	than	the	differences	among	the	many	definitions	of	each	
term.	In	general,	this	dissertation	engages	with	theories	of	the	nation,	and	it	treats	
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Its	central	purpose	is	to	argue	that	Canadian	expressions	of	national	identity	throughout	

the	modern	and	contemporary	periods	often	conceive	of	the	nation	as	having	bifurcated	

into,	on	the	one	hand,	ethnic,	and,	on	the	other	hand,	pluralist	or	self-consciously	

immigration-based	models,	and	that	the	former	is	frequently,	if	almost	never	explicitly,	

valorized	at	the	expense	of	the	latter.	As	part	of	this	larger	point,	I	contend	that	literary	

critics’	overwhelming	adherence	to	the	constructivist	strain	of	political	theory	frequently	

obscures	this	dynamic,	as	does	the	misuse	of	terminology	common	in	discussions	of	

nationalism	in	both	everyday	and	scholarly	registers.		

	 My	second	goal	is	to	read	the	implications	of	this	internalized	duality	in	Euro-

Canadian	novels	from	the	modern	and	contemporary	periods.	I	argue	that	the	gaping	

wound	left	by	the	separation	of	these	two	national	models	results	in	a	Euro-Canadian	

identity	that	endorses	a	pluralist	existence	“beyond	the	(ethnic)	nation”	and	that	disavows	

nationalisms	based	on	ethnicity	even	as	it	subtly	reaffirms	(European)	ethnicity	as	the	

central	component	of	the	ostensibly	pluralist	or	multicultural	nation.	This	dynamic	is	not	

static,	but	rather	evolves	over	the	course	of	the	twentieth	century.	Beginning	in	the	modern	

period,	many	Euro-Canadian	novels	written	in	English—including	especially	those	that	

describe	the	experience	of	non-British	European	immigrants,	such	as	the	works	of	Laura	

Goodman	Salverson	and	Frederick	Philip	Grove—attempt	to	renegotiate	the	ethnic	

elements	of	identity	with	a	new	focus	on	liberal,	capitalist	progress	and	an	attendant	

idealism.	In	the	works	of	the	decades	that	follow,	however,	such	attempts	to	subvert	ethnic	

belonging	gradually	dissipate	into	an	empty,	consumption-based	materialism;	the	result	is	

                                                
nationalism	as	the	expression	of	allegiance	to	or	identification	with	a	given	nation	or	
nation-state.	
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that	these	attempted	transcendences	of	ethnicity	are	in	a	constant,	unspoken	dialogue	with	

a	revenant	ethnicity	that	haunts	the	authors’	readjustments	of	notions	of	heritage,	culture,	

and	personal	identity-formation.	The	personalized	cosmopolitanism	that	emerges	as	one	

possible	early	twentieth-century	endpoint	to	this	evolution	of	Euro-Canadian	affiliation	

masquerades	as	a	form	of	antimodernism,2	ostensibly	breathing	new	life	into	the	

increasing	hypercommodification	of	mid-	and	late-twentieth-century	mainstream	North	

American	society.	In	reality,	however,	this	personalized	cosmopolitanism	socializes	its	

subjects	on	a	new,	meta-ethnic	level.	In	using	this	latter	term,	I	mean	to	emphasize	that	

such	a	mode	of	belonging	draws	on	supposedly	collective	ethnic	identities	to	establish	a	

personalized	brand	of	heritage	that	is	meant	to	authenticate	cosmopolitan	or	global	modes	

of	identification	that	have	sometimes	been	regarded	as	dubious	or	shallow.		

	 The	implications	of	this	process	are	many.	In	performing	this	kind	of	identity—one	

that	is	based	on	ideological	liberalism	and	cultural	pluralism	yet	that	also	valorizes	a	notion	

of	individual	heritage	that	includes	ethnic	bonds	and	a	territorial	homeland	in	Europe—

Euro-Canadian	subjects	cast	themselves	as	the	bearers	of	a	national	heritage	that	is	all	the	

more	authentic	for	its	transcendence	of	itself.	In	so	doing,	they	reinscribe	social	and	

economic	privilege	by	way	of	meta-ethnic	performance.	Privileging	an	identity	that	is	

“national”	in	this	ethnic	and	territorial	sense	thus	locates	Euro-Canadian	heritage	in	an	

                                                
2	The	term	“antimodernism”	most	often	refers	to	a	critique	of	both	modernist	aesthetics	
and	larger	social	and	economic	conditions	associated	with	industrialization	and	modernity.	
T.J.	Jackson	Lears	describes	the	American	antimodernist	movement	of	the	late-nineteenth	
and	early-twentieth	centuries	as	“a	complex	blend	of	accommodation	and	protest”	(xiii)	
that	was	“Rooted	in	reaction	against	secularizing	tendencies”	(xiii),	while	Lynda	Jessup	
regards	it	as	a	loose	collection	of	international	movements	and	uses	it	to	describe	“a	
critique	of	the	modern,	a	perceived	lack	in	the	present	manifesting	itself	not	only	in	a	sense	
of	alienation,	but	also	in	a	longing	for	the	types	of	physical	or	spiritual	experience	
embodied	in	utopian	futures	and	imagined	pasts”	(3).	
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anterior	time	and	distant	space,	creating	a	new	understanding	of	ethnicity	in	which	a	

personalized	otherness	within	defines	post-national	subjectivity.	This	centring	of	the	

supposedly	post-national	subject	in	the	Euro-Canadian	psyche	ultimately	diverts	resistance	

to	liberal	commodity	culture	away	from	inclusive	models	and	toward	those	that	valorize	

exclusivist	notions	of	ethnicity.	What	is	more,	this	Euro-Canadian	fixation	on	the	

inseparability	of	ethnicity	and	nation	may	result	in	a	broader	legacy	of	essentialism	that	is	

still	being	felt	in	even	the	most	forward-thinking	of	Canadian	writing.	As	I	suggest	near	the	

end	of	this	study,	even	in	the	work	of	some	non-Euro-Canadian	writers	who	vigorously	

resist	constructions	of	nation,	white	supremacy,	and	the	maintenance	of	political	and	

cultural	hegemony	in	a	broader	sense,	the	spectre	of	essentialism	sometimes	returns.	

These	echoes	of	essentialism	are	manifested	not	in	any	renewed	faith	in	the	connection	

between	nation	and	ethnicity,	but	rather	in	broader	cultural,	race-based,	or	sexual	

essentialisms	that	pose	such	identity	categories	as	at	once	constructed	and	natural—a	

contradiction	that,	for	all	the	liberatory	potential	it	carries	for	racialized	or	otherwise	

oppressed	subjects,	may	nevertheless	be	problematic	in	a	literary	environment	that	has	

been	shaped	by	self-exalting	Euro-Canadian	redefinitions	of	ethnicity	as	the	natural	and	

necessary	precursor	to	and	condition	for	membership	in	the	nation.	

	 It	is	of	course	impossible	to	provide	here	a	complete	survey	of	theories	of	the	nation,	

but	what	I	will	do	is	outline	basic	understandings	of	the	nation	as	a	political	category	and	

trace	their	application	in	recent	studies	of	nationalism	in	Canadian	literature.	To	this	end,	I	

turn	to	Anthony	Smith’s	ethno-symbolism	and	Walker	Connor’s	ethnonationalism	as	

theoretical	approaches	that	are	better	able	to	account	for	the	above	duality	than	are	the	

constructivist	approaches	that	inform	much	recent	Canadian	literary	criticism.	I	then	
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present	these	approaches,	as	well	as	the	modified	constructivism	of	Pheng	Cheah’s	recent	

work,	as	resources	for	the	development	of	a	productive	alternative	to	the	assimilation-

based	paradigms	of	Himani	Bannerji,	Daniel	Coleman,	Eva	Mackey,	and	Sunera	Thobani,	as	

well	as	to	those	of	critics	who	support	larger	conceptions	of	Canadian	nationalism,	such	as	

Jonathan	Kertzer,	and	those	who	anticipate	the	nation’s	decline,	such	as	Frank	Davey.	While	

I	agree	with	the	larger	conclusions	of	many	of	these	works,	I	nevertheless	believe	that	they	

leave	closed	important	avenues	of	inquiry	in	deriving	predominantly	from	Benedict	

Anderson’s	Imagined	Communities	(1983).	Finally,	I	close	this	introduction	with	a	look	at	

Laura	Goodman	Salverson’s	The	Viking	Heart	(1923),	a	novel	that	is	at	once	exemplary	for	

its	depiction	of	the	late-nineteenth-century	non-British	European	immigrant	narrative	and	

extraordinary	for	the	clarity	with	which	it	presents	the	Euro-Canadian	imagination’s	split	

conception	of	the	nation.	For	it	is	the	Euro-Canadian’s	fetishistic	burial	of	white	ethnicity	

that	functions	as	an	important	undercurrent	in	the	(d)evolution	of	concepts	of	nation	and	

belonging	in	Canada.	

Constructivism	and	Ethno-Symbolism	

	 Scholars	in	all	disciplines	have	long	moved	beyond	regarding	the	nation	as	a	

naturally	occurring	phenomenon	based	on	shared	ancestry.	As	far	back	as	1882,	Ernest	

Renan	rejected	such	“primordialis[t]”	approaches	as	“narrow	and	perilous”	(13),	and,	in	

emphasizing	the	willed	forgetting	that	structures	the	nation	as	well	as	the	importance	of	its	

“sentimental	side”	(18),	laid	the	groundwork	for	two	key	theoretical	positions	that	

flourished	in	the	late	twentieth	century:	constructivism	(which	is	sometimes	described	as	

modernism)	and	ethno-symbolism	(which	is	loosely	aligned	with	studies	of	

ethnonationalism).	The	constructivist	or	modernist	approach,	with	Anderson’s	Imagined	
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Communities	as	its	seminal	text,	has	been	embraced	in	the	humanities	as	well	as	many	

other	disciplines;	ethno-symbolism,	based	on	the	work	of	Anthony	Smith,	has	more	

currency	with	social	and	political	scientists	than	with	literary	critics,	who	have	been	all	but	

unanimous	in	their	adoption	of	Anderson’s	constructivism.	In	fact,	Smith’s	approach	is	

largely	absent	in	the	humanities,	while	Anderson’s	has	achieved	an	interdisciplinary	

omnipresence.	It	is	difficult	to	imagine	a	study	of	nationalism	or	national	identity	that	does	

not	cite	Imagined	Communities	in	its	opening	pages.	Far	rarer,	however,	are	studies	that	

read	this	text	at	length	or	attempt	to	locate	it	in	any	wider	intellectual	context.3	It	is	

perhaps	because	of	this	tendency	to	rely	on	a	widely	known,	relatively	unproblematized,	

frequently	surface-level	understanding	of	Anderson’s	work	that	ethno-symbolism	and	

related	approaches	appear	only	infrequently	in	studies	of	Canadian	literature.	

	 Imagined	Communities	built	on	and	challenged	Ernest	Gellner’s	claim	that	nations	

are	constructed	by	elites	to	maintain	the	loyalty	of	populations	through	the	transition	from	

highly	stratified	agricultural	societies	to	standardization-based	industrial	models	(4-5).	

Crucially,	Anderson	emphasized	imagination	over	Gellner’s	preoccupation	with	invention;	

rather	than	being	merely	a	form	of	social	control	from	above,	nationalism	expressed	a	

“deep,	horizontal	comradeship”	(7)	among	a	nation’s	members.	Anderson’s	argument	that	

the	nation	is	a	modern	phenomenon—that	it	is	impossible	to	speak	of	pre-modern	

nations—is	based	on	the	shift	from	a	religious	“simultaneity-along-time”	(24),	in	which	

religious	parables,	the	distant	past,	and	the	imminence	of	salvation	could	be	conceived	as	

                                                
3	See	David	Williams,	as	well	as	Pheng	Cheah,	Spectral	Nationality.	Also	notable	here	are	the	
essays	in	Culler	and	Cheah,	Grounds	of	Comparison	(an	Anderson	festschrift),	although	even	
those	that	depart	from	Anderson	are	obviously	indebted	to	his	work	far	more	than	they	are	
to	any	alternative	frameworks.			
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contemporaneous,	to	the	“homogeneous,	empty	time”	in	which	simultaneity	is	

territorialized,	“measured	by	clock	and	calendar,”	and	accommodated	by	the	community	of	

readers	enabled	by	print-capitalism—more	specifically,	the	rise	of	the	novel	and	the	

newspaper	(24).	Significantly,	Anderson	finds	the	“first	wave”	of	nationalism	not	in	Europe,	

but	rather	in	Latin	America,	where	the	countries	obtaining	political	independence	had	long	

existed	as	colonial	administrative	units	that	fostered	this	form	of	collective	imagining	

within	their	borders.	From	here,	the	“modular”	(6)	form	of	the	nation	spread	to	Europe,	

Southeast	Asia,	and	the	rest	of	the	world.	According	to	Anderson,	then,	all	nations	conceive	

of	themselves	as	simultaneously	old	and	new:	“loom[ing]	out	of	an	immemorial	past”	and	

“glid[ing]	into	a	limitless	future”	(11-12).4	Anderson	thus	argues	for	nationalism’s	universal	

qualities,	which	he	has	emphasized	repeatedly	in	spite	of	those	who	insist	that	the	nation	is	

in	decline	or,	less	commonly	but	crucial	for	my	argument,	those	who	claim	that	his	model	

does	not	explain	certain	“national”	entities.5		

Many	such	disagreements	emerge	in	response	to	Anderson’s	later	insistence	on	the	

separation	between	ethnicity	and	nationalism,	or	what	he	calls	“bound”	versus	“unbound”	

serialities	(“Nationalism,	Identity,	and	the	Logic	of	Seriality”	29).	Declaring	that	ethnicity	is	

bound,	numerated,	and	part	of	governmental	practices	that	are	meant	to	conceive	of	

                                                
4	Anderson	would	go	on	to	reiterate	the	importance	of	this	temporal	figure	even	after	many	
other	scholars	began	referring	to	it.	Most	frequently	cited	in	recent	work	is	his	2001	
formulation	of	it	as	follows:	“On	one	side,	the	hunt	was	on	for	‘authenticity,’	‘roots,’	
‘originality,’	and	‘history,’	as	nationalism’s	historically	new	consciousness	created	a	radical	
break	with	the	past.	On	the	other	side,	nations	were	everywhere	understood	as	‘gliding	into	
a	limitless	future,’	developing	in	perfect	synchrony	with	the	breakneck	speed	of	Progress”	
(Introduction	98).	
5	I	am	of	course	working	on	the	premise	that	Canada	is	included	among	such	entities.	David	
A.	Hollinger,	however,	goes	so	far	as	to	argue	that	the	United	States—the	most	powerful	
nation-state	in	the	world—receives	virtually	no	mention	in	the	majority	of	works	on	
nationalism	(145-46).	
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groups	as	finite	(40),	Anderson	does	not	see	any	compatibility	between	this	mode	of	

identification	and	the	“open-to-the-world	plurals”	(29)	or	“universal	grounding”	(45)	of	

nationality.	Accompanying	this	position	is	his	refusal	to	accord	importance	to	the	

transnational	movements	central	to	the	era	of	globalization.	Anderson	argues	that	

transnational	approaches	fall	within	the	purview	of	a	nationalism	that	was	always	

structured	by	migration	and	comparison,	and	that	the	“ethnic	revivals”	in	many	

industrialized	countries	are	a	meaningless	counterpart	to	the	“long-distance	nationalism”	

of	those	supporting	real	overseas	struggles	in	the	post-Cold	War	and	postcolonial	worlds	

(“Long-Distance	Nationalism”	72-74).	While	some	critics,	such	as	Ernesto	Laclau,	remain	

enamored	with	the	inclusive	“infinitude”	(24)	of	Anderson’s	“classical	nationalism”	(“Long-

Distance”	71),	others,	such	as	Partha	Chatterjee,	argue	that	Anderson’s	desire	to	“preserve”	

(167)	this	historical	moment	while	denying	that	ethnic	politics	and	nationalism	can	overlap	

is	a	utopian	position	not	available	to	postcolonial	subjects.	Despite	its	ubiquity,	then,	

Anderson’s	one-size-fits-all	conception	of	the	nation	does	not	always	stand	up	to	critical	

scrutiny,	even	among	the	cohorts	of	literary	scholars	who	continue	to	fall	back	on	him	and	

his	disciples	as	the	authorities	on	nationalism.	

	 For	this	reason,	now	is	as	good	a	time	as	any	to	revisit	some	of	those	approaches	

that	have	found	less	acceptance	in	the	world	of	literary	criticism.	Before	I	address	ethno-

symbolism,	the	main	framework	with	which	I	augment	Anderson’s	constructivism,	I	want	

to	note	that	Walker	Connor,	as	a	proponent	of	ethnonationalism,	pointed	out	as	far	back	as	

1978	that	a	chronic	misuse	of	terms	has	marred	both	popular	parlance	and	the	academic	

study	of	nationalism.	Entities	such	as	the	United	Nations	and	International	Monetary	Fund,	

he	claims,	are	incorrectly	named,	as	they	refer	to	relations	between	states	rather	than	
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nations	(“A	Nation	is	a	Nation”	383);	further,	Connor	contends	that	American	scholars	

frequently	misuse	the	term	“ethnicity,”	treating	it	as	a	synonym	for	“subgroup”	or	

“minority”	(386).6	Connor	argues	that	the	non-rational	core	of	nations	is	what	makes	them	

distinct.	He	uses	the	(in	his	view	intentionally	redundant)	term	“ethnonationalism”	to	

emphasize	the	nation’s	dependence	on	its	members’	necessarily	false,	non-rational	belief	

that	they	belong	to	a	community	of	shared	ancestry	based	in	an	“ethnic	homeland”	

(“Beyond	Reason”	374).	Pluralist	entities	(such	as	the	United	Kingdom)	or	those	based	on	

large-scale	immigration	(including	Canada	and	the	United	States)	thus	are	not	nations;	they	

foster	feelings	not	of	nationalism	but	rather	of	patriotism,	which	“cannot	muster	the	level	

of	emotional	commitment	that	nationalism	can”	(387).		

Although	many	would	disagree	with	the	rigidity	of	this	separation,	I	concur	that	the	

inaccurate	application	of	the	terms	“nation”	and	“nationalism”	has	continued	relatively	

unabated	in	both	popular	discussion	and	scholarly	work	on	nations	and	nationalism.	

Further,	when	these	terms	are	applied	unproblematically	to	the	large	and	varied	

conception	of	“English	Canada,”	discussions	of	Canadian	identity	can	become	especially	

constrained	or	predictable.	It	is	crucial	to	recognize	that,	as	Connor	puts	it,	“what	

ultimately	matters”	when	discussing	sociopolitical	situations	is	“not	what	is	but	what	

                                                
6	Connor	describes	everyday	discourse	as	occurring	in	an	“Alice-in-Wonderland	world	in	
which	nation	usually	means	state,	in	which	nation-state	usually	means	multi-nation	state,	
in	which	nationalism	usually	means	loyalty	to	the	state,	and	in	which	ethnicity,	
primordialism,	pluralism,	tribalism,	regionalism,	communalism,	parochialism	and	sub-
nationalism	usually	mean	loyalty	to	the	nation”	(396).	One	recent	article	on	CNN’s	website	
suggests	that	the	mainstream	media	has	in	recent	years	become	even	more	mystified	as	to	
these	distinctions,	as	it	attempts	to	explain	long-term	ethnic	conflict	in	Turkey	with	the	
sentence	“Kurds	are	a	nation	without	a	nation”	(Brumfield	par.	11).	As	for	the	particularly	
American	connotations	of	much	recent	use	of	the	term,	I	will	address	these	matters	in	my	
final	chapter.	
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people	believe	is”	(“A	Nation	is	a	Nation”	380).	Goldie’s	anecdote	suggests	that,	in	“English	

Canada,”	what	people	believe	is	that	there	is	a	fundamental	difference	between	the	nation-

state	that	is	Canada	and	the	nation-states	of	Europe,	regardless	of	whether	a	particular	

person	has	had	much	(or	any)	lived	experience	in	the	latter.	I	also	believe	that	Connor’s	

cut-and-dried	distinction	between	the	necessarily	ethnic	nation	and	the	ostensibly	

pluralist,	post-ethnic	settler	entity	is	useful	because	of	the	latter’s	connections	with	a	

largely	materialist	faith	in	individual	economic	advancement	over	and	above	an	

antimodernist	belief	in	still-distinct,	ancestrally	based	cultural	units.		

	 Smith	conceives	of	his	theory	of	ethno-symbolism	as	a	“supplement	and	corrective”	

to	Anderson’s	approach	(Ethno-Symbolism	and	Nationalism	1);	he	draws	from	Connor	

without	adhering	to	a	terminology	so	rigid	that	it	denies	Canada	the	status	of	a	nation.	

Smith	argues	that	nations	are	not	the	result	of	a	clear	break	with	pre-modern	communities,	

but	rather	a	modernization	(or	nationalization)	of	subjectively	existing	ethnic	communities	

that	occurs	within	a	matrix	of	“myths,	memories,	values,	and	symbols”	(Ethnic	Origins	15).	

Although	the	humanities’	neglect	of	Smith	may	result	from	perceptions	that	this	focus	on	

ethnicity	is	essentialist,	it	is	crucial	to	note	that	Smith	does	not	regard	ethnic	groups	as	

existing	objectively.	He	conceived	of	ethno-symbolism	first	as	a	critique	of	both	

primordialist	thought	and	the	constructivism	that	replaced	it.	Further,	he	echoes	Connor’s	

commitment	to	studying	nationalism	through	the	lens	of	the	non-rational,	acknowledging	

that	ethnic	communities	are	at	base	merely	“the	meanings	conferred	by	a	number	of	men	

and	women	over	some	generations	on	certain	cultural,	spatial	and	temporal	properties	of	

their	interaction	and	shared	experiences”	(Ethnic	Origins	22).		
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Unlike	Connor,	Smith	does	conceive	of	immigrant	countries	such	as	Canada	and	the	

United	States	as	nations.	He	also,	however,	views	these	societies	as	adhering	to	the	

language	and	culture	of	a	dominant	ethnie	(Ethno-Symbolism	53)7	while	immigrant	groups	

retain	for	varying	lengths	of	time	the	“vicarious	nationalisms”	(Ethnic	Origins	151)	

imported	from	ethnic	homelands.	Smith	does	not	probe	the	dialectic	between	an	identity	

based	on	assimilation	and	one	that	remains	tied	to	a	particular	ethnicity;	still,	his	drawing	

attention	to	the	dichotomy	itself	goes	some	way	in	deciphering	the	complexity	of	Euro-

Canadian	identities	within	this	group’s	“normative”	hegemonic	status	in	Canada.	

Additionally,	Smith’s	model	has	a	far	greater	utility	than	does	Anderson’s	insistence	on	the	

incomparability	of	ethnicity	and	nationality.8	For	while	he	regards	settler	societies	such	as	

Canada,	Australia,	and	New	Zealand	as	having	an	undeniably	British	core,	he	describes	

nations	that	have	been	formed	“without	immediate	antecedent	ethnie”	(National	Identity	

40),	such	as	the	United	States	and	Argentina,	as	nevertheless	shaping	their	communities	on	

the	“sociologically	fertile”	model	of	the	pre-modern	ethnic	blueprint	(41).	While	I	would	

argue	that	Canada	falls	between	these	two	groups	(indeed,	Smith	includes	Australia	in	each	

group	at	different	points	in	his	corpus),	notions	of	community	that	rest	on	a	shifting	yet	

                                                
7	Smith	uses	the	French	term	ethnie	because	it	captures	in	a	single	word	what	English	can	
only	approximate	with	the	phrase	“ethnic	community”	(Ethnic	Origins	13).	
8	Michael	Ignatieff	approximates	this	distinction	between	ethnonationalism	and	patriotism,	
as	well	as	Smith’s	conception	of	civic-territorial	and	ethnic	routes	to	nationhood,	with	his	
conception	of	ethnic	versus	civic	nationalisms	(xiii).	However,	Ignatieff’s	approach	and	its	
scattered	case	studies	simply	take	the	positive	aspects	of	Canadian	patriotism	as	a	
beneficent	alternative	to	the	hatreds	often	associated	with	ethnonationalism	without	
analyzing	their	interplay	in	Anglophone	Canada.	Additionally,	this	approach	neglects	the	
complex	historical	dialectic	between	civic-territorial	and	ethnic	nationalisms	that	Smith	
identifies	as	resulting	from	Central	Europe’s	response	to	the	rise	of	Napoleonic	France.	



 

 12	

persistently	ethnic	understanding	of	the	nation	seem	still	to	be	at	the	centre	of	Euro-

Canadian	belonging.	

Canada	First?	

I	want	to	turn	now	to	the	debate	between	those	who	write	of	the	decline	of	the	

nation-state	and	those	who	argue	for	its	persistence,	and	then	determine	how	Canada	

figures	in	this	discussion.	For	whether	Canada	post-dates	the	nation	or	functions	as	a	

tweaked	version	of	a	nevertheless	national	entity,	one	gets	the	feeling	that	the	country	is	in	

some	way	special.	According	to	Sylvia	Söderlind,	those	in	the	first	group	claim	it	is	

“Canada’s	very	specific	virtue	to	have	escaped—and	outsmarted—the	old	definitions	that	

the	world	is	only	belatedly	realizing	never	really	fitted	anyone	anyway”	(675).	She	refers	to	

related	positions	as	“Canada	First”	arguments,	a	disparaging	remark	that	suggests	there	is	a	

reactionary	core	in	this	ostensibly	progressive	position.	While	I	am	not	quite	so	dismissive,	

I	agree	that	the	conceptions	of	novelty	that	often	accompany	such	discussion	of	Canadian	

identity	are	often	much	more	conservative	than	they	let	on.	The	reason	for	this,	however,	

has	less	to	do	with	the	political	implications	of	these	statements	than	it	does	with	the	split	

conception	of	nationality	that	silently	underpins	them.	

	Homi	K.	Bhabha	remains	a	key	figure	among	those	who	argue	for	the	obsolescence	

of	the	category	of	the	nation.	Using	an	explicitly	poststructuralist	approach,	Bhabha	argues	

that	the	daily	performance	of	national	life	draws	attention	to	alterities	in	any	national	

community	and	thus	splits	the	nation,	turning	it	into	a	“space	that	is	internally	marked	by	

the	discourses	of	minorities,	the	heterogeneous	histories	of	contending	peoples,	

antagonistic	authorities	and	tense	locations	of	cultural	difference”	(212).	As	such,	the	

inherently	contradictory	entity	of	the	nation	is	destined	to	be	superseded	by	the	globalized	
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metropolis,	the	space	in	which	new	narratives	based	on	“the	return	of	the	diasporic”	will	

emerge	(243).	Bhabha’s	earliest	Canadian	analogue	is	Frank	Davey,	who	argues	that	

conceptions	of	a	Canadian	nation	have	given	way	to	alternating	attachments	to	global,	

regional,	and	local	formations	(258-59).	Some	have	internalized	these	arguments	and	

suggested	that	Canada	has	always	been	this	way:	Justin	Edwards,	for	instance,	claims	that	

much	Canadian	literature	narrates	an	array	of	fragmented	selves	(xvi)	and	resembles	

Gothic	literature	in	its	emphasis	on	fluid	identities	(xviii).	What	these	critical	formations	

share,	however,	is	a	reliance	on	the	national	forms	they	claim	are	increasingly	obsolete.	

Bhabha’s	juxtaposition	of	what	he	calls	the	pedagogical	(the	national	past)	and	the	

performative	(the	fundamentally	post-national	present	and	future)	(208-9),	for	example,	

adds	little	to	Anderson’s	conception	of	the	contradictory	chronopolitics	of	the	nation.	

Davey	erects	a	conception	of	fragmentation	that	appears	as	non-national	only	when	

understood	as	the	successor	to	a	national	unity	that,	in	English	Canada’s	case,	arguably	

never	existed.	As	for	Edwards,	his	claim	for	a	historical	fluidity	of	identities	ignores	the	fact	

that	many	Canadian	subjects	are	fragmented	precisely	because	of	the	persistence	of	fixed	

conceptions	of	national	homelands.	I	therefore	argue	that	diagnoses	of	the	end	of	the	

nation	are	premature,9	and	that	the	reasons	for	this	also	hint	at	what	makes	the	quasi-

nation	of	English-speaking	Canada	so	difficult	to	define.	

Interestingly,	some	more	recent	constructivist	arguments	extend	Anderson’s	

approach	in	a	way	that	brings	it	closer	to	ethno-symbolism;	such	arguments	are	thus	

                                                
9	Sylvia	Söderlind	critiques	Davey	for	precisely	this	reason	(675).	Pheng	Cheah,	meanwhile,	
attacks	Bhabha’s	“dematerializing”	of	culture	(“Given	Culture”	299)	as	well	as	his	neglect	of	
those	(usually	less-privileged)	subjects	whose	daily	experiences	are	of	life	in	a	nation-state	
rather	than	of	constant	mobility	(301).	
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relevant	to	my	attempt	to	describe	English-speaking	Canada.	David	Williams	and	others	

have	argued	that	national	imagining	changes	alongside	media,	including	forms	of	

communication	that	predate	print-capitalism;	in	so	doing,	these	critics	imply	that	pre-

modern	nations	did	exist.10	While	these	arguments	do	not	refer	to	ethno-symbolism	by	

name,	their	allusions	to	pre-modern	nations	nevertheless	emphasize	those	elements	of	

nations	and	nationalism	that	are	separate	from	Gellner’s	and	Anderson’s	emphases	on	

modernization.	Pheng	Cheah,	meanwhile,	reconceives	Anderson’s	approach	by	turning	to	

the	German	idealists	and	exploring	what	he	calls	the	“organismic”	conception	of	the	nation.	

Cheah	argues	that	the	latter	is	a	social	and	political	entity	capable	of	enabling	freedom	due	

to	its	combination	of	cultural	agency	and	organic	life—or,	its	ability	to	derive	political	

agency	from	lived	cultural	particularity	for	the	purpose	of	actualizing	freedom	(2-3).	

Accordingly,	Cheah	believes	that	the	nation	continues	to	be	a	relevant	formation	for	the	

decolonizing	world.		

Cheah	draws	on	Fichte’s	and	Hegel’s	conceptions	of	the	living	national	community	

as	one	that	“interiorizes	and	overcomes	the	border	between	life	and	death”	(127)	by	

regenerating	itself	in	spite	of	the	birth	and	death	of	multiple	generations;	the	nation	thus	

complements	what	these	theorists	regard	as	the	machine-state	or	mechanical	civil	society,	

respectively	(10).	Cheah	then	addresses	the	reincarnation	of	this	model	by	postcolonial	

                                                
10	Redfield	argues	that	Anderson	mistakenly	separates	nation	from	state	in	Imagined	
Communities,	and	goes	back	to	Fichte’s	Addresses	to	the	German	Nation	to	show	that	the	two	
are	inextricably	bound	with	aesthetic	pedagogy,	yet	also	necessarily	idealistic	in	their	
foreclosing	and	recording	of	a	prior	anonymity	and	intangible	sense	of	loss	(78).	For	
Redfield,	an	example	of	a	nation	that	predates	print-capitalism—and	perhaps	the	very	
moment	of	its	articulation—is	Fichte’s	community	of	Germans.	For	Williams,	it	is	postexilic	
Jewish	communities	and	ninth-century	Anglo-Saxon	crowds	hearing	King	Alfred’s	
dictations	(26-7).	
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thinkers	such	as	Frantz	Fanon	and	Amilcar	Cabral	following	the	failure	of	world	revolution	

and	the	vanishing	of	the	state	that	was	to	follow	(as	predicted	by	Marx).	While	Cheah	reads	

and	ultimately	critiques	the	potential	of	this	model	in	the	developing	world,	his	shift	from	

the	German	idealists	to	the	postcolonial	situation	features	a	crucial	distinction	that	at	once	

separates	and	tethers	Third	and	First	World	nationalisms.	He	stresses	that	postcolonial	

appeals	to	the	organismic	metaphor	of	the	nation	are	“not	irrational	or	mystical”;	they	“do	

not	fetishize	ancient	traditions,	but	privilege	the	living	culture	of	workers	and	peasants	in	

their	ongoing	struggle”	(213-14).	As	for	the	developed	world,	culture	has	lost	whatever	

“organicizing	powers”	it	ostensibly	had	when	linked	to	the	lived	forms	of	cultural	

particularity	Cheah	sees	as	struggling	amid	the	mainstream	currents	of	globalization.	

Hypercommodification	has	severed	the	redemptive	qualities	of	culture	from	everyday	

consumption;	mass	culture	is	“a	perverse	mockery	of	Bildung”	that	permeates	everything	

but	whose	totality	is	“not	a	genuine	organism”	(236).		

Using	this	model	of	the	recent	developed	world	to	consider	the	status	of	a	country	

such	as	Canada,	where	a	powerful	state	is	attached	to	a	large,	weak,	or	conflicted	

conception	of	nation,	it	is	logical	that	those	not-quite-rational,	felt	connections	with	

European	ethnic	homelands—which	Smith	claims	still	take	precedence	over	state-centric	

patriotisms—could	easily	come	to	embody	a	“genuine	organism”	in	the	absence	of	the	

organismic	nation.	Following	Cheah’s	briefly	mentioned	“fetishistic”	nationalisms	of	the	

developed	world,	we	arrive	at	a	conception	of	internalized	organic	otherness	based	on	

notions	of	European	heritage	envisioned	as	an	escape	from	everyday	life.11	This	

                                                
11	Smith	too	addresses	the	“arid	professionalism”	of	highly	developed	countries	as	a	void	in	
which	“reconstructions	of	‘the	past’	which	exert	a	strong	fascination”	often	emerge	(Ethnic	
Origins	207).	
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personalized	approximation	of	some	culture	from	another	time	and	place—one	that	is	as	

artificial	as	it	is	licensed	by	primordial	notions	of	ethnicity	or	heritage—seems	to	be	what	

follows	the	aforementioned	triumph	of	liberal	capitalism	(and	then	neoliberal	consumer	

culture)	over	particular	ethnic	(or	other	cultural)	affiliations	that	has	unfolded	since	the	

early-twentieth-century	phases	of	settlement	that	created	pluralist	nation-states	such	as	

Canada.		

	 Canadian	criticism	that	engages	with	the	nation	as	a	persistent	entity,	meanwhile,	

tends	either	to	address	the	unruly	quasi-nation	that	is	English	Canada	or	take	a	functional	

approach	to	constructions	of	a	national	“core”	that	exercises	hegemony	within	an	

ostensibly	multicultural	society.	Of	the	first	group	of	critics,	Jonathan	Kertzer	argues	that	

literature	and	the	nation	constantly	problematize	one	another,	but	that	we	must	return	to	

the	nation	form	because	of	its	reflection	of	our	desire	for	a	“narrative	of	justice	and	the	

justice	of	narrative”	(12).	Kertzer	refers	briefly	to	Smith	and	Connor,	but	he	ultimately	

states	that	the	nation	must	be	defined	broadly	(as	“a	group	of	people	who	feel	they	belong	

to	the	same	nation”	[6]).	He	does	so	in	order	to	refute	Bhabha’s	valorization	of	hybridity	

over	any	national	construction	(stating	that	Bhabha	denies	universal	aesthetic	and	ethical	

standards	that	are	necessary	for	giving	voice	to	a	narrative	of	justice	[179]),	essentially	

arguing	for	the	paradoxical	necessity	and	impossibility	of	a	unified	English-Canadian	entity.	

Söderlind	critiques	post-national	approaches	as	well	as	the	construction	of	the	nation	on	

which	they	rely.	In	arguing	that	Quebec	is	the	primary	entity	in	a	series	of	“lost	nations-

within-the-nation”	(a	group	that	also	includes	Newfoundland,	Acadia,	and	First	Nations)	

(676),	Söderlind	builds	on	Kertzer’s	definition	of	the	nation	as	a	community	of	perceived	

unity.	Her	emphasis	on	Quebec	as	the	source	of	English-Canada’s	“nation-envy”	(676)	is	
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closer	to	Smith’s	ethno-symbolism,	however,	and	it	suggests	that	it	is	precisely	such	a	

restricted	definition	of	the	nation	that	structures	English-Canadian	self-awareness.	In	

arguing	for	the	persistence	of	some	national	characteristics,	in	other	words,	these	

approaches	hint	at	the	two	competing	models	of	nationality	that	structure	Euro-Canadian	

identity.		

Those	focusing	on	the	hegemonic	Canadian	“core”	settle	on	whiteness	as	the	key	to	

Anglophone	Canada’s	questionable	status	as	a	nation.	They	treat	English-speaking	Euro-

Canadians	as	an	“unmarked”	group	that	forms	the	centre	(Mackey	157)	of	whatever	kind	of	

nation	Canada	may	be.	Mackey	and	Thobani	both	argue	that	this	conception	of	nation	

stratifies	its	members	along	racial	lines,	but	it	is	Bannerji	who	goes	furthest	in	

acknowledging	an	imagined	variety	within	Euro-Canadian	hegemony.	“If	the	Ukrainians	

now	seek	to	be	ethnics,”	she	writes,	“it	is	because	the	price	to	be	paid	is	no	longer	there”	

(113).	Such	groups	can	show	off	their	ethnic	elements	as	“special	effects”	(113),	but	this	

does	not	compromise	their	dominant	position.12	Daniel	Coleman’s	conception	of	“white	

civility”	similarly	recognizes	such	a	degree	of	difference,	drawing	on	Etienne	Balibar’s	

notion	of	“fictive	ethnicity”	to	argue	that	Britishness	“loosens	Englishness	away	from	a	

strictly	national	or	ethnic	concept	and	disperses	it	into	a	looser,	elastic	category”	(82)	and	

allows	the	Scottish	to	participate	in	Canada’s	embodiment	of	British	tolerance.		

Coleman	makes	a	compelling	case	for	the	function	of	Canadian	Britishness,	but	his	

adaptation	of	Balibar’s	fictive	ethnicity	raises	some	questions.	For	if	nations	create	

                                                
12	Nandita	Sharma’s	recent	article	on	this	phenomenon	emphasizes	the	continued	
economic	injustices	of	multiculturalism,	but	points	out	that	these	are	built	on	a	superseded	
Whitmanesque	narrative	of	North	America	as	a	“teeming	nation	of	nations”	(Whitman	qtd.	
in	Sharma	87)—another	example	of	casting	the	perceived	variety	of	white	identities	as	
something	that	has	been	transcended	in	favour	of	some	larger	commitment	to	whiteness.	
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ethnicities	for	themselves	after	the	fact	to	reinscribe	racist	oppression	(Balibar	224),	and	

Canada	employs	Britishness	in	this	way,	those	same	ethnicities	underpinning	common	

conceptions	of	the	European	nation—such	as	Scottishness—persist	within	this	model	as	

signifiers	of	a	prior	identity.	Similarly,	Margot	Francis’s	argument	that	the	virtues	of	

“goodness”	and	“fairness”	signified	by	everyday	images	of	Canada	mask	the	dispossessions	

at	the	heart	of	colonization	also	runs	up	against	difficulties	when	one	considers	the	

specters	of	white	ethnicity	that	continue	to	haunt	such	large	formations	of	Euro-

Canadianness.	Francis’s	position	relies	on	Michael	Billig’s	concept	of	“banal	nationalism,”	in	

which	“rational”	nationality	is	constantly	“flagged”	in	the	West	(5-6).	Billig’s	framework	is	

based	on	the	idea	that	developed	nations	normalize	their	own	nationalisms	by	locating	

“real”	or	“hot”	(ethno)nationalisms	elsewhere,	thereby	casting	the	worldwide	system	of	

foreign	relations	between	sovereign	nation-states	as	rational	and	inevitable.	Like	the	later	

Anderson,	Billig	highlights	ethnic	identities	in	North	America	as	being	disconnected	from	

nationalism	because	they	are	“placeless”	(146).	Yet	if	these	identities	continue	to	carry	

significance	due	to	their	association	with	the	idea	of	an	ancestral	homeland,	the	figure	of	

the	ethnic	Euro-Canadian	seems	once	again	to	look	to	the	“original”	nation	as	a	source	of	

internal	alterity	working	within	the	banality	of	the	mass	culture	of	developed,	often	

pluralistic,	Western	societies.13		

It	follows	that	certain	settler	“nations”	are	premised	on	a	kind	of	folding	or	doubling	

in	which	a	national	base	or	core	identity	underpins	some	other	kind	of	“national”	mode	of	

                                                
13	Billig’s	willingness	to	describe	American	ethnic	identities	as	“placeless”	arises	partially	
from	his	reliance	on	sources	that,	as	Connor	points	out,	use	“ethnicity”	to	mean	simply	
“minority.”	In	the	case	of	Euro-Canadians	finding	bonds	with	an	ethnic	group	they	associate	
with	an	ancestral	homeland,	such	placelessness	does	not	seem	to	apply.	
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belonging	or	citizenship.	Only	infrequently	do	scholars	refer	explicitly	to	this	doubling.	Jon	

Stratton	and	Ien	Ang	briefly	mention	Anthony	Smith	in	their	look	at	Australian	

multiculturalism,	referring	to	his	understanding	of	settler	nation-states	as	“nations	by	

design”	(132)	to	proclaim	that	the	imagined	homogeneity	of	Euro-Australian	identity	is	

transferred	from	the	national	to	the	ethnic	(132)	as	the	state	guarantees	a	politically	stable	

future	(148).	In	so	doing,	they	approximate	Richard	Gwyn’s	description	of	Canada	as	a	

“state-nation”	(17)	rather	than	a	nation-state	(in	which	the	state	apparatus	is	more	clearly	

defined	than	the	community	it	governs)	as	well	as	refigure	the	Janus-faced	settler	nation	as	

looking	backwards	toward	ethnic	identities	and	forwards	to	a	vaguely	tolerant	pluralist	

society	that	incorporates	ethnicity	within	officially	sanctioned	multiculturalism.	I	find	

Stratton	and	Ang’s	model	compelling,	and	the	resonances	with	Euro-Canadian	identity	are	

undeniable.	I	also	think	that	their	faith	in	materialism,	rationalism,	and	pragmatism	does	

not,	however,	quite	fit	in	a	Canadian	context,	where	such	idealism	has	been	comparatively	

short	lived.	What	I	hope	to	show	in	the	pages	that	follow	is	that	such	optimism	eventually	

terminates	in	an	increasingly	exclusivist	and	atomized	culture	that	is	premised	on	the	

personalization	of	identity	via	consumer	choices;	as	part	of	this	process,	many	white	ethnic	

subjects	seek	to	reconnect	their	ethnic	past	with	a	vaguely	antimodernist,	personalized	

cosmopolitanism	that,	as	Lears	points	out	regarding	American	antimodernism	in	general	

(xiii),	is	a	combination	of	protest	(against	homogenized	materialism	and	individualism)	

and	socialization	(to	an	environment	in	which	personal	desires	and	choices,	including	of	

identitarian	coordinates,	are	exalted	as	unimpeachably	authentic).	

Other	scholars	who	find	the	early	phases	of	such	a	process	include	Ian	McKay	and	

Lora	Senechal	Carney,	who	regard	the	Nova	Scotia	Gaelic	(123)	and	Quebecois	peasants	
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and	artisans	along	the	St.	Lawrence	(106-7),	respectively,	as	embodying	the	past	

component	of	the	Janus-faced	temporal	figure	of	the	nation.	I	agree	wholeheartedly	with	

these	diagnoses,	but	it	is	telling	that	both	exist	as	components	of	the	authors’	larger	

arguments	about	Canada	as	a	nation	of	regions.	For	while	Carney	focuses	on	the	politics	of	

industrialization	and	handicrafts	in	Quebec,	McKay	refers	to	the	Canadian	“Scott-land	

across	the	waves”	(123)	as	one	among	a	“profusion	of	national,	regional	and	provincial	

identities”	(118).	I	differ	from	such	analyses	by	looking	at	the	Euro-Canadian	subject	as	an	

entity	that	transcends	such	territorially	bounded,	sub-national	identities.	This	subject	

enacts	a	different	process	of	recapturing	Smith’s	emphasis	on	ethnicity	and	homeland	

without	the	benefit	of	a	territorial	approximation	of	such	in	the	form	of	New	World	

regionalisms.	It	is	for	this	reason	that	the	post-national	ethnicity	I	wish	to	unpack	is	more	

fundamentally	ambivalent	and	subject	to	a	dialectic	of	idealistic	materialism	(in	which	

ethnic	bonds	can	be	superseded	by	notions	of	progress	and	equality)	and	cynical	

romanticism	(in	which	ethnicity	reemerges	as	a	highly	mediated	and	commodified	mode	of	

belonging	that	merely	pretends	to	resist	the	hierarchies	of	a	thoroughly	capitalist	settler	

society).	I	agree	that	the	past	is	shunted	onto	other	groups	in	these	ways,	but	I	regard	this	

as	occurring	largely	on	an	official	level.	Alongside	such	phenomena,	Euro-Canadian	subjects	

can	select	and	internalize	ethnic	pasts	on	the	level	of	individual:	anyone	who	can	link	

heritage	to	a	territorial	ethnic	homeland	in	Europe	can	attain	a	personalized	

cosmopolitanism	underpinning	the	forward	thrust	of	the	settler	nation	into	post-

nationality.	I	also	agree	with	diagnoses	of	a	Canada	structured	on	a	“national”	principle	that	

enforces	white	hegemony,	but	I	depart	from	conceptions	of	unmarked	whiteness	because	

of	the	extent	to	which	the	“exalted”	(Thobani	5)	Euro-Canadian	is	based	on	the	continued	
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internalization—and	fetishization—of	the	bifurcation	of	nation	forms	that	is	discussed	

above.	Before	looking	at	the	readjustments	of	the	modern	period	and	the	fetishistic	burial	

or	internalization	of	this	dichotomy	that	persists	in	post-1950s	Canadian	literature,	I	want	

to	introduce	a	text	from	the	modern	period	that	divides	itself	along	this	fault	line	

generically	and	thus	stands	as	a	uniquely	potent	reminder	of	the	contradictions	of	ethnicity	

and	nation	in	Canada.	

Hearts	and	Minds	

Laura	Goodman	Salverson’s	The	Viking	Heart,	which	was	published	in	1923,	tells	the	

story	of	a	family	of	Icelanders	who	leave	their	homeland	and	join	a	community	of	Icelandic	

immigrants	in	Manitoba.	It	does	so	with	reference	to	an	Icelandic	community	that	

exemplifies	the	closeness	of	ethnic	identity	and	the	concept	of	the	nation.	Daisy	Neijmann	

accounts	for	Iceland’s	importance	to	this	ideological	link	by	referring	to	several	related	

factors.	For	one,	in	addition	to	its	borders	being	contiguous	with	the	natural	geographical	

borders	of	an	island,	its	lack	of	an	urban	middle	class	made	for	a	more	homogenous,	

democratic,	and	horizontally	unified	populace	(58).	Further,	many	of	the	Icelanders	who	

immigrated	to	Canada	in	the	late	nineteenth	century	settled	in	a	demarcated	area	known	as	

New	Iceland,	and	this	entity	has	embodied	the	ideal	of	a	culturally	distinct	group	of	ethnic	

New	World	Icelanders	up	to	the	present	despite	the	fact	that	people	of	Icelandic	heritage	

have	“moved	far	and	wide	over	the	continent	since”	(74).	Icelandic	identity	is	therefore	

peculiar	only	in	the	sense	that	it	so	accurately	embodies	notions	of	the	continuity	of	ethnic	

and	national	identity	that	in	other	cases	remain	more	theoretical	or	abstract;	in	other	

words,	it	is	exemplary	precisely	because	of	its	uniqueness.	As	Neijmann	rightly	points	out,	

Salverson	romanticizes	“her	Old	World	heritage,	as	it	had	been	passed	on	to	her	by	her	
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parents,”	and	employs	“the	realistic	mode	for	the	descriptions	and	dramatization	of	her	

immigrant	present	and	immigrant	experience	in	general”	(186-87).	By	extension,	Salverson	

also	uses	the	romantic	mode	to	depict	the	ethnic	nation	and	the	realistic	mode	to	treat	a	

pluralist	North	American	entity,	in	turn	mapping	the	nation’s	ethnic	past	onto	this	romantic	

depiction	of	a	homeland	and	exalting	the	latter	as	the	archaic	underpinning	to	the	

settlement	of	Canadian	territory	by	groups	seeking	to	improve	their	material	standard	of	

living.	As	Eva	Karpinski	points	out,	it	is	useful	to	read	such	dualisms	in	Salverson’s	work	“as	

a	source	of	indeterminacy	and	productive	tensions”	(75).	While	Karpinski	views	this	

indeterminacy	as	registering	a	“politics	of	location”	involving	“discourses	of	ethnicity,	

gender,	class,	nationality,	and	sexuality”	(75),	I	see	it	also	as	the	generic	expression	of	the	

unresolved	duality	of	ethnically	and	pluralistically	defined	entities	that	is	contained	within	

the	idea	of	the	nation.	The	romance	of	the	text’s	Icelandic	portion	is	structured	by	the	

inevitability	of	departure	from	the	ethnic	homeland	and	the	subsequent	preservation	of	its	

memory	via	myths	and	sagas,	while	Salverson’s	realism	expresses	the	continuity	of	an	

Icelandic	community	that	is	held	together	by	such	stories	as	it	settles	in	Canada.		

Perhaps	for	this	reason,	much	criticism	on	the	novel	takes	a	historicist	approach,	

analyzing	its	commitment	to	diversity	in	terms	of	contemporary	views	of	the	immigrant	

and	national	unity	in	Canada.14	Given	Smith’s	insistence	that	popular	conceptions	of	nation	

are	still	structured	by	this	emphasis	on	the	ethnic	homeland,	it	is	not	difficult	to	imagine	

                                                
14	Paul	Morris	argues	that	the	novel	responds	to	contemporary	worries	about	the	
simultaneous	danger	and	necessity	of	immigration,	depicting	immigrants	willing	to	shed	
their	ethnic	heritage	as	part	of	their	“immediate	renunciation	of	the	past	and	home	culture”	
(58).	Hallvard	Dahlie	and	Gudrun	Gudsteins,	however,	read	the	novel	as	promoting	a	form	
of	assimilation	that	“preserv[es]	the	best	of	the	old	country	and	the	new”	(Dahlie	88)	and	
balances	commitments	to	the	“collective	effort”	of	ancestry	and	the	“self-value”	promoted	
by	North	American	societies	(Gudsteins	144-45).	
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that	Salverson	would	have	valorized	the	nation-state	of	Iceland	as	a	more	authentic	

national	form.15	In	so	doing,	however,	she	also	holds	both	conceptions	of	the	nation	in	

balance,	imagining	the	ethnic	model	in	a	romantic	mode	and	the	North	American	nation	via	

realism.	Salverson	takes	the	contradictory	temporality	of	the	nation	and	maps	the	

immemorial	ethnic	past	onto	this	romantic	depiction	of	a	homeland,	exalting	it	as	the	

natural,	archaic	underpinning	to	the	present-oriented	realist	narration	of	the	settlement	of	

the	territorial	entity	that	is	Canada.	Salverson’s	bizarrely	intense	entrenchment	of	the	

duality	of	both	genre	and	nation	makes	for	a	case	study	that	stands	apart	from	either	the	

modern	or	contemporary	phases	of	Canadian	(ethno)national	belonging	for	which	I	am	

arguing	insofar	as	it	demonstrates	the	persistence	of	notions	of	ethnic	belonging	across	

twentieth-century	Canada’s	shifting	demographic	and	literary	developments.			

Salverson’s	status	as	a	modern	(if	not	unproblematically	modernist)	Canadian	

novelist	also	reinforces	the	dualities	in	The	Viking	Heart.	Glenn	Willmott	writes	that	the	

Canadian	novel’s	modernism	arises	from	the	inversion	of	the	formerly	accepted	opposition	

of	romance	and	realism,	with	the	“new	romance”	registering	“the	primacy	of	the	

(contingent)	event	over	the	(cosmogenetic)	world”	and	a	“self-ironicizing	realism”	

expressing	the	“unpredictable	synapses	of	global	economy,	media,	and	mobility”	as	

opposed	to	the	“interrelations	and	values	of	a	given,	secular	world”	(5).	Salverson’s	

negotiation	of	genre	in	The	Viking	Heart	seems	also	to	express	cultural	identity	in	a	way	

that	draws	not	only	on	an	inversion	or	interrelation	of	these	elements,	but	also	on	the	

tension	between	the	exaggerated	characteristics	of	each.	Attaching	her	generic	divide	to	

                                                
15	Terrence	Craig	notes	the	dominance	of	the	homeland	over	ties	to	Canada	in	immigrant	
literature	from	this	period,	and	even	claims	that	Salverson	depicts	the	Canadian	landscape	
as	“a	cultural	vacuum”	(45).	
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ethnic	versus	settler	nation	models,	in	other	words,	produces	an	arrangement	in	which	the	

romance	of	the	text’s	Icelandic	portion	is	based	on	both	the	inevitability	of	departure	from	

the	ethnic	homeland	and	the	organic	connections	between	that	environment	and	its	

community.	The	realist	section,	meanwhile,	expresses	the	inexplicable,	almost	Biblical	

continuity	of	the	Icelandic	community	on	the	prairies	as	well	as	the	trials	and	

disintegrations	accompanying	individual	families’	settlement	in	the	New	World.		

In	addition	to	producing	such	ambiguous	and	contradictory	registers,	Salverson’s	

exaggerated	temporal	figure	tweaks	Anne	McClintock’s	conception	of	this	model	as	

accommodating	what	is	regarded	as	the	“natural	division”	(359)	of	gender.	According	to	

this	model,	women	become	associated	with	the	nation’s	immemorial	past,	while	men	

embody	its	forward-looking,	progress-oriented	modernity.	If	we	can	also	conceive	of	this	

temporal	and	gendered	split	as	incorporating	the	perceived	historical	difference	between	

the	ethnic	model	of	the	nation	(as	past)	and	the	settler	nation	(as	future),	then	once	again	

the	authenticity	of	a	European	ethnic	heritage	commonly	understood	as	national	becomes	

the	irrepressible	basis	of	a	normatively	patriarchal	Euro-Canadian	social	entity,	even	if	

such	a	figure	takes	as	its	ideal	outcome	faith	in	a	progressive	form	of	materialism.	As	

Hallvard	Dahlie	has	pointed	out,	The	Viking	Heart	reworks	the	image	of	the	“larger	than	life	

or	excessively	idealized”	Nordic	pioneer	by	presenting	a	series	of	strong	Nordic	women	

(85).	Salverson’s	depiction	of	the	“battle	such	as	the	pioneering	mothers	of	our	country	

faced	again	and	again	without	hope	of	either	laurels	or	praise”	(53-54)	also,	however,	

subverts	the	association	of	women	with	the	archaic	qualities	of	the	nation	by	aligning	

female	pioneers	as	much	with	the	future	of	the	Icelandic	community	embodied	in	the	

journey	West	as	with	static,	domestic	space	in	a	prairie	setting.	Salverson’s	mapping	of	
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these	Janus-faced	qualities	onto	genre	thus	sets	her	apart	from	the	larger	process	for	which	

I	am	arguing,	in	which	the	materialist	idealism	of	the	settler	nation	structures	the	modern	

realism16	of	writers	such	as	Frederick	Philip	Grove	and	Margaret	Laurence,	while	a	re-

ethnicized	romance	takes	the	stage	in	later	novels	by	Rudy	Wiebe,	Gwendolyn	MacEwen,	

and	Timothy	Taylor.	The	Viking	Heart,	in	other	words,	renders	in	all	its	contradiction	the	

problem	of	ethnicity	and	the	Canadian	nation-state	by	combining	(yet	not	resolving)	the	

twin	forces	of	ethnicity	and	liberal,	capitalist	individualism	rather	than	fitting	neatly	

somewhere	along	the	historical	arc	of	the	latter	gradually	giving	way	to	a	re-entrenchment	

of	the	former.	As	such,	it	serves	as	a	fitting	introduction	to	the	chapters	that	follow,	which	

will	chart	the	historical	development	from	forms	of	idealistic	liberalism	or	materialism	to	

meta-ethnic	resurgence.		

The	Viking	Heart	is	set	at	the	height	of	immigration	to	the	Canadian	prairies,	and	it	

both	engages	with	this	historical	moment	and	considers	what	would	follow	this	mass	

settlement	through	the	lens	of	an	immigrant	community	that	exemplifies	the	closeness	of	

ethnic	identity	and	the	concept	of	the	nation.	Its	division	into	an	opening	section,	which	

narrates	the	Halsson	family’s	life	in	Iceland,	and	the	bulk	of	the	text,	which	details	their	

time	in	Canada,	itself	suggests	that,	for	Salverson,	there	is	a	logical	connection	between	

romance	and	the	ethnic	homeland.17	In	the	opening	description	of	the	family’s	escape	from	

                                                
16	Colin	Hill	has	recently	used	this	term	to	refer	to	Canadian	writers’	“largely	successful	
experiments	to	balance	the	objectivist	stance	of	the	traditional	realist	with	the	subjective	
perspectivism	of	the	high-modernist	form”	(16).	
17	Few	readings	account	for	the	fact	that	the	novel’s	most	widely	available	editions	are	
based	on	Salverson’s	1947	revision,	which	was	meant	to	streamline	her	style	by	reducing	
the	first	section’s	romantic	descriptions	(Hopwood	xiii).	Accordingly,	the	revision	in	small	
ways	masks	the	even	more	pronounced	division	between	the	two	sections	that	appeared	in	
the	original	version.	
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Iceland,	for	example,	they	flee	as	a	volcano	erupts	“against	a	quickly	darkening	sky[;]	

tongues	of	flame,	fiery	red,	and	forked	like	lightning,	leaped	and	lengthened	into	pillars	of	

sheer	fire”	(17).	Despite	this	dramatic	exit,	however,	related	pictures	of	the	homeland	are	

largely	idyllic:	the	family	homestead	consists	of	“neat	little	buildings”	that	are	“huddled	

together”	and	that	“looked	like	so	many	sleepy	children”	(11).	As	the	Halssons	begin	their	

escape,	the	patriarch,	Einar,	is	described	as	drawing	on	the	skills	and	knowledge	that	define	

his	collective,	“pull[ing]	at	the	oars	as	only	those	who	are	bred	to	the	water	can”	(21).	The	

differences	between	this	first	section	of	the	text,	in	which	a	communal	Icelandic	nation	is	

memorialized	by	the	Halssons’	dramatic	escape,	and	the	realism	of	the	rest	of	the	novel,	

which	describes	the	trials	of	settlers	in	a	pluralistic	and	individualistic	Canada,	reveal	those	

latent	connections	between	ethnicity	and	nation	that	are	highlighted	by	ethno-symbolism	

yet	buried	by	Anderson’s	constructivism.		

As	the	family	begins	their	experience	in	Canada,	their	communal	identity	is	

sustained	by	two	of	the	key	elements	of	the	myth-symbol	complex	that	is	at	the	center	of	

Smith’s	works	yet	is	largely	absent	from	Anderson’s.	First,	Biblical	tropes	appear	during	the	

Halssons’	journey	through	Manitoba,	implying	that	the	shared	faith	of	an	ethnic	community	

at	once	connects	and	holds	in	balance	dualisms	of	romance	and	realism,	Old	and	New	

Worlds,	and	ethnic	and	pluralist	societies.	The	first	edition	of	the	text,	especially,	employs	

such	imagery,	describing	the	movement	up	the	Red	River	as	a	passage	on	“a	baptismal	

stream	out	of	which	their	God	would	lead	them	to	the	promised	land”	(24).	A	fellow	

Icelandic	immigrant	keeps	a	promise	to	meet	up	with	Borga	before	she	departs	with	the	

Scottish	farmer	with	whom	she	is	placed;	Borga	is	“roused	out	of	that	paralyzing	numbness	

which	excessive	emotion	brings	by	an	eager	voice	calling	out	lustily	in	Icelandic”	(38).	The	
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first	edition	adds	a	religiously	inflected	reference	to	“the	boy	who	held	her	hand	in	that	

over-lingering	clasp	of	the	infatuated	sons	of	Adam	the	world	over”	(39),	providing	a	

religious	discursive	embellishment	to	describe	a	realist	journey	forward	in	space	and	in	

terms	of	socio-economic	advancement	yet	also	locate	this	journey’s	origins	in	the	historical	

romance	of	the	ethnic	past.		

In	both	editions,	the	pair’s	connection	is	strengthened	by	Borga’s	“thinking	him	a	

very	pleasant	young	giant	and	that	the	way	the	sun	turned	his	tawny	hair	to	gold	reminded	

her	of	Sigurd	the	Volsung	and	the	Rhinegold”	(26).	This	passage	indicates	the	extent	to	

which	Icelandic	sagas,	poems,	and	romances	function	as	the	stronger	of	the	text’s	examples	

of	elements	from	Smith’s	myth-symbol	complex.	As	such,	these	texts	provide	a	bond	that	

distinguishes	the	Icelandic	nation	from	the	Canadian	one.	This	particular	Icelandic	textual	

tradition	is	at	times	portrayed	as	being	at	odds	with	a	more	general	(that	is	to	say,	non-

ethnic)	Christian	one,	and	the	latter	is	eventually	subsumed	under	the	cultural	specificity	of	

the	Icelandic	texts.	Borga’s	initial	meeting	with	Bjorn	Lindal	is	marked	by	the	pair’s	

growing	“very	merry	as	they	gazed	up	at	the	two	big	yellow	stars	that	once,	according	to	

the	Skald,	had	been	the	eyes	of	the	Storm	Giant,	Thiassi”	(28),	and	furthered	by	her	

chanting	verses	from	the	sagas	in	a	“low	smooth	voice,”	which	causes	Bjorn	to	ask	with	

surprise,	“Isn’t	it	a	little	unusual	for	a	girl	to	know	the	sagas	so	well?”	(29).	Even	the	real-

life	settlement	of	Gimli	is	in	the	novel	described	as	being	named	after	“the	new	heaven	and	

the	new	earth	in	the	faith	of	the	Norsemen,	where	all	was	peace	and	blessing	and	‘where	

that	High	One,	who	is	over	all	will	make	his	home	to	watch	and	ward	his	children’”	(40).	

Later,	“the	Passion	Psalms	of	Hallgrimur	Peterson”	are	described	as	“the	beloved	book	of	

the	past	generations	of	God-fearing	Icelanders,”	and	is	packed	alongside	the	“book	of	the	
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Heimskringla,	the	Olaf	sagas	of	the	illustrious	Snorri	Sturlasson”	(47).	Determined	to	learn	

English	so	as	to	integrate	with	prairie	society,	Borga	decides	“to	read	a	little	in	the	psalms	

rather	than	the	romantic	sagas”	(48);	still,	this	allusion	to	a	type	of	Protestant	Ethic	gives	

way	to	a	continued	sense	of	community	as	sustained	by	the	sagas:	“When	she	opened	the	

book	a	little	slip	of	paper	fell	from	between	the	leaves	into	her	lap.	She	picked	it	up	and	

instantly	forgot	all	about	reading	the	psalms.	Yet	it	was	just	a	few	lines,	written	in	a	fine	

old-fashioned	hand”	(48).	The	note,	written	by	Bjorn,	reminds	her	that	she	will	“find	much	

in	this	country	hard	to	endure,”	but	that	she	should	remember	“how	Hermond	sang	with	

the	arrow	in	his	breast”;	“Never	forget	that	the	stars	that	shine	here	are	the	same	you	loved	

in	the	homeland”	(48).		

This	resistance	to	outright	assimilation	complicates	Gudsteins’s	reading	of	the	

novel’s	gold-and-tinsel	metaphor	(144),	making	the	tenor	of	the	latter	more	than	simply	a	

duality	of	collective	effort	and	individual	achievement.	When	Salverson	writes	that	“It	is	

only	with	the	accumulation	of	wealth	that	men	cease	to	be	brother	and	measure	each	

other’s	commercial	value	and	possible	benefit	to	self”	(23),	she	is	critiquing	not	material	

success	as	much	as	an	individualism	that	loses	sight	of	the	possibility	of	a	distinct	Iceland-

in-Canada.	Indeed,	part	of	the	survival	of	the	community	is	linked	to	its	members’	desire	to	

better	themselves:	even	before	the	expedient	of	the	volcanic	eruption,	several	Icelanders	

declare	that	“the	matter	with	Iceland”	is	that	“everyone	[is]	satisfied	if	his	stomach	is	full”	

and	that	they	“might	as	well	be	sheep	for	all	the	ambitions	we	have!’”	(13).	Canada	is	more	

conducive	to	their	achieving	greater	prosperity	with	hard	work.	Still,	the	gold-and-tinsel	

metaphor	that	emerges	from	this	greater	emphasis	on	material	gain	cannot	contain	any	

synthesis:	there	can	be	no	truly	interwoven	gold	and	tinsel,	just	as	Salverson’s	community	
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can	neither	return	to	Iceland	nor	assimilate	completely.	The	novel	presents	instead	a	

vaguely	idealistic	picture	in	which	Icelanders	“are	perhaps	the	most	readily	assimilated,”	

but	their	“traits	of	Norse	blood	are	as	strong	to-day	as	ever”;	their	“children	will	be	

Canadians,”	but	their	“Norse	nature	will	remain	unchanged”	(111).	There	is	some	tension	

between	assimilation	and	ethnically	defined	singularity,	but	this	remains	contained	within	

a	vision	of	a	distinctly	Canadian	Icelandicness,	the	genesis	of	which	exalts	the	drama	of	

European	ethnicity	rooting	itself	in	an	alien	environment.		

This	unresolved	duality	goes	deeper	than	the	text’s	metaphors,	however:	the	way	in	

which	the	novel	holds	assimilation	and	cultural	distinctiveness	in	balance	is	a	key	example	

of	its	troubling	of	Anderson’s	views	on	the	temporality	of	the	nation.	Salverson’s	use	of	the	

sagas	to	maintain	an	ethnic	identity	that	spans	from	a	European	homeland	in	the	past	to	a	

projected	future	in	a	non-native	space	has	two	important	results:	first,	it	connotes	

simultaneity-along-time	(or	Messianic	time)	rather	than	homogeneous	empty	time,	and	in	

so	doing	problematizes	the	distinction	between	temporal	modes	that	structures	

Anderson’s	point	about	the	nation’s	modernity.	What	Salverson	depicts	instead	is	an	

imagining	that	splits	a	community’s	past	and	future	along	an	ontological	fault	line	that	is	

represented	generically,	spatially,	and	historically,	yet	which	continues	to	conceive	of	these	

elements	simultaneously.	Salverson	thus	disrupts	the	very	process	by	which	Anderson	and	

his	followers	construe	all	nations	as	imagined,	balancing	past	and	present	yet	privileging	

the	former	over	the	latter	in	a	way	that	codifies	commitments	to	ethnic	bonds.	In	so	doing,	

she	validates	the	ethno-symbolist	approach’s	emphasis	on	the	perceived	connection	

between	ethnicity	and	the	idea	of	the	nation.	
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The	second	result	of	the	novel’s	narrativization	of	an	ethnically	defined	nation	

persisting	within	an	ostensibly	pluralist	setting	is	that	Indigenous	people	are	denied	a	

similar	connection	between	ethnicity	and	nationhood.	In	superimposing	the	temporality	of	

one	type	of	nation	on	the	self-conscious	construction	of	another,	Salverson’s	unresolvable	

duality	is	extended	in	such	a	way	that	its	ultimate	(and	perhaps	inadvertent)	result	is	that	

the	strength	of	ethnically	defined	identities	legitimates	European	settlement	of	Canada.	The	

novel’s	prairie	environment	is	rendered	as	a	cultural	“vacuum”	(Craig	45):	indigenous	

people	appear	only	as	ghosts	in	children’s	stories	(97-98)	or	itinerant	remnants	of	“once	

great”	peoples	(128).	As	the	Icelandic	settlers	make	material	progress	in	Canada,	

meanwhile,	their	hard	work	and	resolve	are	depicted	as	the	natural	emanation	of	the	

characteristics	inscribed	in	anecdotes	and	sagas:	“They	were	still	all	poor	but	they	were	

working	for	home	and	children	and	the	betterment	of	self,	and	with	that	adaptability	of	the	

Norse	nature,	were	becoming	fond	and	proud	of	this	new	land”	(79).	A	six-year-old	Thor	at	

one	point	asks	to	hear	a	story,	and	Borga	tells	of	“the	tragedy	of	Olaf,”	which	she	hopes	will	

teach	her	son	“to	walk	in	the	ways	of	honor	and	truth	and	to	learn	how	imperishable	is	the	

memory	of	a	great	nature”	(96).	Even	here,	however,	the	texts	take	a	kind	of	oral-tradition	

form	that	is	adjusted	to	the	exigencies	of	settler	life:		

	 She	knew	little	of	histories	save	through	her	sagas.	She	knew	nothing		 	

	 	 of	the	mixed	motives	which	sometimes	moved	the	kingly	heart.	The		 	

	 	 heroes	were	all	unselfish,	filled	with	a	love	of	justice	and	honor.	And		 	

	 	 all	their	deeds	were	generous	and	good.	(96)	

The	community	is	here	depicted	as	resisting	assimilation,	as	well	as	more	nefarious	types	

of	socialization,	by	adhering	to	the	singular	virtue	of	Icelandic	particularity.		
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This	adaptable	notion	of	Icelandicness	at	times	also	merges	with	a	pre-national	

notion	of	Scandinavianness,	and	this	invocation	of	ancientness	serves	to	inflect	European	

settlement	of	the	New	World	with	Viking	qualities.	The	“wandering	and	warring	spirit	of	

the	Vikings”	to	which	Willmott	refers	(177)	not	only	accompanies	the	drive	for	material	

prosperity,	but	also	is	invoked	to	justify	settlement.	The	very	act	of	immigration	is	

described	as	summoning	“that	same	zeal	to	venture	into	distant	fields	which	characterized	

their	Norse	ancestors”	in	order	to	find	“this	wide	land	whose	shores	their	ancient	seamen	

once	had	sounded”	(Salverson	21).	This	Norse	tendency	toward	discovery	is	eventually	

modernized	to	approximate	an	era	of	scientific	discovery,	in	so	doing	producing	an	almost	

inherently	colonialist	variant	of	European-style	nationalism.	While	completing	his	medical	

training,	Thor	meets	“a	man	with	the	true	Viking	spirit,	one	who	is	going	to	do	great	things	

and	prove	to	Canada	the	worth	of	her	Icelandic	subjects”	(297);	his	description	uses	the	

rhetoric	of	measured	assimilation	to	present	Icelandic	settlement	of	the	Americas	as	a	

natural	extension	of	Viking	wanderlust.	The	man,	he	goes	on,	“had	once	been	a	lad	in	the	

New	Iceland	settlement	and	now	he	had	a	wonderful	theory	concerning	the	far	north”;	“if	it	

were	not	for	his	love	of	surgery	and	the	enthusiasm	of	the	other	doctors,”	Thor	continues,	

“he	would	throw	up	his	profession	and	join	this	Icelander	in	his	conquest	of	the	Polar	

countries”	(297).	Here	the	ancient	blends	with	the	Canadian,	but	it	does	so	primarily	to	

strengthen	conceptions	of	the	ethnically	defined	nation.	

	 Smith’s	focus	on	ethnicity	as	the	key	element	of	nationality	is	especially	salient	here,	

as	it	is	the	perceived	singularity	of	this	factor	that	allows	Salverson	to	overemphasize	the	

existence	of	Iceland-in-Canada	at	various	stages	of	the	latter	entity’s	history.	Ethnic	identity	

even	inflects	Thor’s	death	in	the	First	World	War	and	the	meaning	of	the	latter	as	perhaps	
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the	foremost	event	in	the	establishment	of	Canadian	national	pride.	In	a	cursory	reading	of	

the	text,	Thor’s	death	could	indeed	be	construed	as	a	sacrifice	to	the	Canadian	nation:	he	

declares	explicitly	(and	perhaps	heavy-handedly),	“I	am	not	likely	to	forget	the	heritage	of	

my	fathers,	but	I	can	best	prove	my	Norse	blood	by	honoring	this	country	which	is	mine”	

(294).	The	closing	pages	of	the	text	also,	however,	see	the	minister	describe	him	as	having	

been	able	to	“die	in	the	arms	of	the	Valkyrie—victor	in	a	glorious	cause,”	which	was	“ever	

the	Norseman’s	ideal!”	(320).	And	while	the	novel’s	final	paragraph	states,	“Out	of	the	sore	

travailings	of	men	and	out	of	their	quiet	death,	spring	hope	and	faith,	and	that	great	love	

which,	transcending	the	grave,	revitalizes	life	and	makes	a	nation	indestructible”	(326),	its	

penultimate	one	employs	imagery	that	suggests	the	national	entity	in	question	is	likely	not	

broadly	Canadian:	“Out	of	the	hearts	of	men,	out	of	their	joys	and	tears,	their	toil	and	

tribulation,	springs	that	elusive	and	holy	thing,	the	Soul	of	a	Nation”	(326).	In	later	writings,	

Salverson	extends	this	duality	of	an	ethnic	nation	within	a	new,	ostensibly	non-ethnic	one	

so	far	forwards	(into	a	future	of	settled	ethnicity)	and	backwards	(into	a	past	of	ethnic	

settlements)	that	it	becomes	historically	untenable:	Lord	of	the	Silver	Dragon	(1927)	and	

Immortal	Rock	(1954)	both	narrate	an	extensive	Norse	presence	in	the	pre-Columbian	

Americas,	and	in	so	doing	they	cast	European	ethnicity	as	the	natural	foundation	of	

Canadian	subjectivity.	

Arc	of	Belonging	

As	mentioned	above,	I	argue	in	the	following	pages	that	the	dynamic	Salverson	

renders	in	all	its	irresolvable	contradiction	takes	on	roughly	two	larger	iterations	over	the	

course	of	Euro-Canadian	literature	in	the	twentieth	century.	The	two	chapters	that	follow	

this	introduction	discuss	novels	that	attempt	to	transcend,	or	at	least	renegotiate,	the	
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ethnic	nation	as	a	dominant	category.	Chapter	Two	focuses	on	Grove,	whose	German-	and	

English-language	novels	probe	the	links	among	ethnicity,	nation,	and	materialism.	I	

compare	Grove’s	German-language	The	Master	Mason’s	House	(1906),	in	which	ethnicity	

and	nation	are	tenuously	linked,	with	prairie	works	including	the	novel	Settlers	of	the	

Marsh	(1925)	and	the	semi-fictionalized	autobiography,	In	Search	of	Myself	(1946),	in	

which	these	categories	appear	as	simultaneously	immutable	and	in	the	process	of	being	

transcended	by	New	World	materialism.	Chapter	Three	examines	Margaret	Laurence’s	late-

modernist	articulations	of	ethnic	belonging	in	her	Manawaka	novels,	culminating	in	The	

Diviners	(1974),	as	representing	an	evolution	of	the	antimodernist	sentiments	she	first	

developed	in	the	explorations	of	affiliation	and	development	in	her	first	novel,	This	Side	

Jordan	(1960),	as	well	as	her	other	short	stories	and	nonfiction	written	during	and	that	

address	the	time	she	spent	in	present-day	Somalia	and	Ghana.	Read	in	conjunction	with	the	

author’s	fascination	with	non-European	cultures,	these	novels	present	a	cosmopolitanism	

that	returns	to	notions	of	roots	regardless	of	the	commitment	to	fluidity	some	critics	have	

detected	in	them.	In	this	sense,	Laurence’s	attempts	at	writing	beyond	ethnicity	function	as	

the	final	iteration	of	ethnic	transcendence	and	the	beginning	of	the	move	toward	the	

outright	valorization	of	heritage-based	settler	nationalisms.		

Chapters	Four	and	Five	focus	on	works	that	are	commonly	understood	as	

postmodern	or	post-national.	I	argue	that	the	novels	that	garner	this	latter	description	in	

fact	reinscribe	that	ethnic	core	of	the	nation	in	a	way	that	extends	notions	of	roots	or	

heritage	into	the	realm	of	fetishism.	How	better	to	become	purely	“Canadian”	than	to	have	

inhabited	and	then	transcended	one	of	those	very	national	identities	whose	memories	still	

prove	more	affecting	for	some	than	does	any	pragmatic	understanding	of	Canadianness?	
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Unlike	in	Bannerji’s	and	Mackey’s	conceptions	of	a	uniform	whiteness,	here	the	sustained	

commitment	to	an	Otherness	within	provides	the	necessary	foundation	for	the	Euro-

Canadian	subject’s	post-nationality.	In	other	words,	these	works	present	versions	of	a	

Canadian	cosmopolitanism	that	reinscribes	the	ethnically	defined	nation	as	an	escape	from	

the	hypercommodification	that	succeeded	the	materialism	enabling	early	twentieth-

century	attempts	to	transcend	such	identities.	Chapter	Four	probes	Wiebe’s	fascination	

with	non-Anglophone	Euro-Canadians	in	The	Scorched-Wood	People	(1977)	and	A	Discovery	

of	Strangers	(1994).	Many	critics	have	recognized	Wiebe’s	appropriation	of	First	Nations	

voices,	yet	few	have	addressed	his	valorization	of	early	Canada’s	“inner	Others.”	These	

figures	and	their	placement	in	Wiebe’s	pictures	of	historical	plurality	anticipate	post-

nationality’s	affirmation	of	ethnic	“credibility,”	and	I	identify	a	similar	impulse	of	

valorization-via-documentation	in	the	genre	of	Canadian	historical	fiction	of	the	1970s	and	

‘80s.	In	this	chapter	I	also	read	MacEwen’s	Noman’s	Land	(1985)	as	a	similar	strategy	of	

valorizing	the	perceived	unassimilability	of	First	Nations	and	certain	other	non-Europeans,	

and,	by	looking	at	this	process	in	the	context	of	the	“official”	multiculturalism	of	the	1980s,	

argue	that	her	search	for	a	more	abstract,	anti-materialist	otherness	complements	the	

Euro-Canadian	process	of	finding	inner	alterity.		

Chapter	Five	critiques	Taylor’s	treatment	of	European	roots	in	Stanley	Park	(2001).	

Taylor’s	characters	valorize	ethno-national	belonging	in	a	way	that	depends	on	irony	and	

disingenuousness;	nevertheless,	their	preoccupation	with	finding	a	kernel	of	cultural	

authenticity	amid	the	marketable	heritage	objects	defining	Taylor’s	Vancouver	speaks	to	

the	allure	of	the	European	nation	in	a	world	of	cosmopolitan	savvy.	This	depiction	of	

internal	alterity	locates	European	ethnicity	in	the	past,	as	a	mode	of	identification	that	the	
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informed	Euro-Canadian	subject	can	recover	from	his	or	her	position	at	the	forefront	of	an	

evolution	of	affiliative	bonds	similar	to	the	one	Laurence	wrote	about	in	Ghana	on	the	eve	

of	its	political	independence.	Yet	Taylor’s	subsequent	nonfiction	that	engages	with	the	

foodie	culture	of	the	ostensibly	post-national	Vancouver	in	which	Stanley	Park	is	set	

paradoxically	reaffirms	the	containment	of	the	Euro-Canadian’s	search	for	authenticity.	It	

does	so	by	presenting	the	responsible	consuming	subject	as	able	to	approximate	collective	

identity	only	in	the	cynical,	neoliberal	context	of	the	self-interested	individual	and	the	

sanctity	of	the	immediate	family.		

Chapter	Six	serves	as	a	conclusion	to	the	foregoing	examination	of	evolving	modes	

of	affiliation	in	Canada	that	begin	with	non-British	European	settlers	and	continue	with	

later	writing	by	Euro-Canadians	that	builds	on	literary	precedents	like	Salverson	and	Grove	

as	well	as	the	Eurocentric	ideology	behind	those	works’	conceptions	of	identity.	It	does	so	

by	belatedly	addressing	a	sample	of	novels	by	Canadian	writers	of	colour	whose	works	do	

not	strictly	postdate	all	the	novels	discussed	until	this	point	in	the	study,	but	who	are	

(regrettably)	placed	at	its	end	because	their	engagements	with	similar	questions	of	nation,	

culture,	and	personal	identity	are	of	necessity	bound	up	with	the	Eurocentric	literary	

works	and	social	attitudes	that	defined	Canada	for	the	first	hundred	or	so	years	of	its	

existence.	I	try	to	include	a	selection	of	authors	that	is	representative	in	a	somewhat	

intersectional,	or	at	least	culturally	and	geographically	varied,	sense:	I	move	from	SKY	Lee’s	

engagement	with	Vancouver’s	Chinatown,	to	Eden	Robinson’s	regionally	similar	but	First	

Nations-focused	work,	and	finally	to	Dionne	Brand’s	depictions	of	the	varied	experiences	

and	problematics	of	Canada’s	largest	urban	environment	and	arguably	most	global	city,	

Toronto.	Inevitably,	however,	this	section	fails	to	do	justice	to	the	range	and	sheer	
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abundance	of	Canadian	literature	written	by	authors	of	non-European	descent.	My	

sequencing	may	have	the	unfortunate	effect	of	repeating	historical	and	publishing-industry	

marginalizations	of	such	voices,	but	I	hope	that	my	use	of	such	works	as	indicative	of	both	

the	problems	and	the	possibilities	of	writing	as	a	person	of	colour	in	a	Canada	that	has	for	

so	long	been	defined	by	a	normatively	white	mainstream—along	with	the	fact	that	the	bulk	

of	this	study	focuses	on	Euro-Canadian	writing	for	the	ultimate	purpose	of	revealing	the	

insidiously	Eurocentric	qualities	of	our	most	basic	ideas	of	and	utterances	regarding	

concepts	of	nation,	ethnicity,	culture,	and	identity—goes	some	way	in	justifying	this	

lopsided	organization.		

Overall,	I	hope	that	the	study	is	able	to,	first,	recommend	a	more	prudent	usage	of	

the	terminology	regarding	nation,	nationalism,	and	ethnicity	in	Canadian	literary	criticism;	

second,	shed	light	on	the	limitations	of	applying	constructivist	theory	exclusively	in	studies	

of	English-speaking	settler	societies	including	not	only	Canada	but	Australia,	New	Zealand,	

and,	perhaps	most	importantly,	the	United	States;	and,	third,	provide	a	framework	for	the	

seemingly	revolutionary	but,	as	I	discuss	in	the	brief	Conclusion	following	Chapter	Six,	

potentially	constraining	prevalence	of	a	newly	wide-ranging	and	vigorous	attention	to	

intersectional	identities	in	Canada.	For	while	conversations	about	all	such	matters	

sometimes	rely	on	deliberately	imprecise	terms	due	to	the	contentious	nature	of	their	

topics,	the	lack	of	terminological	vigilance	that	provides	a	starting	point	for	this	study	

serves	only	to	normalize	the	biases	and	inequalities	that	continue	to	mar	Canadian	society.	

Goldie’s	conceptions	of	community,	for	instance,	cannot	account	for	his	persistently	Italian	

Torontonian;	as	a	result,	he	must	leave	her	aside	as	a	not-quite-Canadian	Canadian	whose	

inclusion	in	the	latter	group	depends	on	an	entirely	subjective,	arbitrary,	and	risk-free	
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version	of	particularity	and,	by	extension,	exclusivity.	Her	mode	of	belonging,	in	other	

words,	“doesn’t	work”	for	him	precisely	because	our	vocabulary	of	belonging	issues	from	a	

cognitively	split	(and	hastily	sutured)	conception	of	nation	that	resonates	every	day	in	

popular	speech,	online	journalism,	novels,	and	newspapers,	yet	doesn’t	quite	work	at	all.	
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Chapter	2:	Regions,	Nations,	Settlers:	Ethnicity	and	Individualism	in	Frederick	Philip	

Grove’s	Federative	Nation-State	

	 Laura	Goodman	Salverson’s	work	serves	as	an	access	point	to	the	notion	of	the	

coherent,	territorially	integral,	and	largely	homogenous	nation-state	thanks	to	Iceland’s	

unique	position	as	one	of	those	few	entities	in	which	nation	largely	overlaps	with	state.	As	

many	have	pointed	out,	however,	such	entities	comprise	only	a	small	minority	of	the	

independent	states	that	are	recognized	in	the	twenty-first	century.	Frederick	Philip	Grove’s	

complex	history	and	semi-fictional	autobiography,	on	the	other	hand,	unfold	in	a	

tumultuous	late-nineteenth	and	early-twentieth-century	Europe	in	which	an	expanding	

and	contracting	Germany	alternately	engulfed	and	ceded	neighbouring	regional	and	

national	territories.	His	invented	history	included	experiences	in	Russia,	Sweden,	and	

various	parts	of	the	German-speaking	regions	of	East-Central	Europe	that	underwent	such	

changes	in	this	period.	Accordingly,	Grove’s	works	are	unique	among	this	era’s	literary	

treatments	of	the	European	and	North	American	nation	due	to	their	author’s	knowledge	of	

the	mutable	borders	and	diverse	populations	that	are	at	once	inherent	to	and	concealed	by	

a	world	system	of	differentiated	and	yet	fundamentally	parallel	nation-states.	Further,	

Grove’s	much-commented-upon	engagements	with	individualism	and	settler-society	

liberalism	take	pre-national	ethnicity	and	other	regional	affiliations	as	their	backdrop;	in	so	

doing,	many	of	these	works	connect	Grove’s	ideas	about	the	potential	of	Canada’s	settler	

society	with	his	complex	experiences	and	varied	literary	treatments	of	the	modern	

European	nation-state.		

In	this	chapter,	I	trace	Grove’s	articulation	of	his	ideal	version	of	a	Canadian	

“federative	nation-state”	that	draws	from	and	yet	transcends	pre-national	ethnic	or	
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regional	identities,	and	which	he	regards	as	superior	to	both	ostensibly	homogenous	

European	nation-states	(whose	nationalism	Grove	denigrates)	and	overly	materialistic	

patriotisms	such	as	that	of	the	United	States	(regarding	which	he	scorns	the	absence	of	any	

traces	of	prior	collective	identities).	I	also	connect	his	non-fictional	ruminations	on	this	

topic	with	his	fiction’s	exploration	of	the	cracks	within	the	European	nation-state—that	is	

to	say,	the	fissures	between	the	ethnicities	that	aggregate	to	form	the	latter,	as	Anthony	

Smith	reminds	us—as	well	as	those	within	the	trans-ethnic	regional	and	cultural	identities	

that	continue	to	challenge	it.	I	argue	that	Grove’s	fiction	showcases	these	features	of	

modern	national	identity	not	as	part	of	a	wholesale	rejection	of	the	nation	form,	but	rather	

as	a	denial	of	any	monolithic	link	between	ethnicity	and	nation	and	yet	also	an	

acknowledgement	that	traces	of	the	former	must	be	retained	in	some	form	if	processes	of	

modernization	are	to	allow	individuals	to	prosper	in	both	material	and	non-rational	terms.		

	 Given	his	interest	in	the	ability	of	individuals	to	achieve	prosperity	in	contexts	

defined	by	processes	of	modernization,	Grove’s	work	is	particularly	well	served	by	

Anthony	Smith’s	emphasis	on	the	nation’s	modernization	of	existing,	ethnically	based	

myth-symbol	complexes	(Ethnic	Origins	15).	In	light	of	Smith’s	emphasis	on	the	

connections	between	these	two	collective	formations	as	opposed	to	the	factors	that	

separate	them,	it	is	useful	to	consider	Grove’s	take	on	national	as	well	as	smaller	or	less	

politically	unified,	regionally	defined	groupings	in	Europe.	Accordingly,	I	wish	to	read	

Grove’s	depictions	of	national	and	regional	identities	in	Europe	in	one	of	his	German-

language	novels,	The	Master	Mason’s	House	(1906);	his	earliest	Canadian	novel,	Settlers	of	

the	Marsh	(1925);	and	a	selection	of	his	non-fiction	writings.	Keeping	in	mind	also	that	

Smith’s	attendance	to	ethnic	identities	is	supposed	to	function	as	a	“supplement	and	
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corrective”	(Ethno-Symbolism	1)	to	other,	often	constructivist	theories	of	nationalism,	I	will	

draw	from	Michael	Billig’s	constructivist	conception	of	ethnicity,	region,	and	dialect	in	

Europe.	Billig’s	emphasis	on	the	constructedness	of	seemingly	normative	categories	such	as	

language,	combined	with	Smith’s	reminder	that	such	baseline	conceptions	of	regional	or	

linguistic	identity	resonate	deeply	in	constructions	of	nation,	reveals	the	fundamental	

distinction	between	Grove’s	conception	of	an	idealistic,	individualist	“federation”	that	is	

underpinned	by	palpable	ethnic	identities	versus	what	he	regards	as	the	inferior	models	of,	

on	the	one	hand,	modernizing	ethno-nationality	(as	seen	in	Germany)	and,	on	the	other,	an	

unrestrained	materialism	(as	seen	in	the	United	States	of	America)	that	severs	ethnicity	

from	its	positive,	collective	elements.	

Language,	Ethnicity,	and	European	Modernity	

Billig’s	central	argument	in	Banal	Nationalism	is	that	the	term	“nationalism”	in	the	

developed	West	often	refers	to	those	who	are	on	the	geopolitical	“periphery”	(5)	and	

whose	nationalisms	lead	to	conflict	and	irrationality.	This	division	in	turn	masks	the	

“banal”	nationalism	of	First-World	nation-states,	which	can	nevertheless	expect	their	

citizens	to	rally	behind	them	periodically	when	some	perceived	threat	to	their	ostensibly	

rational	world	order	arises	(4).	Billig’s	look	at	ethnic	nationalisms,	however,	at	once	denies	

the	importance	of	ethnicity	and	articulates	its	role	within	the	modern	nationalisms	that	are	

the	main	object	of	his	study.	He	claims	that	Michael	Ignatieff’s	conception	of	civic	

nationalism	reinforces	the	construction	of	the	commonplace,	rational,	and	“good”	nation-

state	by	erecting	ethnic	nationalism	as	its	irrational	opposite	(46-47),	for	instance,	but	as	

part	of	his	argument	for	the	social	construction	of	national	languages,	he	refers	to	regional	

dialects	as	the	material	from	which	these	codified	systems	of	communication	are	formed.	



 

 41	

He	describes	the	experience	of	the	medieval	European	peasant	as	follows:	“As	one	travelled	

further	from	one’s	home	village,	the	ratio	of	unfamiliar	phrases	to	familiar	ones	would	rise,	

with	problems	of	communication	increasing.	If	one	travelled	to	a	particularly	inaccessible	

village,	one	might	find	few	common	phrases”	(30).	The	difference	between	this	map	of	

Europe	and	that	of	the	present	day	lies	in	the	modern	era’s	construction	of	clearly	

demarcated	ethno-linguistic	borders.	Billig	describes	this	“essentialism”	as		

	 	 insinuated	into	the	core	of	modern	common	sense	about	language.	We		

	 	 would	want	to	know	whether	the	speech	of	Montaillou	should	be		 	

	 	 categorized	as	a	dialect	of	Occitan	and	whether	the	inhabitants	of	San			

	 	 Mateo	really	spoke	a	variant	of	Catalan.	We	assume	the	reality	of		 	

	 	 underlying	different	deep	grammars.	If	the	modern	political	map,		 	

	 	 unlike	its	medieval	equivalent,	contains	precise	boundaries,	so	too		 	

	 	 does	the	modernly	imagined	map	of	speech.	The	assumptions	of	this		 	

	 	 imagined	mapping	are	easily	projected	on	to	other	cultures	and	other			

	 	 times.	(31)		

Thinking	of	the	European	nation-state	as	based	upon	this	kind	of	standardizing	of	regional	

and	ethnic	languages	and	cultures	fits	closely	with	Anderson’s	arguments	for	the	role	of	

modern	media	in	processes	of	nationalization.	Billig’s	example	also,	however,	underlines	

the	importance	of	those	European	ethnic	identities	that	in	some	cases	persist	as	regional	

markers	of	identity	and	which	in	Grove’s	work	emerge	as	either	predating	or	persisting	in	

being	at	odds	with	the	modern	nation.		

Billig	notes	that	the	communication	difficulties	that	resulted	from	such	dialect	

continuums	persisted	“well	into	the	nineteenth	century”	in	some	areas	of	Western	Europe	
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despite	the	development	of	standardized	grammars	that	was	occurring	at	this	point	(30).	

Certainly,	this	same	tension	is	visible	in	Grove’s	descriptions	of	late	nineteenth-	and	early	

twentieth-century	Germany	and	its	regional	varieties	of	speech.	Grove’s	evocation	of	the	

differences	between	Pomeranian	dialect	and	the	standard	German	of	the	Wilhelmian	era	in	

The	Master	Mason’s	House,	for	example,	his	references	to	Ruthenians	as	standing	apart	from	

the	groups	of	nationalized	Germans,	Russians,	and	Canadians	in	Settlers	of	the	Marsh	(129),	

and	the	multiple	references	made	in	his	non-fiction	to	Volhynians	as	a	distinct	ethnic	group	

(“Nationhood”	149,	In	Search	of	Myself	315)	all	suggest	he	was	keenly	aware	of	the	fraught	

relationship	between	the	modern	nation	and	the	regional,	often	rural,	persistently	“ethnic”	

identities	out	of	which	this	entity	was	constructed.		

Still,	Billig	uses	the	above	observation	to	argue	(sometimes	puzzlingly)	for	the	falsity	

of	linguistic	differences	and,	by	extension,	the	meaninglessness	of	distinctions	between	

nations.	In	so	doing,	he	brings	to	mind	Smith’s	claim	that	“many	modernist	accounts	never	

reach	their	target	because	they	fail	to	enter	into	the	‘inner	world’	of	the	members	of	

national	communities”	(Ethno-Symbolism	40).	In	contrast,	Smith	notes	that	approaches	to	

non-rational	conceptions	of	identity	must	“always	cros[s]	the	(arbitrary)	line”	(26)	

between	subjective	and	objective	factors	of	nationalist	attitudes.	Accordingly,	readings	of	

Grove’s	depictions	of	such	groups	must	account	for	the	actual	affinities	and	divisions	

created	by	such	linguistic	and	dialect-related	differences.	Grove’s	meticulous	distinctions	

between	these	groups	render	a	text	like	Settlers	of	the	Marsh	something	even	more	than	an	

abstract	immigrant	novel	(an	argument	made	by	Cristina	Artenie)	or	more	again	than	a	

diasporic	text	that	at	once	de-emphasizes	cultural	specificity	(44)	and	draws	attention	to	
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the	production	and	representation	of	a	generalized	ethnic	subject	(40)	(as	Smaro	

Kamboureli	has	it,	as	will	be	discussed	below).		

In	contrast	to	these	positions,	I	argue	that	Settlers	of	the	Marsh	not	only	draws	

attention	to	specific	European	immigrant	groups,	but	also	situates	these	groups	in	relation	

to	both	the	ethnicity-based	nations	of	Europe	and	the	immigration-based	entities	of	Canada	

and	the	United	States.	In	particular,	in	conjunction	with	Grove’s	depiction	in	The	Master	

Mason’s	House	of	regional	identities	within	Europe,	Settlers	portrays	pre-national	or	

regional	European	groupings	in	a	negative	light	when	they	are	bound	to	a	limiting,	

ethnically	defined	nationality	such	as	Germanness,	and	in	a	positive	light	when	they	are	

alloyed	with	the	processes	of	modernization	and	path	to	individual	prosperity	he	regards	

as	associated	with	a	Canadian	“federation”	that	at	once	builds	on	and	transcends	such	

group	loyalties.	Both	formations,	however,	appear	in	opposition	to	Grove’s	views	on	the	

United	States,	which	he	sees	as	having	succeeded	in	eliminating	ethnic	identities	from	the	

lives	of	its	then	largely	European-descended	inhabitants	and	therefore	having	aligned	itself	

with	a	crassly	materialist	and	individualist	culture	of	“economic	obesity”	(“Nationhood”	

145).	What	is	more,	Canada’s	federation	is	distinguished	as	the	most	desirable	of	the	three	

options,	as	Grove	implicitly	(and	perhaps	paradoxically)	aligns	American	standardization	

with	modern	Germany’s	homogenization	of	ethnicity,	ultimately	associating	both	with	a	

dearth	of	authentic	or	liberatory	collective	bonds.		

	 A	look	at	some	of	Grove’s	non-fictional	writing	on	questions	of	nationality	and	

Canadian	identity	reveals	that	his	views	on	the	latter	are	influenced	both	by	his	self-

fashioned	“supranational”	status	(as	described	by	Spettigue	[17]	and	Grove	himself	[In	

Search	87])	and	by	the	processes	of	modernization	that	Smith	sees	as	having	attached	
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regional	or	ethnic	identities	to	the	larger	concept	of	the	nation.	In	“Nationhood,”	an	address	

included	in	his	collection	It	Needs	to	Be	Said	(1929),	Grove	defines	his	eponymous	subject	

as	the	balance	between	material	progress	and	a	tangible	cultural	identity.	He	also	

juxtaposes	this	idea	with	America’s	pure	materialism:		

	 	 South	of	our	borders	lives	a	mighty	nation	which	is	reaching	out	with		 	

	 	 its	tentacles	over	the	globe.	.	.	.	a	nation	which,	by	the	help	of	two		 	

	 	 processes,	has	evolved	a	mechanical	civilization	unique	in	the	modern		

	 	 world—the	two	processes	being	mass-production	and		 	 	 	

	 	 standardization	(mass-production	doing	away	with	artistic		 	 	

	 	 aspirations,	and	standardization,	with	individuality):	a	nation	proud		 	

	 	 of	its	wealth	and	power	and	proud	of	its	great	material	civilization.		 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (142-43)		

The	“economic	obesity”	(145)	produced	by	such	a	system	is	emphatically	not	the	same	as	

the	commitment	to	material	prosperity	Grove	describes	as	part	of	his	ideal	federation,	

which	tries	to	balance	material	prosperity	with	a	remembrance	of	the	cultural	traits	of	sub-	

or	pre-national	formations.	In	Canada,	he	claims,	“French	Canada”	as	well	as	“other	

nationalities”	have	been	left	“free	to	participate	in	our	common	freedom”	(149).	He	goes	on	

to	describe	this	situation	in	a	prescriptive,	only	somewhat	hypothetical	manner:		

	 	 If	we	have	a	Ukraine	in	Canada,	we	have	trusted	that,	provided	its		 	

	 	 citizens	are	good	Ukrainians	living	in	Canada,	they	cannot	help	being		 	

	 	 good	Canadians;	and	one	of	the	proudest	things	we	can	point	to	to-day		

	 	 is	the	fact	that	there	exists,	in	Calgary,	a	Ukrainian	Canadian	Club,	a		 	
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	 	 brother-club	of	the	hundred	odd	others	strung	out	from	sea	to	sea.		 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (149)	

At	this	point,	Grove	refers	to	sub-national	ethnic	groups	in	a	way	that	underscores	the	

central	tension	in	theories	of	the	nation:	the	fact	that	ethnicity	often	underpins	notions	of	

nationhood,	even	when	the	latter	ostensibly	disavows	them.	The	rules	he	applies	to	his	

Ukrainian	Canadian	clubs	also	hold	for	“the	Swedens,	Icelands,	Volhynias	incorporated	

within	the	country”	(149).	While	the	first	two	entities	here	correspond	with	independent	

countries,	Ukraine	at	this	point	had	experienced	little	in	the	way	of	modern	self-

determination;	Volhynia,	meanwhile,	consisted	largely	of	rural,	Eastern	Slavic	settlements	

whose	national	identity	was	largely	ambiguous,	liminal,	or	simply	ill-defined	(much	as	

Billig	describes	when	he	refers	to	the	linguistic	and	cultural	continuums	of	pre-national	

western	Europeans),	as	well	as	Jewish	and	German	(largely	Mennonite)	minorities.	When	

Grove	describes	Volhynia,	either	in	his	addresses	or	his	fiction,	he	never	distinguishes	

among	these	groups,	unless	he	is	referring	specifically	to	the	Germans	of	the	region	(as	will	

be	seen	below);	even	in	these	instances,	he	emphasizes	qualities	of	underdevelopment	and	

rurality	as	the	defining	ones	of	the	region	and	its	inhabitants.		

The	point	is	that	Grove	recognizes	both	such	groups—national	and	non-national—

as	contributing	to	his	federation,	and	in	this	sense	he	implies	that	it	is	possible	for	such	

groups	to	sidestep	the	modernization	of	such	regional	ties	into	a	larger	(yet	nevertheless	

ethnically	defined)	nationality	such	as	Germanness	or	Russianness.	Further,	this	possibility	

itself	remains	outside	the	purview	of	the	unrestrained	materialism	he	sees	as	denying	the	

relevance	or	contributions	of	the	pre-American	cultural	traits	of	these	groups:	Canada	does	

not,	he	states,	“as	our	neighbours,	abominate	hyphenation;	we	welcome	it;	for	I	repeat,	the	
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principle	of	the	British	Empire	is	not	that	of	the	Melting-Pot;	it	is	federation”	(149).	Grove	

states	explicitly	that	“[i]ndividuality	of	the	nation’s	civilization”	is	of	the	utmost	

importance,	and	that	this	individuality	is	“the	very	opposite”	of	the	standardization	that	

defines	mainstream	American	society	(149).	

Grove	goes	further	in	aligning	this	federative	or	hyphenating	process	with	Canada’s	

incorporation	of	national	and	pre-national	identities	when	he	connects	individuality	with	

the	settlement	of	the	Canadian	West.	Russell	Brown	and,	more	recently,	Jody	Mason	have	

recognized	the	importance	of	the	Western	Canadian	settler-pioneer	to	much	of	Grove’s	

work.	Brown	argues	that	novels	such	as	A	Search	for	America	convert	notions	of	escape	into	

a	desire	to	“discover	some	larger	truths	about	the	Canadian	homeland”	(34);	Mason	

updates	this	reading	to	account	for	the	“sedentarist	ideal	that	is	specifically	located	in	the	

space	of	[Grove’s]	Canadian	west”	(22).	In	“Nationhood,”	Grove	explicitly	links	a	nation’s	

“spiritual	achievement”	(160)—which	includes	a	European	and	“fundamentally	human	

tradition	[that]	looks	at	life	with	a	fanatical,	and	almost	Biblical	seriousness	even	when	it	

smiles	or	jests”	(156)—with	the	individualism	found	in	“certain	strata	of	the	ever-changing	

population	of	the	west”	(158).	Grove	finds	here	“a	preoccupation	with	the	essentials	and	

fundamentals	of	life	rather	than	with	the	inessentials	and	accidentals”	(158-59);	what	is	

more,	he	finds	these	characteristics	“in	the	poverty-stricken	pioneer	districts	rather	than	in	

the	well-settled	and	prosperous	districts,”	and	favourably	compares	this	group’s	

“unification	of	such	a	spiritual	reaction	to	life	and	the	world”	(159)	with	the	characteristics	

of	other	national	bodies:	

	 These	men	and	women	of	the	Canadian	West—where,	I	believe,	they		 	

	 	 form	larger	groups	than	elsewhere,	groups	composed	of	all		 	 	



 

 47	

	 	 nationalities—often	stand	distinctly	opposed	to	what	we	call	the		 	

	 	 proud	march	of	our	great	material	civilization	which	is,	properly		 	

	 	 speaking,	the	great	material	civilization	of	our	neighbours	to	the		 	

	 	 south.	(160)		

That	Grove	regarded	the	space	of	Western	Canada	as	an	ideal	environment	for	the	

achievement	of	individual	prosperity	has	been	much	noted	in	criticism.	Less	frequently	

commented	upon,	however,	are	his	references	to	the	way	“all	nationalities”	both	benefited	

from	and	perpetuated	the	settlement	and	development	of	this	area.	

In	“Assimilation,”	an	address	he	gave	as	part	of	his	lecture	tours	in	the	mid-1920s	

and	which	was	later	published	in	MacLean’s,	Grove	suggests	that	the	non-	or	pre-national	

cultural	identities	that	make	up	his	ideal	West	are	as	necessary	as,	or	perhaps	more	

necessary	than,	the	multiple	national	groups18	contributing	to	his	federative	settler	nation:		

	 If	we	want	to	find	settlers	fit	to	do	our	sort	of	work,	we	must	go	to	the			

	 	 poor	districts	of	Europe,	to	the	districts	where	the	hardships	of		 	

	 	 poverty	have	trained	the	population	for	the	hardships	of	pioneerdom;			

	 	 to	the	districts	where	thrift	has	been	enforced	by	hard	necessity		 	

	 	 rather	than	by	a	long	schooling	in	ironic	wisdom;	for	ironic	wisdom		 	

	 	 does	not	presuppose	to	emigration:	we	must	go	to	those	parts	of		 	

                                                
18	It	should	come	as	no	surprise	that	when	Grove	uses	the	phrase	“nationalities”	he	does	
not	aim	for	the	kind	of	precision	Smith	and	Connor	seek.	Instead,	his	use	of	the	term	seems	
to	mirror	what	Colin	Hill	describes	as	his	fruitful	yet	“imprecise	application	of	literary	
terminology”	(122),	including	a	tendency	to	use	the	term	“realism”	to	refer	to	the	work	of	
writers	he	regarded	as	“modern	and	experimental”	as	a	result	of	their	“identification	with	
an	eternally	modern	spirit”	(133).	Similarly,	Grove	seems	to	use	the	term	“nationality”	to	
refer	to	any	distinct	cultural	or	linguistic	group	whose	identity	persists	in	some	palpable	
way	in	a	settler	environment.	
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	 	 Europe	where	there	is	still	an	indigenous	and	rude	sort	of	peasantry.		 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (180)		

This	passage	depicts	what	Cheah	would	describe	as	actualizing	power	via	culture	(6);	that	

is	to	say,	a	situation	in	which	the	collective	bonds	and	work	ethic	of	an	often	pre-national,	

regionally	oriented	or	even	residually	feudal	peasantry	are	drawn	upon	to	strengthen	an	

idealized,	eventually	hybridized	modern	nation.	In	articulating	this	latter	element,	

however,	Grove	also	cautions	against	preserving	these	regional	or	ethnic	ties	by	

modernizing	them	into	national	identities	(the	same	process	Smith	finds	among	European	

nationalisms):		 	 	 	

	 	 Two	races	living	side	by	side	can	do	one	of	two	things:	they	can		 	

	 	 mingle	and	blend,	thereby	giving	rise	to	a	third	race:	thus	Angles	and		 	

	 	 Normans	blended	in	England;	Scots	and	Norsemen	in	Scotland;	Franks		

	 	 and	Gauls	in	France.	Or	they	can	define	themselves	against	each	other,		

	 	 as	on	the	whole	the	continental	Europeans	have	done.	(183)	

Such	ruminations	cast	the	modern,	aggregate	nation	as	the	product	of	a	constellating	of	

“indigenous	peasantries”	that	takes	place	over	the	course	of	a	society’s	modernization.	

Grove	valorizes	this	process	as	revolutionary	in	the	case	of	Canada.	He	is	less	enthusiastic	

where,	as	in	Europe	“on	the	whole,”	regional	identity	or	ethnicity	are	bound	to	a	national	

formation	that	largely	retains	such	cultural	and	linguistic	elements	in	a	standardized,	

modernized	form.		

Such	cautionary	elements	appear	in	the	largely	negative	descriptions	of	nationalized	

Europeans	that	appear	in	Grove’s	(and	Greve’s)	novels	as	well	as	his	idealistic	

“autobiography,”	In	Search	of	Myself.	In	the	latter,	Grove’s	cosmopolitan,	supra-national	



 

 49	

picture	of	himself	works	as	a	culmination	of	the	public-intellectual	persona	he	meant	to	

curate	with	the	addresses	of	It	Needs	to	Be	Said;	as	Klaus	Martens	argues,	this	final	

“autobiographical	reckoning”	functioned	as	Grove’s	attempt	to	reclaim	recognition	for	his	

unknown	career	as	a	writer	and	translator	in	Germany	by	enacting	“a	final	rebellion	against	

his	portrayal	of	only	one	life	as	if	it	had	been	the	complete	life	he	had	led”	(184).	The	

abstraction	afforded	by	this	creation	of	a	multifaceted	self	also	sheds	additional	light	on	the	

groups	he	depicts	in	both	his	German	and	Canadian	fictions	and	which	later	provide	

evidence	for	his	ruminations	on	Canada	and	the	United	States.	For	instance,	he	dwells	on	

the	fact	that	his	mother	“never,	of	course,	liked	the	Germans	of	the	middle	classes,	though	

some	German	aristocrats	and	many	officers	of	rank	in	the	army	were	counted	among	her	

friends”	(73).	While	this	passage	may	reflect	what	Martens	describes	as	Grove’s	insecurity	

about	his	working-class	background	(1,	21),	here	the	author	also	augments	his	

cosmopolitan,	aristocratic	persona	by	juxtaposing	it	with	the	sphere	of	German	culture:	

being	“essentially	supranational,”	his	mother’s	“attachments	and	enthusiasms	were	

personal;	whereas	those	of	the	males	around	the	table	at	Thurow	were	political”;	Grove’s	

fictional	father,	for	his	part,	“always	felt	uncomfortable	in	that	Germanophile	atmosphere”	

(73).	Grove’s	descriptions	of	the	growing	power	of	Germany	work	hand-in-hand	with	the	

text’s	numerous	references	to	the	unsavoury	characteristics	of	ethnic	Germans	as	well	as	

their	relationship	to	state	power:	when	describing	his	childhood,	for	instance,	he	recalls	

“the	arrogant	German	train	guards	who	prevented	passengers	from	alighting	to	stretch	

their	legs”	(17);	at	another	point,	he	states	that	his	maternal	grandfather	was	estranged	

from	his	son	due	to	the	latter’s	joining	the	Prussian	army	“against	his	father’s	will”	(32).	

This	process	in	some	ways	culminates	in	a	description	of	his	mother’s	plans	for	him—that	
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he	was	to	spend	up	to	twenty-five	years	training	under	an	Uncle	Jacobsen,	“who	owned	a	

business	with	ramifications	at	London,	Le	Havre,	New	York,	Rio,	Valparaiso”—as	premised	

on	a	German	nation-state	defined	by	modernization,	internationalism,	and	trade	

opportunities:		

	 When	I	exclaimed	at	the	figure	of	twenty-five	years,	she	smiled	wanly:			

	 	 when	I	came	to	be	her	age,	I	should	understand	that	twenty-five	years			

	 	 were	nothing	to	speak	of:	I	should	be	only	forty	or	forty-one,	a	young		 	

	 	 man	still.	Meanwhile	I	should	see	German	trade	expanding	over	the		 	

	 	 world;	Germany	was	the	country	of	the	future;	the	opportunities	for	a			

	 	 young	man	with	my	knowledge	of	languages	were	unlimited;	there		 	

	 	 was	no	telling	how	far	I	might	not	go.	(99)		

Here	Grove’s	self-fashioned	coming-of-age	story	is	built	upon	distrust	of	a	newly	powerful	

nation-state	whose	prominent,	even	domineering	place	within	a	system	of	ostensibly	equal	

and	independent	nation-states	was	accompanied	by	the	identifiably	ethnic	characteristics	

of	nationalized	German-speaking	regions—or,	in	Cheah’s	terms,	lived	cultural	experience	

used	to	actualize	(in	this	case)	economic	and	vaguely	imperialist	power.	Such	passages,	

combined	with	derogatory	views	of	Germans	and	other	European	settlers	whose	identities	

coincide	with	emergent	nation-states,	suggest	that	Grove	viewed	the	latter	forms	of	social	

organization	with	a	relatively	consistent	skepticism.		

I	now	wish	to	step	back	from	sketching	the	larger	contours	of	the	views	Grove	

presents	in	his	non-fictional	endeavours	and	begin	reading	his	depictions	of	both	non-

national	and	national	groups	in	one	German	and	one	Canadian	novel.	I	believe	that	each	of	

these	works	uses	its	distinct	setting—Central	Europe	in	The	Master	Mason’s	House	and	
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Western	Canada	in	Settlers	of	the	Marsh—to	provide	a	similar	portrait	of	regional,	largely	

rural,	ethnic	identities	contributing	their	common	positive	elements	(such	as	a	strong	work	

ethic	based	in	non-rational	communal	solidarity	and	an	aversion	to	the	pretensions	of	

modernized,	urban,	or	cosmopolitan	societies	such	as	late-nineteenth-century	Germany	

and	the	United	States)	to	the	political	entities	with	which	Grove	the	public	intellectual	

concerned	himself.	Both	Greve	and	Grove	see	culture	as	a	means	of	actualizing	freedom	(to	

paraphrase	Cheah	once	again);	but	while	Greve	engaged	with	a	romantic	illusion	of	a	

Prussian	meritocracy	(Martens	23),	depicting	(as	will	be	seen	below)	regional,	largely	

rural,	proto-	and	intra-German	identities	as	simultaneously	resisting	the	standardization	of	

a	modern	German	nation-state	and	allowing	one	to	forge	one’s	own	path	in	this	milieu,	

many	of	his	Canadian	novels	feature	characters	who	either	extend	a	cultural	identity	

(usually	in	some	way	non-national)	into	a	fruitful	engagement	with	the	Canadian	West’s	

opportunities	for	material	enrichment	and	social	advancement	or,	conversely,	remain	

bound	to	a	(virtually	always	national	and	frequently	German)	identity	that	fuses	a	

comparatively	crass	version	of	material	advancement	with	a	persistent,	ethnically	defined	

identity.		

European	Margins	

	 In	The	Master	Mason’s	House,	Greve’s	engagement	with	these	forces	pits	a	regional	

ethnic	group	existing	in	a	liminal	space	between	several	historical	territorial	units	and,	

later,	modern	nation-states,	against	Wilhelmian	Germany’s	Andersonian	process	of	

nationalization.	E.D.	Blodgett	classifies	this	novel	as	one	of	Greve’s/Grove’s	comedies	(113),	

stating	that	Susie’s	revolt	against	her	father	Ihle	and	his	second	wife,	which	she	enacts	with	

her	marriage	to	Consul	Blume,	succeeds	not	in	subverting	patriarchal	society	but	rather	in	
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exposing	its	structure	“by	ridicule”	(138).	Blodgett	seeks	to	locate	Greve’s	two	German	

novels	as	predecessors	to	the	thematic	resolution	provided	by	Grove’s	Canadian	works	

(142-43),	however,	and	I	would	argue	that	viewing	it	as	such	also	explains	The	Master	

Mason’s	House’s	comparatively	measured	depiction	of	individual	revolt.	Susie	Ihle’s	

awakening	is	also	the	story	of	a	Pomeranian	family	experiencing	aggregation	into	a	larger	

yet	still	ethnically	defined	German	nation	as	part	of	a	late	nineteenth-century	European	

process	of	modernization;	as	such,	the	novel	functions	as	a	case	study	in	one	type	of	

nationalization,	and	it	exposes	yet	stops	short	of	resolving	the	conflicts	that	arise	as	a	result	

of	the	ethnic,	class-based,	and	regional	divisions	within	this	formation.	Many	of	Grove’s	

Canadian	novels,	on	the	other	hand,	depict	multiple	national	and	non-national	groups	

experiencing	a	vastly	different	New	World	modernity,	and	as	such	their	plots	frequently	

require	resolutions	that	are	more	dramatic	(or	tragic,	as	Blodgett	would	have	it).	Both	

Greve’s	and	Grove’s	narratives	of	patriarchal	ascendance	and	downfall	reveal	the	close	

connections	between	patriarchy	and	institutionalization	(and,	by	extension,	

nationalization),	but	in	The	Master	Mason’s	House	the	modernizing	institutions	of	the	

German	state	function	both	in	tandem	with	and	in	opposition	to	the	patriarchal	institutions	

of	a	regional,	sub-	or	intra-national	Pomeranian	identity.	

Pomerania,	a	region	that	is	today	split	between	Germany	and	Poland	and	that	was	

adjacent	to	the	historically	German	territory	of	East	Prussia,	is	exemplary	of	the	

arbitrariness	of	national	borders.	Consisting	of	a	largely	Germanic	settler	population	in	

Greve’s	day,	the	area	had	previously	been	home	to	various	Slavic	and	Baltic	populations,	

many	of	whom	(as	in	Volhynia	and	Billig’s	larger	conception	of	medieval	European	

identity)	were	not	aligned	with	any	present-day	nationality.	Once	again,	the	distinguishing	
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feature	of	Pomerania	remains	its	peripheral	status	in	relation	to	the	centres	of	Prussian	

modernity	(in	this	case	both	the	historically	German	capital	of	East	Prussia,	Königsberg,	

and,	as	in	The	Master	Mason’s	House,	Prussian	administration	more	generally).	Douglas	

Spettigue	notes	that	Greve’s	family	itself	hailed	from	neighbouring	Mecklenburg,	a	largely	

underdeveloped	and	rural	region	that	was	“ethnically	Low	Saxon	but	with	a	Slavic	

admixture	and	possibly	some	Scandinavian	traces	too”	(25-27).19		Regardless	of	the	danger	

of	following	Spettigue	or	Martens	too	far	down	the	path	of	claiming	authorial	intention,	

Greve’s	picture	of	Pomerania	in	The	Master	Mason’s	House	reveals	an	area	in	which	the	not-

quite	modernized,	not-quite	German	character	of	its	inhabitants	functions	as	an	intensified	

version	of	the	same	region-	and	class-based	insecurities	that	plagued	the	young	Greve.20	At	

one	point,	Susie	muses	on	Pomerania’s	relationship	to	Prussia	and	notions	of	a	greater	

Germany:	she	recalls	“men	from	France”	as	being	“the	enemy,”	who		

	 always	ran	away,	particularly	when	the	Pomeranians	were	coming.		 	

	 	 Susie	never	learned	to	think	of	herself	as	a	Prussian	at	all:	.	.	.	Not	even		

	 	 the	school	could	shake	her	in	this.	Susie	had	learned	by	rote	alone	that		

	 	 Emperor	William	was	King	of	Prussia,	for	Prussia	was	to	her	a	precise,		

                                                
19	It	is	worth	noting	again	here	that	Anderson	condemns	such	census-taking	practices,	
which	he	sees	as	tools	for	national	governments	that	wish	to	legitimize	themselves	by	
designating	groups	as	finite	and	“bound	and	numerated”	(“Nationalism,	Identity”	40).	
While	Anderson’s	skepticism	of	practices	that	designate	ethnic	identities	as	essential	and	
unchanging	is	certainly	warranted,	his	extension	of	these	arguments	to	a	wholesale	denial	
of	the	salience	of	notions	of	ethnicity	is	ultimately	misguided.	
20	At	one	point	in	The	Master	Mason’s	House,	Susie’s	mother	laments	the	disappearance	of	
her	father-in-law	in	Russia,	while	Susie	herself	becomes	curious	about	whether	someday	
“she	might	set	out	for	Russia	and	seek	her	grandfather”	(46).	Elsewhere,	when	Susie	is	
described	as	less	attractive	than	her	sister,	her	hair	is	said	to	correspond	“exactly	to	the	
thin	and	short-haired	type	associated	with	people	of	Wendic	[Slovenian]	extraction”	(100).		
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	 	 civil-service-ridden	country	next	to	Germany.	Yet	even	Germany		 	

	 	 remained	shadowy:	only	the	Rhine	still	appealed	to	her	affections.	(91)		

By	extension,	the	novel’s	picture	of	Pomeranians	exists	in	direct	opposition	to	the	German	

nation	that	appears	in	both	Greve’s	novels	and	Grove’s	Canadian	narratives,	even	if	the	

latter	depict	such	non-national	identities	alongside	those	associated	with	increasingly	

hegemonic	European	nations.	

Irene	Gammel	expands	on	Blodgett’s	positions	by	providing	a	stimulating	reading	of	

Susie’s	linguistic	experimentation	as	opposing	the	text’s	patriarchal	and	ultimately	

naturalistic	containment	of	female	rebellion.	Gammel	focuses	on	the	contrast	between	

Susie’s	wordplay	outside	the	home	and	her	socialization	inside	the	institutions	of	

household	and	school.	She	describes	the	opening	scenes	of	the	novel,	in	which	Susie	and	

her	friend	Betty	mock	a	bourgeois	couple	by	the	seaside,	as	an	instance	of	manipulating	

language	to	disrupt	the	order	of	the	Baltic	sea	town	that	fell	within	the	territory	of	East	

Prussia	and	modernizing	Wilhelmian	Germany:	Susie	“takes	delight	in	word	plays	and	

punning,	in	parodically	imitating	the	school	headmaster’s	Saxon	dialect,	and,	above	all,	in	

offending	bourgeois	respectability	with	sexual	equivocation”	(Gammel	211).	While	Gammel	

finds	this	dynamic	mirrored	in	the	novel’s	images	of	domestic	versus	public	space,	with	

Susie	being	an	“expert	manipulator	of	signifiers	outside	the	house”	who	is	“often	silenced	

when	she	enters	the	literal	house”	(218),	such	a	duality	is	also	evident	in	the	town’s	spatial	

representation	of	modernity	and	modernization.	For	one,	the	physical	distance	between	

the	Pomeranian	household	and	an	expanded,	nationalized	system	of	economic	exchange	is	

also	expressed	in	this	scene	using	social	distance:	the	pair	is	pictured	“coming	from	the	

Main	Market”	and	“approaching	the	last	houses	in	the	town”	(13).	These	overlapping	areas	
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of	development	are	dramatized	as	the	girls’	walk	continues:	“Night	was	completely	upon	

them	and	was	relieved	only	by	the	feeble	yellow	pools	of	light	cast	by	the	petroleum	lamps	

sporadically	placed	on	the	quay”	(18).	When	Lita	Baendiger,	one	of	the	targets	of	their	

abuse,	follows	and	confronts	them,	the	girls	object	that	she	could	not	have	identified	them	

due	to	the	darkness:	“Just	you	wait,”	Lita	threatens:	“Who’s	your	teacher?	.	.	.	I’m	coming	to	

that	school	tomorrow	and	I’m	going	to	tell	her.	I’ve	not	finished	with	you	yet”	(19).	Tropes	

of	modernization	and	nationalization	figure	prominently	alongside	the	girls’	use	of	

Pomeranian	dialect	in	the	novel’s	opening	scene,	with	the	flickering	lights	of	the	Baltic	

town’s	modern	infrastructure	aiding	Lita	Baendiger’s	attempts	to	punish	them	on	an	

institutional	level,	and	Susie	and	Betty	looking	to	the	quay’s	darkness	for	protection.21		

	 Gammel	reads	the	novel’s	picture	of	patriarchal	institutionalization	as	an	

instrument	of	nationalization	insofar	as	the	school	system	“plants	the	emotional	seed	for	

the	daughter’s	identification	not	with	a	mother	but	with	a	patriarchal	father-figure,	by	

giving	birth	to	children’s	patriotism”	(219).	Still,	her	conclusions	must	be	adjusted	to	take	

into	account	the	novel’s	arrangement	of	region	and	nation	and	the	way	this	relationship	

inflects	Susie’s	reaction	to	the	Kaiser’s	death.	At	school,	for	instance,	Susie’s	linguistic	play	

is	explicitly	described	as	acknowledging	the	centre-periphery	relations	between	the	

northwestern	regions	of	Germany	and	eastern,	provincial	Pomerania.	Here,	Susie’s	

                                                
21	There	are	other	points	at	which	the	novel	describes	the	way	rural	settings	and	dialect	
were	overlapping	with	modern,	standardized	infrastructure	and	values,	and	some	of	these	
suggest	that	this	dynamic	expands	beyond	Gammel’s	gender-based	reading.	As	Susie	and	
several	friends	travel	along	a	highway	towards	the	Sold,	a	countryman	speaks	in	dialect	to	
Otto,	and	the	two	males	joke	about	sexual	matters	more	explicitly	than	Susie	and	Betty	do	
in	the	opening	scene.	This	occurs	after	they	have	come	by	“[t]he	highway,	white	and	broad	
and	dusty”	(78)	away	from	“[d]ark-brown,	deeply	rutted	country	lanes”	that	“enter	here	
and	there;	no-one	knows	whence	they	come:	they	come	from	somewhere	off	the	moor”	
(74).		
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imitations	of	the	headmaster	are	described	as	“Saxon	dialect,”	and	her	approximation	of	

such	causes	her	classmates	to	“rais[e]	their	hands	to	their	mouths	and	sa[y]:	‘You	shouldn’t,	

Susie’”	(37).	It	is	with	these	power	relations	in	mind	that	one	should	read	Gammel’s	

description	of	Susie’s	traumatic	reaction	to	the	Kaiser’s	death	as	a	signal	of	the	extent	to	

which	“she	has	internalized	the	idea	of	a	phallic	father	as	the	supreme	love	object”	(219).	In	

other	words,	when	Gammel	contrasts	Susie’s	father	with	“the	stereotyped,	sentimental	

image	of	a	kindly	old	man	with	a	white	beard	who	loves	flowers”	and	concludes	that	the	

latter’s	death	represents	“the	death	of	the	fantasy	image	of	the	phallic	father”	(219),	she	

does	not	account	for	the	Pomeranian	experience	of	Prussian	modernization.	Susie’s	father,	

for	instance,	is	a	powerful	figure,	but	only	locally;	accordingly,	he	contrasts	not	only	with	

the	Kaiser,	but	also	with	the	modern	instruments	of	state	domination.	While	a	

psychoanalytic	reading	unpacks	Susie’s	“[p]ride	in	her	father	in	his	absence”	and	“fear	of	

him	immediately	he	was	present,”	it	does	not	quite	address	her	statement	that	she	“knew	

that	her	father	was	a	powerful	figure	in	the	town,”	but	also	that,	to	her,	he	“ranked	

immediately	after	the	King”	(42).	What	is	more,	“the	King”	functions	here	not	as	a	remnant	

of	pre-modern	monarchy	but	rather	as	a	figure	within	the	relations	of	modern	state	power,	

as	the	gap	between	Ihle’s	own	prestige	and	that	of	the	new	Prussia	is	made	evident	in	his	

eagerness	for	his	daughter	to	befriend	Hedwig	Ribau,	who	is	twice	described	as	“the	

daughter	of	the	[new]	Commandant”	(24,	25),	and	subsequently	Emma	Kilian,	“daughter	of	

Mr.	Kilian	who	was	an	official	of	the	Government	Board	of	Works”	(85).		

The	clarity	with	which	her	father’s	role	in	the	community	is	rendered	as	inferior	to	

his	position	within	a	wider	national	context	adds	an	important	shading	to	Gammel’s	

reading	of	Wilhelm’s	death.	When	Susie	learns	of	the	latter,	for	instance,	she	refers	to	the	
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Kaiser	as	the	“poor	old	Emperor”	(87);	in	addition	to	placing	him	in	the	role	of	the	kindly,	

elderly	male	icon,	this	designation	associates	him	with	monarchy	as	opposed	to	the	

bureaucratic	figures	whose	daughters	she	must	accommodate	as	the	agents	of	centralized	

administrative	control	extend	into	her	Baltic	village.	Since	such	figures	are	intertwined	

with	the	social	fabric	of	the	school’s	population,	the	latter’s	elegies	for	the	Kaiser	render	

him	at	once	aged	and	ageless.	Miss	Moeller	consoles	the	students	by	saying,	“just	think	too	

how	old	he’d	got,”	to	which	Susie	replies	“in	stubborn	distress,”	“But	he	could	have	got	

older	still”;	“If	only	he	hadn’t	died”	(88).	The	moment	of	stasis	is	extended	when	class	is	

dismissed	and	the	daughters	of	the	government	functionaries	are	sent	home	along	with	the	

children	of	the	town.	When	the	dismissal	occurs	“in	absolute	silence”	(88),	the	images	of	

sound,	light,	and	exchange	that	have	until	this	point	evoked	the	modern	state	are	replaced	

by	those	of	silence,	uncertainty,	and	the	immediacy	of	ritual	that	is	experienced	at	the	local	

level	despite	the	fact	that	it	responds	to	a	larger	monarchical	power	structure:		

	 the	bells	suddenly	sounded	from	the	church	tower	opposite	the		 	

	 	 school.	It	was	the	tolling	of	this	funeral	knell	that	first	made	the	news		 	

	 	 a	solemn	truth.	Susie	felt	that	nothing	could	be	changed	now.	No		 	

	 	 arrangements	were	made,	no	talking	interrupted	the	distress:	what		 	

	 	 this	or	that	person	had	planned	here	or	there	was	forgotten.	(88)		

Wilhelm’s	death	therefore	does	not	oppose	the	national	monarch	to	the	local	father	as	

much	as	it	triangulates	the	proto-modern,	monarchical	state	(represented	by	the	Kaiser)	

with	modern	state	power	(represented	by	Hedwig’s	and	Emma’s	fathers),	leaving	Susie’s	

father	as	representative	of	a	contrasting,	purely	local	patriarchal	order.	Susie	herself	

acknowledges	that	the	her	“spiritua[l]”	relationship	to	“the	highest	man	in	the	land”	is	not	
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fostered	by	her	“nouveau-riche”	family,	“whose	relationship	to	the	present	institutions	of	

government,	if	it	existed	at	all,	was	rather	a	hostile	one,	that	manifested	itself	for	the	most	

part	in	ironic	recognition”	(89).	She	fixates	alternately	on	her	father’s	local	authority	and	

on	the	“old	Emperor	William,”	whom	she	regards	as	“solely	Emperor	of	Pomerania”	(91).	A	

psychoanalytic	reading	therefore	includes	Susie’s	wariness	of	Prussian	or	German	national	

state	power	as	much	as	it	does	an	attraction	to	both	her	father’s	local	or	microcosmic	

Pomerania	and	the	larger,	proto-modern	Pomeranian	territory	governed	by	a	kindly	King	

or	Emperor.		

This	Pomeranian-Baltic-German	identitarian	complex	plays	a	large	role	in	the	

novel’s	resolution	as	well,	particularly	concerning	Susie’s	relations	with	Consul	Blume.	

Regarding	the	latter,	Gammel	argues	that	Susie	is	“tempted	to	marry	Consul	Blume	because	

his	title	would	give	her	the	powerful	status	of	‘Frau	Konsul,’”	yet	is	“loath	to	make	the	

ultimate	decision”	because	the	Consul	lacks	“masculine	aggression”	or	“refuses	to	be	(like)	

her	father”	(225).	Once	again,	however,	this	reading	can	be	extended	to	include	Prussian	

modernization	interpreted	as	a	nationalization	of	aggregate	regional	identities	such	as	that	

of	Pomerania.	Just	as	the	Consul	ultimately	falls	short	of	Susie’s	father,	so	too	does	he	

function	as	both	a	representative	of	the	larger	state	apparatus	and	(in	terms	of	his	flaws)	a	

figure	who	signifies	the	subordination	of	the	family	as	a	local	unit	of	organization	to	the	

bureaucracy	of	the	modern	nation-state.	Both	Susie’s	as	well	as	Lottie’s	suitors	function	in	

this	way,	and	the	“engagement	of	one	of	Mr.	Ihle’s	daughters	to	an	‘aspiring	senior	revenue-

officer’”	is	noted	alongside	the	fact	that	“all	the	glances	of	marriageable	girls”	are	“directed	

toward	his	uniformed	class	of	ambitious	and	enterprising	young	men”	(191).		
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Susie’s	relationship	with	the	Consul	thus	illustrates	the	compromise	she	must	make	

if	she	wishes	to	complete	the	transition	from	a	primarily	Pomeranian	to	a	definitively	

German	situation.	In	addition	to	wishing	the	Consul	could	be	“a	little	more	aggressive,”	

Susie	expresses	her	desire	for	a	partner	who,	by	combining	the	Consul’s	social	position	

with	an	ability	to	“impress	her	as	being	a	man,”	would	be	the	“envy	of	all	her	girlfriends”	

(209).	She	valorizes	Blume’s	nationally	prominent	position	insofar	as	it	could	combine	with	

something	resembling	the	locally	potent	masculinity	of	her	father,	but	she	also	recognizes	

the	extent	to	which	she	is	“taking	the	first	step”	away	from	the	village	and	the	region	and	

towards	a	larger,	nationalized	milieu:		

	 	 She	knew	that	up	there	amongst	the	merchants	and	senior	civil		 	

	 	 servants,	members	of	the	leading	families	in	the	town,	her	father	was		 	

	 	 not	popular:	Mr.	Ihle	was	uncouth,	and	he	had	money:	he		 	 	

	 	 acknowledged	neither	pastor	no[r]	headmaster,	nor	teachers:	he		 	

	 	 smacked	of	opposition	even	in	his	very	manners.	And	even	if	Mr.	Ihle		 	

	 	 was	barely	conscious	of	his	opposition	to	the	upper	classes,	Susie	had			

	 	 been	conscious	of	hers	right	from	the	very	beginning,	for,	without		 	

	 	 realizing	that	she	was	taking	the	first	step	toward	them,	she	ridiculed		 	

	 	 the	more	pedantic	social	conventions,	the	“pomp	and	circumstance”		 	

	 	 that	was	to	be	found	in	these	circles.	(210)	

Just	as	Susie	looks	to	the	deceased	Kaiser	as	a	figurehead	of	amalgamated	local	and	proto-

modern	territorial	or	state	unity,	so	does	her	desire	for	Consul	Blume	to	resemble	her	

father	manifest	her	disdain	for	a	reputation	built	on	the	extra-local	networks	of	the	modern	

German	state.	Susie	is	thus	left	with	the	task	of	conquering	non-rational	(locally	or	
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regionally	based)	desires	with	the	comparatively	rational	ones	associated	with	a	(modern,	

ostensibly	“open-to-the-world”	[Anderson,	“Nationalism,	Identity”	29])	nationalism	that	

connects	regions	and	ethnicities	rather	than	being	strictly	bound	to	one.	The	novel’s	final	

pages	imply	that	she	will	choose	the	latter,	but	not	without	also	narrating	a	hesitation	that	

speaks	to	the	persistence	of	the	local	and	regional	even	within	one	of	the	quintessentially	

modern	European	nation-states:	mulling	over	the	benefits	of	marrying	the	Consul,	Susie	

tells	herself,	“I	don’t	know.	.	.	.	He’s	actually	quite	a	nice	little	fellow.	I	really	don’t	know	why	

I	can’t	stand	him.	.	.	.	But	I	must	pull	myself	together”	(216).		

Canadian	Nations	

While	the	European	setting	of	The	Master	Mason’s	House	portrays	regional	identities	

as	at	once	building	and	opposing	the	modern	nation	from	within,	some	of	Grove’s	Canadian	

writings	portray	the	German	nation-state	from	a	very	different	perspective.	With	the	bulk	

of	his	work	describing	the	lives	of	settlers	of	European	descent,	the	Canadian	Grove	often	

presents	regions,	ethnicities,	and	nation-states	as	parallel	points	of	origin	for	his	

characters.	Smaro	Kamboureli	has	described	this	tendency,	especially	as	it	appears	in	

Settlers	of	the	Marsh,	as	demonstrating	the	“incommensurability	of	ethnicity”	(28).	

However,	a	closer	look	at	this	text	(which	is	arguably	the	first	fully	formed	example	of	the	

constellation	of	Euro-Canadian	and	–American	settler	identities	that	is	reproduced	in	many	

of	his	prairie	works)22	reveals	that	Grove	made	subtle	attempts	to	disentangle	European	

                                                
22 Cristina	Artenie	goes	a	step	further,	arguing	that	Settlers	is	“the	only	novel	by	a	non-
British	immigrant	in	the	1920s	focusing	on	the	processes	involved	in	the	uprooting	and	re-
rooting	of	the	individual	who	does	not	belong	to	the	main	ethnic	group”	and	that	the	text	
presents	what	Arjun	Appadurai	calls	an	“ethnoscape”	due	to	its	“group	of	characters,	each	
with	their	own	individual	identities,	sharing	with	one	another	the	same	physical	space	and	
group	identity”	(96).	
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nations	characterized	by	an	“ethnic	blueprint”	(Hedetoft	and	Hjort	xiv),	American	post-

ethnic	individualism,	and	Canada’s	potentially	ideal	alternative	to	the	two	templates.	As	

part	of	this	network	of	settler	identities,	however,	Grove	uses	Germans	and	Germany	as	

indicators	of	the	way	a	nation-state	built	on	incorporating	related	regional	and	ethnic	

identities	places	limitations	on	the	potential	for	the	individual	to	actualize	freedom	through	

the	attainment	of	material	prosperity.		

Criticism	on	Settlers	of	the	Marsh	has	sometimes	addressed	the	multicultural	and	

multi-lingual	characteristics	of	Grove’s	cast	of	characters,	but	it	has	done	so	most	often	only	

in	an	oblique	way.	Dick	Harrison,	for	instance,	builds	on	Laurie	Ricou’s	description	of	the	

“inevitability	of	decay”	(38)	in	the	novel	to	find	a	contrast	between	the	English-speaking	

settlers’	material	progress	and	their	spiritual	alienation	from	the	land	and	concomitant	

“disillusionment	with	the	romance	of	pioneering”	(101).	Similarly,	Camille	R.	La	Bossière	

regards	the	geographical	directionlessness	and	interrupted	communication	of	the	novel’s	

opening	pages	as	contributing	to	Grove’s	thematic	of	the	“stranger’s	entanglement	in	

unknowing”	(150).	Combining	these	observations	with	Mason’s	recent	reading	of	A	Search	

for	America,	however,	in	which	she	describes	Grove’s	“narrating	his	own	arrival	in	the	

nation	he	desired	to	write	into	existence”	(23),	suggests	that	the	text’s	use	of	linguistic	

barriers	may	also	regulate	the	boundaries	between	recent	immigrant,	assimilating	pioneer,	

and	proved-up	settler	that	emerge	during	the	settlement	of	the	Canadian	West.	Further,	

Mason	argues	that	Grove	places	Canadian	subjecthood—and,	along	with	it,	the	

“‘historicized	wish’	of	the	agrarian	ideal	in	modern	Canada”	and	“the	individual’s	will	to	be	

rooted	in	unoccupied	space”	(23)—in	opposition	to	the	“U.S.-American	myth	of	mobility	

and	its	underside—the	structural	unemployment	of	masses	of	men”	(29).	In	so	doing,	she	
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suggests	that	Grove’s	early	North	American	fiction	may	have	acknowledged	the	differences	

between	the	Canadian	and	American	national	entities	in	much	the	same	way	as	the	lectures	

he	made	in	his	public-intellectual	persona.	Reading	such	distinctions	into	the	milieu	of	

Settlers	of	the	Marsh	thus	triangulates	English-speaking	North	America’s	two	“national”	

entities	with	the	ethnicity-based	European	nation-state	described	in	The	Master	Mason’s	

House.		

Mason	also	makes	reference	to	Phil	Branden’s	final	role	in	A	Search	for	America	as	a	

jack	of	all	trades	and	educator	of	immigrants;	in	so	doing,	she	invokes	Kamboureli’s	reading	

of	the	“double	apostrophe”	in	Settlers	of	the	Marsh,	or	the	process	by	which	Grove	meant	

the	book	to	instruct	both	New	Canadians	and	“British	readers”	regarding	developing	

themselves	as	“model	citizens”	by	remaining	wary	of	“the	disciplinary	and	homogenizing	

control	of	the	dominant	society”	(80).	Kamboureli	argues	that	the	novel	achieves	this	by	

“bartering”	between	universalism	and	ethnicity	(40),	a	process	that	produces	“a	

generalized	subject”	whose	“in-betweenness	as	ethnic	and	universal”	(in	being	marked	

ethnically	but	in	a	somewhat	interchangeable	sense)	is	“up	to	the	reader	to	recognize”	

(177).	Kamboureli	therefore	sees	Grove’s	novel	as	a	foundational	diasporic	text	that	sheds	

light	on	“the	way	ethnicity	is	affected	by	certain	power	dynamics	and	how	it	itself	is	

inscribed	in	Canadian	culture”	(40).	While	I	agree	that	Grove’s	novel	addresses	these	larger	

topics,	I	believe	it	does	so	not	through	a	dialectical	arrangement	of	universal	experience	

and	the	ethnic	subject.	Although	this	abstraction	of	ethnicity	serves	Kamboureli’s	larger	

discursive	and	textually	focused	reading,	it	also	downplays	the	extent	to	which	Grove	is	

aware	of	the	different	groups	in	Europe	and	the	fissures	between	modes	of	affiliation;	

keeping	in	mind	these	aspects	of	the	novel	alongside	his	thoughts	on	federation,	
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meanwhile,	sheds	even	more	light	on	Grove’s	conception	of	collective	identity.	Instead	of	

de-emphasizing	cultural	specificity,	then,	Grove	employs	in	Settlers	of	the	Marsh	both	the	

universal	subject	as	well	as	clearly	marked,	specific	ethnic	affiliations,	and	this	reflects	a	

dialectic	of	pre-national	particularity	and	various	types	of	collectivity	that	accompany	

processes	of	modernization:	namely,	the	twin	perils	of	the	ethnicity-based	European	nation	

and	the	purely	materialist	individualism	embodied	by	the	United	States,	as	well	as	Grove’s	

federative,	essentially	post-national	(and	post-ethnic)	Canadian	settler	society.		

Parallel	to	Kamboureli’s	emphasis	on	diaspora	is	Artenie’s	argument	that	Settlers	of	

the	Marsh	should	be	read	as	the	story	of	the	individual	immigrant	experience	rather	than	

that	of	collective	settlement.	More	specifically,	Artenie	contends	that	the	novel	portrays	a	

dual	internal	and	external	struggle,	the	latter	of	which	is	manifest	in	Niels’s	escalating	

conflict	with	“his	German	wife,	metonymically	signaling	the	political,	social,	and	economic	

climate	encountered	by	immigrants	in	Canada,	before	and	during	the	First	World	War”	

(92).	She	is	correct	to	regard	Grove’s	“community	of	Scandinavians	and	Germans”	in	the	

novel	as	a	heterogeneous	yet	“distinct	ethnicity”	that	is	“no	longer	the	same	as	the	one	

these	people	had	in	their	countries	of	origin”	and	is	“specific	only	to	them	as	a	minority	

group	in	Canada”	(97).	Still,	considering	that	Grove’s	engagement	with	the	immigration	

story	and	such	a	constellation	of	ethnicities	includes	an	attempt	at	narrating	a	Canadian	

nation	as	well	as	reference	to	both	European	ethnicities	and	nation-states	suggests	that	

Clara	Vogel’s	function	as	a	representative	of	Germanness	signifies	more	than	simply	one	

element	of	the	archetypal	immigrant’s	struggle.	For	this	reason,	I	argue	that	Clara,	along	

with	the	other	German	characters	in	the	novel,	represents	the	prejudices	associated	with	a	

nation-state	based	on	the	persistence	of	related	ethnic	identities,	and	that	these	differences	
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are	also	anticipated	in	Grove’s	characters’	early	descriptions	of	Sweden	versus	those	of	

their	Canadian	environment.		

Niels’s	linguistic	isolation	becomes	apparent	early	in	the	text,	and	this	serves	to	

mark	him	as	a	product	of	the	Swedish	nation-state.	At	several	points	in	its	opening	pages,	

the	novel	explicitly	distinguishes	between	instances	of	Lars	Nelson’s	speaking	Swedish	and	

moments	when	he	uses	English,	which	Niels	at	this	point	cannot	understand	(2-4).	

Secluded	in	this	way	as	they	make	their	journey,	Niels	sometimes	ruminates	on	the	

differences	between	his	surroundings	and	those	in	Europe:		

	 Though	everything	was	different,	yet	it	was	nature	as	in	Sweden.	None		

	 	 of	the	heath	country	of	his	native	Blekinge	here;	none	of	the	pretty		 	

	 	 juniper	trees;	none	of	the	sea	with	its	rocky	islands.	These	poplar		 	

	 	 trees	seemed	wilder,	less	spared	by	an	ancient	civilization	that	has		 	

	 	 learned	to	appreciate	them.	They	invited	the	axe,	the	explorer.	.	.	(14)	

Christian	Riegel	describes	such	passages	as	revealing	both	“the	social	limitations	of	life	in	

the	home	country	of	Sweden”	(305)	and,	in	contrast,	the	New	World’s	“erotically	charged	

space	that	literally	and	symbolically	bears	fruit”	for	those	willing	to	exert	themselves	(306).	

Niels	goes	a	step	further,	however,	when	he	describes	social	mobility	in	the	two	countries	

in	a	way	that	focuses	on	hierarchy	rather	than	environment:	“In	this	country,	life	and	

success	did	not,	as	they	had	always	seemed	to	do	in	Sweden,	demand	some	mysterious	

powers	inherent	in	the	individual.	It	was	merely	a	question	of	persevering	and	hewing	

straight	to	the	line.	Life	was	simplified”	(34).	The	difference	between	having	simply	“made	

a	living”	in	Sweden	and	the	prospect	of	reaching	some	greater	potential	appears	to	lie	with	

the	fact	that	his	key	attribute	is	a	“strong,	healthy	body”	as	opposed	to	“mysterious	powers	
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inherent	in	the	individual.”	This	reference	to	unexplained,	essential	powers	is	immediately	

contrasted	with	the	settler’s	ability	to	“buil[d]	up”	a	“whole	little	world	that	revolved	about	

him”	(34);	implicit	in	this	comparison	is	the	idea	that	hard	work	in	the	New	World	

increased	the	odds	of	advancement	and	social	integration	by	virtue	of	one’s	work	ethic,	but	

also	that	it	is	an	established	social	hierarchy	that	forecloses	these	possibilities	in	Sweden.	

Just	as	Niels’s	Sweden	is	a	nation-state	based	on	the	modernization	of	groups	that	have	at	

some	point	believed	themselves	to	be	inherently	linked	(as	Connor	puts	it,	one	that	

valorizes	ethnic	bonds	by	emphasizing	“sentient	or	felt	history”	[382]),	so	too	is	its	society	

based	on	and	limited	by	a	non-rational	belief	in	inherent	worth	or	ability	rather	than	the	

ostensibly	more	pragmatic	meritocracy	Grove	sees	in	a	non-ethnic	(although,	from	his	

perspective	and	in	his	historical	moment,	still	European)	Canada.	

The	text’s	descriptions	of	Germany	and	Germans	leave	a	similar	impression.	While	

the	English	language	is	at	several	points	linked	to	mobility	in	the	text	(as	will	be	discussed	

below),	German	serves	as	a	pre-Canadian	lingua	franca	of	sorts.	While	this	is	no	doubt	

partially	due	to	its	small	degree	of	similarity	with	Scandinavian	languages—“Many	spoke	

German	which	Amundsen	seemed	to	understand	though	he	spoke	it	only	in	a	broken	way”	

(12)—it	likely	also	has	to	do	with	the	large	number	of	German	settlers	in	the	district,	which	

is	parallel	with	the	economic	and	political	relevance	of	early	twentieth-century	Germany.		

Nevertheless,	Grove	frequently	depicts	local	Germans	as	a	distinct	group	whose	negative	

qualities	are	consistently	on	display.	References	abound	to	“unmistakably	German”	men	

likely	to	be	“yodler[s]”	or	drink	schnapps	(18);	settlers’	names	are	appended	with	“the	

German”	(62);	and	groups	of	German	settlers	are	described	as	“cronies”	(62)	or,	at	one	

point,	“a	motley	crowd”	(31)	greeting	him	“with	shouts	and	laughter”	(32).	Far	from	being	
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described	only	as	boorish,	however,	Germans	are	also	frequently	cast	as	materially	

prosperous	and	socially	savvy.	While	they	at	times	offer	the	basic	assistance	expected	of	

fellow	pioneers	in	sparsely	settled	territory,	they	are	also	marked	as	a	series	of	unified	

groups	whose	industry,	prosperity,	and	communality	are	exclusionary	of	more	solitary	

figures	such	as	Niels.	On	the	way	to	Nelson’s	place,	Niels	mentions	a	“German	settler	who	

lived	a	mile	south”	(29);	upon	arriving,	said	German	is	identified	as	Hahn,	who	has	supplied	

them	with	“some	oats	and	groceries”	(31).	The	next	time	Niels	encounters	Germans,	he	

notices	them	assembled	“around	a	roaring	fire”	while	“many	teams	and	loads	of	wood	were	

standing	in	the	shelter	of	the	bluff”	(32);	although	they	offer	to	wait	for	him,	Niels	is	kept	

separate	from	the	group	in	terms	of	his	ability	to	communicate	(“As	best	he	could	he	made	

clear	to	them	that	he	wanted	to	feed	and	to	rest	his	team”	[32])	as	well	as	his	independent	

progression	(ultimately,	the	caravan	leaves	without	him).		

Hahn	also	mocks	Niels	years	later	for	his	continued	sexual	innocence.	After	first	

asking,	“Do	you	mean	to	say	you’ve	never	touched	a	woman?”	Hahn	moves	quickly	into	

recommending	that	he	find	a	prostitute:	“By	jingo	.	.	.	You’re	as	innocent	as	a	newborn	babe.	

They’re.	.	.	I	don’t	know	enough	English	to	find	a	word	that’s	decent	enough	for	your	tender	

ears	.	.	.	One	of	them’ll	be	your	wife	.	.	.	for	an	hour	or	so.	.	.”	(112).	To	assuage	Niels’s	fears,	

Hahn	adds	that	he	regularly	sees	a	prostitute	in	town	despite	the	fact	that	he	is	married,	

and	that	this	is	necessary	because	he	is	“young	and	strong.	I	need	something	younger	and	

fresher	.	.	.	So	long	as	the	wife	doesn’t	know,	it	doesn’t	hurt	her”	(112).	The	novel’s	most	

prominent	character	of	German	descent,	Clara,	is	characterized	by	a	similar	blend	of	social	

savvy	and	moral	looseness.	Clara	is	a	cosmopolitan,	self-sufficient	woman	who	

nevertheless	advances	using	qualities	that	are	the	antithesis	of	the	diligent	work	and	
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physical	strength	Grove	valorizes	in	Settlers	and	virtually	all	his	Canadian	works.	This	

blend	of	depravity	and	material	success	combines	to	cast	Germany,	to	an	even	larger	extent	

than	Sweden,	as	an	inherently	tainted	example	of	modern	collective	identity.	As	will	be	

seen,	this	negative	picture	of	nations	based	in	aggregate	ethnic	identities	intensifies	in	the	

resolution	of	the	text’s	Clara/Ellen	plot.		

	 Settlers	of	the	Marsh	posits	a	formation	that	opposes	such	entities,	however,	in	its	

picture	of	a	settler	federation	that	echoes	the	one	described	in	Grove’s	addresses.	At	

several	points	early	on	in	the	novel,	facility	in	English	is	cast	as	duplicitous;	when	the	

Lunds—“elderly	Swedes”—use	English	exclusively,	however,	it	is	not	their	level	of	

assimilation	that	is	presented	as	suspect,	but	rather	their	negative	personal	qualities	and	

domestic	conflicts	(12).	As	the	narrative	progresses,	adoption	of	English	is	presented	as	

positive	act	that	aids	in	the	self-realization	of	individuals	within	a	diverse	group	of	

pioneers:	Nelson	and	Olga	marry	at	German	church,	for	instance,	and	the	pastor	switches	to	

English	“in	courtesy	to	the	young	people”	(39);	similarly,	as	Niels	inches	closer	to	sexual	

maturity,	Clara	refers	to	him	as	having	been	“dumb”	before	he	knew	English	(41).	And	

while	Nelson’s	integration	with	the	community	is	jarring	to	Niels,	it	is	for	the	bulk	of	the	

text	presented	as	inevitable	and	an	indication	of	progress.	Around	the	time	Nelson	begins	

speaking	to	Niels	in	English	rather	than	Swedish,	Niels	feels	that	“a	barrier	had	arisen	

between	him	and	his	friend”;	still,	this	separation	emerges	as	a	result	of	Nelson’s	“going	to	

live	in	a	world	from	which	Niels	was	excluded”	(43)	due	to	the	latter’s	lower	level	of	socio-

economic	advancement.		

Overall,	and	as	Niels	makes	economic	headway	and	begins	his	association	with	

Ellen,	he	describes	his	ideal	of	a	positive	individualism	that	remains	opposed	to	excessive	
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materialism:	“people	here	think	more	of	their	machinery	than	of	their	houses;	more	of	their	

farms	than	of	their	lives.	The	house	is	merely	a	piece	of	the	farm,	a	place	to	sleep	in	while	

you	are	not	at	work”;	Niels,	however,	envisions	“a	house	of	which	the	farm	is	a	part,	the	

place	where	what	is	needed	in	the	house	is	grown.	These	people	here,	when	they	get	

anywhere,	are	rich	at	best.	Their	life	has	slipped	by;	they	have	never	lived”	(65).	While	this	

ideal	state	of	settlement	must	occur	in	English	and	as	integrated	with	mainstream	society,	

it	envisions	a	holistic	picture	of	social,	economic,	and	spiritual	or	non-rational	success	and	

stability	as	opposed	to	the	American	standardization	evoked	by	machinery	and	farms—

that	is	to	say,	the	instruments	of	economic	productivity	and	therefore	social	integration.	

The	other	alternative—continued	ethnic	distinctness—is	either	indicative	of	the	negative	

qualities	of	lingering	ethno-national	separateness,	as	with	the	groups	of	Germans	in	the	

novel,	or	else	depicted	as	a	regression	accompanying	isolation	and	senility,	as	when	a	

declining	Sigurdson	“talk[s]	to	the	phantoms	of	his	youth,”	saying	“[s]trange,	disquieting	

things”	and	“trailing	off	into	Icelandic	which	Niels	understood	only	half"	(76).	Solidifying	

the	connection	between	settlement	and	individual	progress	and	enlightenment,	Niels	

describes	Sigurdson’s	reversion	to	the	ethnic	as	“the	reappearance	of	the	animal	in	a	man	

whom	he	loved”	(76).	What	is	more,	Niels	directly	associates	excessively	materialistic	

individualism	with	a	lingering,	undesirable	ethno-national	distinctness	when	he	refers	to	

Hahn	and	his	combination	of	hard	work	and	infidelity,	expressing	uncertainty	over	

whether	the	latter’s	success	is	at	all	palatable	and	adding	ominously	that	while	he	has	

worked	hard,	his	wife	“works	just	as	hard	.	.	.	”	(66).	

	 Ellen’s	status	as	Niels’s	ideal	partner—one	who	can	assist	him	in	achieving	the	

holistic	or	non-rational	sense	of	fulfillment	Grove	associates	with	his	ideal	settler	
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federation—is	hinted	at	early	in	the	novel,	and	she	returns	to	fulfill	this	role	when	he	is	

released	from	prison.	By	this	point,	however,	she	also	confirms	the	text’s	positive	portrayal	

of	pre-	or	transnational	regional	identities	(including	a	historical,	regional,	and	vaguely	

racial	Scandinavian	identity)	as	elements	out	of	which	Grove’s	federation	ought	to	be	

constructed.	From	its	opening	page,	the	novel’s	settlers	are	variously	identified	with	

nation-states	as	well	as	regionally	specific,	culturally	liminal,	and	seemingly	already-

assimilated	groups:	both	Niels	and	Lars	are	“Swedes”	who	“struck	up	a	friendship,”	yet	

immediately	they	are	depicted	approaching	a	“Russo-German	settlement	to	the	north”	(1)	

and	encountering	“Germans,	some	Swedes	and	Icelanders,	two	or	three	English	or	

Canadian”	(12).	Ellen,	too,	has	a	somewhat	transnational	family	history,	in	which	her	father	

worked	for	a	German	estate	in	Sweden	and	found	early	opportunities	in	Odensee	due	to	its	

relatively	established	community	of	German	settlers	(99-100).	And	while	Grove’s	

depictions	of	individual	national	groups	tend	to	be	unflattering,	his	treatment	of	Ellen’s	

family	history	joins	a	predisposition	to	hard	work	and	struggle	with	a	Scandinavian	or	

Northern	European	cultural	heritage.	Near	the	text’s	conclusion,	when	Niels	tries	to	

imagine	a	meeting	with	Ellen	(acknowledging	that	the	hypothetical	scenario	is	a	composite	

of	actual	memories	and	the	biases	of	his	present	subjectivity),	he	describes	“her	eyes	light-

blue,	her	features	round,	her	complexion	a	pure,	Scandinavian	white”	(210).	The	latter	term	

explicitly	refers	to	a	transnational	or	racial	Scandinavianness	as	a	positive	category	of	

identity,	but	even	more	important	is	his	following	description	of	her	face,	which	is	that	“of	a	

woman,	not	a	girl”:	“There	was	a	great,	ripe	maturity	in	it;	and	a	look	as	if	she	saw	through	

pretences	and	shams	and	knew	more	of	life	than	her	age	would	warrant”	(210).	Niels	

acknowledges	that	this	is	a	picture	created	“with	his	mind’s	eye	only	this	time”	(210),	and	
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in	so	doing	he	echoes	both	Grove’s	non-fiction	ruminations	on	the	characteristics	of	a	

Canadian	federation	in	which	the	hardy,	peasant	identities	of	Europe	come	together	to	

form	a	rooted	individualism	and	Niels’s	earlier	description	of	his	“new	dream”:	a	“longing	

to	leave	and	to	go	to	the	very	margin	of	civilization,	there	to	clear	a	new	place”	as	part	of	“a	

special	race—a	race	not	comprised	of	any	limited	nation,	but	one	that	crossed-sectioned	all	

nations:	a	race	doomed	to	everlasting	extinction	and	yet	recruited	out	of	the	wastage	of	all	

other	nations”	(114).	At	the	time,	Niels	acknowledges	that	this	“was	only	the	dream	of	the	

slave	who	dreams	of	freedom”	(114),	but	his	idealism	here	is	consistent	with	Grove’s	

prescriptive	ideas	about	largely	rural	regional	identities	as	superior	to	the	above	national	

groups,	for	whom	modernization	has	already	become	bound	up	with	European	processes	

of	ethno-nationalization.		

Mason’s	argument	for	Grove’s	combination	of	the	real	and	the	ideal	in	his	narrations	

of	Canada	is	relevant	here	in	that	it	reflects	the	way	the	realism	of	Settlers	of	the	Marsh	

combines	Grove’s	prescriptive	articulations	of	Canadian	federation	with	the	case	study	

provided	by	Niels’s	experiences	as	a	settler.	And	while	Florian	Freitag	reads	the	end	of	the	

text	as	“overcom[ing]	its	naturalistic	determinism,	circularity,	and	the	need	to	focus	on	

sexuality”	(139)	by	virtue	of	the	farm	and	farmer’s	role	as	consolidating	“the	national	ideal	

of	‘Order	and	Control’”	(47),	Grove’s	attention	to	particular	categories	of	national	and	

regional	belonging	suggests	that	the	novel	does	not	reflect	this	kind	of	large,	policy-based	

conception	of	nation.	Instead,	the	reformed	protagonist’s	eventual	meeting	with	Ellen	is	

described	as	follows:	“Her	features	were	no	longer	round;	they	were	square;	but	her	

complexion	was	still	that	pure,	Scandinavian	white:	her	hair,	straw-yellow,	streaked	with	

grey	.	.	.	But	now	as	then	it	was	the	expression	that	held	him:	hers	was	the	face	of	a	girl,	not	
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a	woman”	(212-13).	The	reversal	of	his	previous	statement—that	her	face	was	that	of	a	

“woman,	not	a	girl”	(210)—merges	Niel’s	idealizing	tendencies	with	his	present	reality.	The	

actual	Ellen’s	face	is	“stern,	to	be	sure;	but	in	this	sternness	lay	hidden	the	dream,	the	

unfulfilled,	uncompromising	dream	of	a	virgin	child”	(213).	Ellen’s	age	here	represents	a	

natural	maturing	of	Niels’s	images	of	her	hard-working	European	rusticity,	which	is	again	

linked	to	a	construction	of	Scandinavian	heritage	that	stands	apart	from	the	nation-states	

of	the	region	in	that	it	is	at	once	local,	transnational,	and	linked	to	ideas	of	a	racial	identity	

that	predates	and	underlies	several	such	nation-states.	Accordingly,	Ellen	is	not	described	

as	Swedish	in	either	the	ideal	or	the	real	depiction	of	her;	once	again,	the	ethno-national	

route	to	modernization	is	presented	as	being	at	odds	with	the	idealistic	notion	of	Canada	

Grove	inscribes	with	the	narrative	of	her	steadfastness	and	eventual	reconciliation	with	

Neils.	

In	contrast,	the	peasant	imagery	that	is	attached	to	descriptions	of	Clara	serves	a	

vastly	different	purpose.	After	their	relationship	has	begun	to	decline,	Niels	describes	her	

face	“look[ing]	out	at	him,	like	a	death’s-head:	the	coarse,	aged	face	of	a	coarse,	aged	

woman,	aged	before	her	time:	very	like	that	of	Mrs.	Philiptyuk,	the	Ruthenian	woman	at	the	

post	office”	(128-29).	While	the	reference	to	a	Ruthenian—a	largely	rural,	pre-national	

group	that	would	be	split	between	Ukraine	and	Czechoslovakia	following	World	War	II—at	

first	appears	to	bolster	Clara’s	unfeminine	or	morally	repugnant	qualities,	the	passage	then	

describes	her	as	“strangely,	strikingly,	terrifyingly	like	it:	but	aged,	not	from	work	but	from	

.	.	.	what?”	(129).	These	lines	suggest	that	Mrs.	Philiptyuk	is	aged	in	a	natural	or	acceptable	

way,	while	Clara	hides	this	with	the	makeup	that	serves	as	a	reminder	of	her	status	as	a	sex	

worker.	This	enhancement-via-concealment	of	her	premature	aging	also	extends	into	the	
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realm	of	loose	(inter)national	allegory	due	to	the	Orientalist	associations	that	mark	her	

cosmopolitan	savvy	as	compared	to	the	almost	peasant-like	figures	that	make	up	the	bulk	

of	the	settlers:	“Niels	went	into	the	front	room	and	looked	up	the	stairs—they	had	no	

balustrade	yet:	work	waiting	everywhere—and	there	she	stood,	in	white	kimono,	her	head	

bandaged	in	a	turban	of	Turkish	towels”	(127).	Although	it	may	seem	like	a	stretch	to	

interpret	these	descriptors	as	alluding	to	a	metropolitan	fashionableness	associated	with	

an	urbanized	European	nation-state	such	as	Germany,	similarly	grotesque	and	gendered	

imagery	is	deployed	in	Grove’s	garish	descriptions	of	Odensee’s	German	settlers	such	as	

Dahlbeck,	who	is	“a	slave	of	passion”	for	whom	“woman	was	his	evil	genius”	(159).	

Gender-conscious	readings	at	this	point	coalesce	with	Grove’s	politics	of	nation,	

ethnicity,	and	modernization.	In	addition	to	the	fact	that	Dahlbeck’s	female	partner	is	the	

one	who	finally	notifies	Niels	that	he	has	“married	the	district	whore”	(177),	this	revelation	

takes	place	as	Niels	and	Bobby	are	confronted	with	what	seems	to	them	the	strange	picture	

of	her	performing	physical	labour	alongside	Dahlbeck,	“flashy,	handsome	in	her	coarse	

peasant	way”	(175).	Rather	than	resembling	Ellen’s	peasant-like	qualities,	however,	she	

and	her	physical	strength	merge	with	the	“evil	genius”	she	has	over	Niels’s	ideal	picture	of	

his	masculinity	and	his	control	over	his	domestic	life:	she	is	depicted	as	“pouring	abuse	

from	pent-up	stores	as	foam	boils	from	a	brimming	vessel”	(177);	when	she	breaks	the	

news	about	Clara’s	profession,	she	realizes	she	“had	swung	an	axe	into	a	great,	towering	

tree;	and	the	tree	had	crashed	down	at	a	single	blow”	(178).	Once	again,	Dahlbeck’s	

partner’s	peasant-like	qualities	signify	a	potential	that	could	have	been	exploited	to	the	

benefit	of	virtuous	settler	individualism.	She	is	strong	and	hard-working,	much	like	Hahn’s	

wife,	yet	this	potential	is	depicted	as	squandered	due	both	to	its	association	with	the	



 

 73	

numerical	and	economic	influence	of	persistently	German	settlers	as	well	as	to	its	

manifestation	in	her	grotesque	female	aura,	generally	manipulative	qualities,	and	

psychological	power	over	the	male	settler—characteristics	that	also	find	expression	in	

Clara’s	unprincipled	cosmopolitanism.	

This	picture	of	Germanness	emerges	again	and	again	as	a	key	point	in	distinguishing	

rustic	potential	from	an	ethnic	identity	that	has	become	a	national	one	as	a	result	of	state-

based	modernization.	While	Ellen’s	family	story	highlights	the	positive	elements	of	regional	

European	identities,	for	example,	it	is	crucial	to	note	that	it	also	contains	the	spectre	of	

German	hegemony.	Her	father’s	irresponsible	lust	and	desire	for	propagation	result	in	the	

death	of	Ellen’s	mother	(106),	and	the	fact	that	his	agency	is	bound	up	with	the	economic	

advantages	attained	by	his	experience	with	German	landowners	in	both	Europe	and	

Canada	highlights	Grove’s	wariness	of	an	ascendant	German	nation-state	and	the	ethnically	

defined	nation	in	general.		

	The	novel	concludes	with	Niels’s	being	released	from	prison	and	greeted	with	a	

picture	of	the	settlers’	assimilation	in	its	advanced	stages.	Predictably,	both	the	topography	

of	the	district	and	the	discrete	ethnic	identities	of	its	settlers	have	been	smoothed	over	

with	development:	“the	hovels	of	German	and	Icelandic	settlers	had	been	replaced	by	new	

buildings,	some	of	them	painted,	some	unpainted,	but	all	of	them	bearing	the	imprint	of	

truly	Canadian	settlements”	(196).	Niels	feels	“intimidated”	at	the	“unexpected”	prosperity,	

and	states	that	the	“old	pioneers	had	receded	to	the	margin	of	civilization;	a	new	

generation	had	taken	hold”	(196).	Although	he	describes	the	changes	as	“not	entirely	

welcome,”	they	also	signify	a	greater	development	that	is	positive	despite	his	idiosyncratic,	

age-related	preferences:	he	finds	a	garage	on	“almost	every	farmstead,”	for	instance,	but	he	
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quickly	notes	that	“cars	had	always	been	his	pet	aversion”	(196).	Even	less	welcome	are	the	

lingering	traces	of	Germanness	that	have	fused	with	the	materialism	Niels	saw	taking	root	

in	Lars’s	family:	Kelm	sells	his	farm	for	$9000,	even	though	Niels	and	Ellen	determine	

never	to	sell	their	own	land	because	“they	loved	it;	to	them	it	was	home”	(77).	Moreover,	

the	undesirable	strains	of	unenlightened	materialism	and	ethno-nationally	defined	settler	

identities	have	by	this	point	been	joined	by	marriage:	Niels	finds	that	Bobby	has	married	

Kelm’s	niece,	and	that	the	pair	has	already	had	five	children—exactly	the	same	number	

Nelson	has	produced,	only	Nelson	has	also	acquired	“a	car,	a	big	one,	a	.	.	.	oh,	I	don’t	know	

what	you	call	them,	an	Underground	or	something.	And	he’s	got	a	new	eight-roomed	house,	

of	brick”	(203).	Many	of	the	other	Germans	have	simply	disappeared:	the	Dahlbecks	have	

left,	and	Mrs.	Schultze	has	frozen	to	death	(204).	As	Niels	begins	his	reconciliation	with	

Ellen,	he	ruminates	on	their	relationship	via	a	set	of	images	that	invoke	his	previous	

thoughts	on	past	and	future	generations	of	settlers:		

	 It	was	a	painful	process:	as	if	the	parts	of	a	broken	limb	were	being		 	

	 	 fitted	together,	slowly,	tentatively,	by	a	skilled	but	callous	physician		 	

	 	 who	did	not	seem	to	succeed.	It	was	as	if	some	part	were	missing;	or		 	

	 	 rather	as	if	a	superfluous	part	were	there,	preventing	the	perfect	joint.		

	 	 And	that	superfluous	part	which	prevented	the	past	and	the	future		 	

	 	 from	fitting	together	was	a	strange,	new	hope—a	hope	which	it	was		 	

	 	 almost	painful	to	feel	and	altogether	forbidden	to	face.	(215)		

Riegel	rightly	interprets	this	passage	as	signifying	that	Niels	must	“recognize	his	situation	

and	articulate	his	place	within	a	social	world	that	does	not	reject	him	out	of	hand	due	to	his	

ancestry”	(315).	However,	the	explicit	reference	to	the	past	and	future	also	recalls	
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Anderson’s	conception	of	the	nation’s	Janus-faced	invocation	of	both	an	“immemorial	past”	

and	a	“limitless	future”	(Imagined	Communities	11-12),	yet	with	a	rare	emphasis	on	the	

necessary	disjuncture	between	the	two.	Just	as	Grove	the	public	intellectual	envisions	a	

Canadian	federation	that	builds	on	ethnic	identities	yet	explicitly	transcends	them,	so	does	

Grove	the	realist	reject	the	ethno-nation’s	concealment	of	the	disjunction	between	past	and	

future.	Instead,	his	narrative	presents	nationality	as	immemorial	precisely	because	of	its	

construction	out	of	myriad	regional	and	cultural	identities.	

	 It	thus	seems	that	Grove’s	realism	in	Settlers	of	the	Marsh	provides	him	with	a	

different	set	of	images	to	outline	the	idealism	he	articulates	more	explicitly	in	the	

addresses	collected	in	It	Needs	to	Be	Said.	Rather	than	attempt	to	find	some	consistent	

pattern	or	ideology	that	transcends	the	generic	constraints	of	either	his	fiction	or	his	

lectures,	however,	it	is	perhaps	more	fitting	to	regard	Grove’s	recurring	references	to	

rusticity,	ethnicity,	and	nation	as	a	necessarily	haphazard	assemblage,	as	invoked	by	

Kamboureli	when	she	describes	the	Grove’s	“master	fiction”	of	including	the	author	as	an	at	

once	specific	and	generalized	subject	(44-45).	The	gradual,	sometimes	seemingly	

haphazard	denigration	of	Germanness	that	occurs	throughout	his	life’s	work	and	receives	

its	final	articulation	in	In	Search	of	Myself	may	thus	work	hand-in-hand	with	his	

valorization	of	pre-national	identities	as	enabling	Canada’s	uniquely	post-national	status.	

Even	here,	amid	his	fictional	mother’s	condescending	attitude	towards	Germans	and	his	

near-total	effacement	of	his	own	background,	the	self-fashioned	Grove	at	once	slyly	alludes	

to	a	modern	German	sensibility	and	then	dismantles	it.	What	is	more,	he	disassembles	this	

identity	with	a	somewhat	antimodernist	connection	of	rural	European	superstitions	with	

the	forbearance	he	regarded	as	essential	both	to	enduring	the	Europe	he	left	behind	and	to	
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forging	a	just	federation	in	North	America.	Describing	the	prairie	settlers	who,	hearing	a	

“crack	or	a	rattle,”	would	“sit	there,	bathed	in	a	cold	sweat,	not	daring	to	speak	above	a	

whisper,”	he	writes:		

	 	 My	wife	laughed	at	them;	and	then	they	would	launch	into	tales	of		 	

	 	 ghosts	and	werewolves	and	evil	spirits;	for,	while	racially	Germans,		 	

	 	 they	had	come	from	Volhynia	in	Russia	where	the	belief	in	witch-craft			

	 	 and	in	the	animistic	malice	of	nature	is	far	from	being	extinct.	But	they		

	 	 never	succeeded	in	frightening	my	wife.	It	was	worse	when	they		 	

	 	 spoke	of	actual	experiences,	sufferings	from	loneliness	or	illness	or		 	

	 	 bereavement;	from	poverty	beyond	the	power	of	man	to	endure;	or		 	

	 	 from	loss	sustained	by	reason	of	such	poverty;	or,	still	worse,	by		 	

	 	 reason	of	their	being	shut	off	from	help,	cooped	up,	as	they	were,	in		 	

	 	 this	northland	with	its	arctic	cold;	above	all	when	they	talked	of	men		 	

	 	 frozen	to	death	while	trying	to	get	home	through	a	treacherous		 	

	 	 stretch	of	the	subarctic	forest.	(315)	

Grove	here	combines	an	entirely	rational	understanding	of	the	variances	and	similarities	

across	overlapping	regional,	ethnic,	and	national	affiliations	with	a	lingering	faith	in	the	

non-rational	elements	of	solidarity	that	persisted	in	the	humblest	and	most	long-suffering	

of	these	groups.	His	perspective	in	the	above	passage	is	emblematic	of	the	way	his	

conception	of	Canada’s	ideal	settler	federation	incorporates	both	the	logical	elements	of	the	

lecturer	and	European	journeyman	as	well	as	the	erratic,	faith-based	impulses	of	a	man	

who	disavowed	an	element	of	his	own	identity	while	consistently	expressing	faith	in	the	

spirit	of	“the	wastage	of	all	other	nations”	(Settlers	114).	
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Grove	thus	seems	not	to	reject	the	nation,	but	rather	to	deny	strict	linkages	between	

it	and	ethnicity;	most	importantly,	he	emphasizes	repeatedly	that	traces	of	pre-national	

collective	bonds	must	be	retained	and	invoked	within	the	modern	state	for	individuals	to	

prosper	on	both	a	material	and	a	non-rational	or	spiritual	level.	I	believe	this	attention	to	

both	rational	politics	and	a	non-rational	faith	in	liberatory	collective	bonds	also	sheds	light	

on	an	important	aporia	in	several	theories	of	the	nation.	For	while	Grove	certainly	lends	

credence	to	Smith’s	focus	on	the	role	of	ethnicity	within	the	nation,	he	also	at	once	

vindicates	and	challenges	Billig’s	deconstruction	of	Western	nationalism’s	ostensible	

rationality.	For	if	the	reified	differences	of	national	groups	are	constructed	out	of	a	more	

varied	or	even	fluid	connection	of	localities	and	ethnicities,	as	Billig	contends,	then	these	

collectivities	themselves—whether	they	are	historical	or	actually	existing—are	in	turn	

reified	as	the	credible	or	ideal	building	blocks	out	of	which	may	arise	the	oppressive	

structures	of	the	present,	but	which	also	provide	the	foundation	for	the	idealistic	

conceptions	of	liberatory	collectivity	Cheah	sees	as	continuing	to	grant	agency	to	

disenfranchised	populations	the	world	over.	Thus	even	the	most	measured	analyses	of	

collective	identity,	in	having	to	account	for	some	element	of	the	non-	or	even	irrational,	

may	inevitably	have	recourse	to	essentialist	notions	of	a	priori	membership	in	a	

collectivity.	

I	hope	that	I	have	by	this	point	illustrated	Grove’s	tendency	to	valorize	these	more	

sophisticated	but	still	problematically	essentialist	constructions,	both	in	his	depictions	of	

Europe	and	in	his	portraits	of	diligent	Old	World	peasants	contributing	to	his	ideal	settler	

federation.	The	fact	that	Grove’s	ideas	contain	such	an	antimodernist	kernel,	however,	must	

be	mentioned	alongside	the	fact	that	he	writes	(virtually	without	exception)	about	
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European-descended	populations.	This	restriction	of	his	conceptions	of	undesirably	

modern	modes	of	affiliation	and	opposing,	credibly	rustic	and	authentic	ones	is	in	itself	

problematic;	the	absence	of	non-European	groups	in	his	corpus	also,	however,	allows	him	

to	avoid	an	entirely	different	set	of	problems	that	emerges	when	a	writer	seeks	to	

incorporate	diverse,	racialized	populations	into	his	or	her	conceptions	of	modernity,	

antimodernism,	and	viable	collective	bonds.	It	is	with	this	in	mind	that	I	turn	to	the	late	

modernism	of	Margaret	Laurence.	
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Chapter	3:	Gold	Coasts,	Red	Rivers,	Highlands:	Margaret	Laurence’s	Antimodernist	

Arc	

Although	Grove’s	engagement	with	nation	and	ethnicity	presents	Canada	as	the	site	

on	which	these	identities	have	the	potential	to	create	an	ideal	federation,	the	later	

modernism	of	Margaret	Laurence	examines	the	way	the	fissures	between	these	modes	of	

identification	persist	in	a	Canadian	context.	Throughout	her	writings,	Laurence	

simultaneously	regards	Canada	as	an	entity	existing	alongside	other	nation-states	and	

questions	the	role	those	parallel	European	nation-states	play	in	providing	ancestors	for	

Canada’s	inhabitants.	Notably,	Laurence’s	experiences	abroad	gave	her	a	wealth	of	

knowledge	about	various	tribal,	ethnic,	and	national	identities	in	several	parts	of	the	world,	

and	this	knowledge	allowed	her	to	arrive	at	a	considered	understanding	of	Canada’s	place	

in	a	global	context.	Accordingly,	this	chapter	will	read	the	author’s	widely	studied	

Manawaka	works	(especially	The	Diviners	[1974])	alongside	earlier	writings	that	reflect	the	

time	she	spent	in	Somalia	and	Ghana	(then	known	as	the	Gold	Coast)	during	the	1950s.	I	

will	begin	by	arguing	that	Laurence’s	memoir,	The	Prophet’s	Camel	Bell	(1963),	and	other	

non-fiction	writings	about	Africa	illustrate	the	extent	to	which	her	interactions	with	local	

individuals	and	groups	in	Somalia	and	Ghana	informed	her	views	on	the	relationship	

between	existing	tribal	or	ethnic	identities	and	the	nationalism	that	accompanied	the	

independence	movements	in	these	countries.	I	will	then	look	at	the	short	stories	that	make	

up	The	Tomorrow-Tamer	(1963)	and	trace	the	way	these	stories	present	notions	of	pre-	

and	early	modernity	as	discrete	constructions	that	nevertheless	become	entangled	when	

African	experiences	are	regarded	through	the	lens	of	European	conceptions	of	

development	and	affiliation.	From	here,	I	will	argue	that	a	similar	process	occurs	in	The	
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Diviners,	but	that	notions	of	the	ineffably	pre-modern	and	early	stages	of	particular	modern	

modes	of	affiliation	manifest	themselves	variously	throughout	the	novel’s	treatment	of	

First	Nations,	Scottish,	and	Canadian	identities.	The	result	of	this	process,	as	I	hope	to	

show,	is	an	antimodernist	impulse	that	enables	a	dual	accommodation	to	the	social	realities	

of	mid-century	settler	life	in	Canada.	For	while	Laurence’s	recovery	of	various	indigenous	

pre-modernities	yields	an	abstract,	Canada-wide	patriotism,	her	application	of	this	process	

of	recovery	to	her	Scottish	heritage	positions	the	Euro-Canadian	subject	as	ethno-

nationally	defined	and	implicitly	other	than	or	beyond	such	constructions	of	Canadianness.		

Laurence	possesses	a	keen	understanding	of	the	differences	among	tribe,	ethnicity,	

and	nationality,	and	her	various	reflections	on	the	independence	movements	and	

modernization	projects	in	several	African	countries	illustrate	her	nuanced	views	on	these	

types	of	affiliation.	It	is	worth	recalling	at	this	point	Connor’s	argument	that	the	term	nation	

has	been	lazily	and	often	erroneously	used	to	refer	to	a	wide	range	of	entities	and	affiliative	

modes.	Noting	that	we	live	in	an	“Alice-in-Wonderland	world	in	which	nation	usually	

means	state,”	Connor	goes	on	to	outline	the	cascading	effect	of	this	lack	of	terminological	

rigour	by	adding	that	“nation-state	usually	means	multi-nation	state”;	“nationalism	usually	

means	loyalty	to	the	state”;	and	“ethnicity,	primordialism,	pluralism,	tribalism,	regionalism,	

communalism,	parochialism	and	sub-nationalism	usually	mean	loyalty	to	the	nation”	(396).	

Connor’s	fundamental	point	is	that	such	a	broad	use	of	the	term	misses	the	fact	that	its	true	

meaning—as	Anthony	Smith	is	at	such	pains	to	recognize—itself	implies	a	perceived	

commonality	among	a	population	that	runs	deeper	than	the	political	apparatus	structuring	

the	modern	state.	
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Even	in	her	earliest	writings,	which	were	inspired	by	her	time	in	parts	of	Africa	that	

were	transitioning	from	colonial	to	independent	states,	Laurence	emphatically	does	not	

make	the	mistakes	to	which	Connor	refers.	In	The	Prophet’s	Camel	Bell,	a	memoir	dealing	

with	her	time	in	Somaliland	with	her	engineer	husband,	Jack	Laurence,	she	describes	the	

colonies	that	went	on	to	form	an	independent	Somalia	in	terms	that	recall	Smith’s	myth-

symbol	complex,	whereby	supposedly	immemorial	linguistic,	cultural,	and	hereditary	

bonds	are	invoked	as	unifying	the	larger	and	increasingly	politically	active	populations	of	

the	modern	era	(Ethnic	Origins	15).	Comparing	these	territories	to	the	often	highly	diverse	

states	that	made	up	much	of	sub-Saharan	Africa,	Laurence	takes	note	of	“the	very	real	

advantages	which	the	Somalis	had	in	comparison	with	some	other	African	countries”:	“a	

common	religion	and	a	common	language,”	meaning	that	the	“Esa	around	Borama	could	

speak	with	the	Ogaden	men,	and	be	understood”	and	that	“the	Habr	Awal	in	the	Guban	and	

the	Habr	Yunis	in	the	Haud	spoke	the	same	words	when	they	prayed,”	as	well	as	“a	

common	culture,”	due	to	which	“Somalis	from	Mogadisciou	to	Djibouti	knew	the	stories	of	

Arawailo	the	wicked	queen,	or	the	legends	of	Darod	or	Sheikh	Ishaak”	(88).	This	

description	of	the	shared	ethnicity	of	Somalis	works	hand-in-hand	with	Laurence’s	largely	

accurate	employment	of	the	terms	tribalism,	which	she	uses	to	describe	networks	of	family	

loyalty,	and	nationalism,	which	is	used	in	reference	to	the	politicization	and	modernization	

of	the	aforementioned	ethnic	affiliation,	as	well	as	its	manifestation	in	the	African	

independence	movements.		

Further,	in	“The	Poem	and	the	Spear,”	a	later	work	that	also	refers	to	Somalia,	

Laurence	makes	an	observation	about	the	early	Somali	nationalist	Mahammed	‘Abdille	

Hasan	that	closely	resembles	Smith’s	understanding	of	the	movement	from	tribal	and	
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ethnic	commitments	to	ones	that	conceive	of	these	matrices	of	affiliation	as	aggregated	into	

a	wider	national	identity.	Laurence	notes	that	Hasan’s	poetry	eventually	suggests	that	his	

“thinking	was	developing	politically	and	socially,	for	as	one	characteristic	of	the	faithful	

man	he	lists	‘He	who	does	not	favour	those	to	whom	he	is	close	in	genealogical	descent.’”	

This	detail	is	important,	according	to	Laurence,	insofar	as	“a	man	who	had	grown	up	within	

a	closely	integrated	tribal	system”	was	able	to	look	“beyond	the	immediate	tribal	loyalties”	

and	express	“a	statement	of	corporate	responsibility—essentially	an	affirmation	of	the	

wider	sense	of	tribe,	the	beginning	of	the	sense	of	nationhood”	(37).	Once	again,	she	sees	

this	development	as	taking	root	more	effectively	in	Somalia	than	in	sub-Saharan	Africa,	

even	as	she	notes	the	similarities	between	the	two	types	of	independence	movement.	In	

“Tribalism	as	Us	Versus	Them,”	a	piece	that	first	appeared	a	year	after	Long	Drums	and	

Cannons	(1968),	her	critical	monograph	on	several	Nigerian	authors,	Laurence	states	that	

all	such	writers	“were	highly	critical	of	their	country’s	flaws,	but	all	apparently	saw	the	

country	as	a	well-established	entity,	however	arbitrarily	its	borders	may	have	been	drawn	

up	in	the	colonial	era.”		Accepting	the	borders	European	colonialism	drew	across	diverse	

groups	of	people,	however,	meant	that	such	nationalism	was	bound	to	be	fraught	in	ways	

that	the	culturally,	linguistically,	and	religiously	unified	Somalia’s	was	not:	“It	may	well	be,”	

Laurence	continues,	“that	these	writers,	very	understandably,	underestimated	the	

terrifying	potential	power	of	that	aspect	of	tribalism,	the	group	as	‘Us	Versus	Them,’	which	

still	existed,	deep-rooted	and	persistent,	as	it	does,	I	am	afraid,	in	all	countries,	by	whatever	

name	it	is	known	or	whatever	slogans	it	chooses”	(227).	Given	Connor’s	condemnation	of	

the	misuse	of	many	such	terms,	Laurence’s	ability	to	distinguish	so	clearly	between	

tribalism	(both	as	a	primary	mode	of	affiliation	and	as	the	persistence	of	family	or	clan	
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loyalty	within	a	larger	society),	the	somewhat	more	expansive	notion	of	ethnic	identity,	and	

nationalism	(in	both	its	cultural	form,	as	in	Somalia,	or	its	implicitly	patriotic,	state-based	

form,	as	in	Nigeria)	sets	her	apart	not	only	from	contemporary	writers,	but	from	many	

authors	and	critics	working	today.	It	is	therefore	not	surprising	that	Laurence	would	go	on	

to	engage	with	questions	of	Canadian	identity	in	a	way	that	takes	account	of	the	seldom-

acknowledged	fissures	between	ethnicity	and	nationality.		

My	enthusiasm	for	Laurence’s	sophisticated	understanding	of	these	modes	of	

identification	is	not	meant	to	suggest	that	she	was	“right”	about	different	kinds	of	

affiliation.	Rather,	my	point	is	that	her	ideas	resemble	those	of	Smith,	which	shows	that	she	

thinks	about	the	nation	in	a	way	that	remains	attuned	to	the	perceived	centrality	of	

ethnicity	to	this	concept.23	The	reason	Smith	and	Connor	are	relevant	here	is	that,	once	

again,	a	consideration	of	the	sometimes	contradictory	elements	of	Anderson’s	thinking	

regarding	the	relationship	between	ethnicity	and	nationality	reveals	some	shortcomings	in	

his	universalizing	iteration	of	constructivism.	For	instance,	Anderson	attempts	to	locate	

antimodernism—a	key	concept	for	Laurence’s	African	and	Canadian	writings,	as	well	as	

one	that	works	together	with	her	explorations	of	the	nation	and	notions	of	stable	cultural	

identity	generally—in	relation	to	his	“modular”	conception	of	the	nation	(Imagined	

Communities	6)	by	stating	that,	among	all	nations	in	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	

                                                
23	Such	problems	inevitably	raise	the	question	of	whether	Smith’s	theory	is	Eurocentric.	
Insofar	as	his	notion	of	modernization	describes	tribal	ties	developing	into	ethnicity	and	
ethnic	bonds	developing	into	national	identity	describes	a	historical	process	most	studied	
in	Europe,	it	likely	is;	however,	Walker	Connor’s	acknowledgement	that	“what	ultimately	
matters”	when	discussing	sociopolitical	situations	is	“not	what	is	but	what	people	believe	is”	
(380)	suggests	that	this	theory	is	largely	meant	to	describe	nationalist	sentiment	in	the	
West.	Laurence	therefore	appears	to	be	thinking	in	Smith’s	arguably	Eurocentric	terms	
even	as	she	sometimes	expresses	a	more	nuanced	view	in	which	African	modernity	does	
not	need	to	be	described	using	Smith’s	and	Connor’s	conceptions	of	tribalism	and	ethnicity.	
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centuries,	“the	hunt	was	on	for	‘authenticity,’	‘roots,’	‘originality,’	and	‘history,’	as	

nationalism’s	historically	new	consciousness	created	a	radical	break	with	the	past”	

(“Introduction”	98).	However,	this	position	is	problematic;	the	fact	that,	in	Imagined	

Communities,	Anderson	takes	Latin	American	nations—many	of	which	are	host	to	

populations	that	have	virtually	no	claim	on	pre-Columbian	indigenous	cultures—as	being	

the	emblematic	and	historically	first	examples	of	nationalism	alone	suggests	that	these	two	

parts	of	his	thinking	are	not	quite	compatible:24	the	antimodernist	impulses	of	European-

descended	populations	in	the	Americas	are	fundamentally	incomparable	with	those	

functioning	among	groups	in	countries	such	as	Korea,	Japan,	or	many	European	

countries—that	is	to	say,	countries	where	mainstream	society	and	the	majority	of	the	

population	is	contiguous	with	ideas	of	indigeneity.25		

Accordingly,	Anderson’s	conception	of	antimodernism	focuses	on	modernization	in	

a	way	that	elides	the	difference	between	the	pre-modern	cultures	of	settler	Europeans	and	

those	of	Europeans	in	Europe;	he	includes	within	his	“hunt	for	origins”	formations	as	

diverse	as	“Anglo-Australians	seem[ing]	ready	for	republicanism,”	Anglo-New	Zealanders	

being	“prepared	to	describe	themselves,	Maori-style,	as	pakeha,”	as	well	as,	in	a	Canadian	

context,	“the	Laurentian	wilderness,	‘Scotland,’	the	aboriginal	West	Coast,	and	Old	Quebec”	

(“Introduction”	103).	The	only	problem	being,	of	course,	that	those	with	Scottish	heritage	

                                                
24	This	is	hardly	the	place	to	speculate	on	the	diversity	of	various	Latin	American	countries;	
nevertheless,	the	fact	that	in	several	such	societies	indigenous	people	are	referred	to	as	
“blacks”	by	the	largely	European-descended	population	suggests	that	the	antimodernist	
recovery	of	pre-Columbian	cultural	practices	is	in	such	contexts	far	from	a	simple	or	
unproblematic	process.	
25	While	the	Ainu	people	of	Japan	could	be	regarded	as	indigenous	to	some	of	the	northern	
regions,	the	vast	majority	of	the	country’s	population	belongs	to	the	ethnic	group	that	is	
considered	indigenous	to	the	main	islands	of	Japan. 
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finding	Scottish	roots	in	Canada	and	those	with	Scottish	heritage	finding	Maori	roots	in	

New	Zealand	are	two	fundamentally	different	phenomena.	Laurence’s	antimodernist	

recovery	of	the	pre-modern,	which	spans	her	experiences	of	Africa,	the	Canadian	West,	and	

her	own	conception	of	family	history,	is	therefore	necessarily	much	more	complex	than	

Anderson	would	have	it,	and	her	anticipation	of	Smith’s	focus	on	ethnicity	within	

constructions	of	the	nation	allows	deeper	insight	into	this	phenomenon.		

The	compatibility	of	Laurence’s	views	with	Smith’s	is	thus	important	not	because	it	

grants	her	the	ability	fully	to	unpack	her	own	negotiation	of	Scottish	roots	and	Canadian	

citizenship,	but	rather	because	it	reveals	that	a	specific	notion	of	European	history	and	

experience	as	being	universal	to	questions	of	development	and	sovereignty	is	at	the	centre	

of	her	engagements	with	racial	alterity	and	the	internal	or	personalized	othernesses	of	

Euro-Canadian	identity.	More	specifically,	I	want	to	argue	in	the	first	section	of	this	chapter	

that	Laurence’s	so-called	African	fiction	and	her	Manawaka	novels	are	both	informed	by	a	

preoccupation	with	the	distinction	between	pre-modern	and	modern	communal	affiliations	

that	closely	resembles	Smith’s.	In	the	African	works,	antimodernist	sentiment	thus	

envisions	not	cultural	identities	and	modes	of	affiliation	that	are	wholly	other,	but	rather	a	

fusion	of	pre-	and	early	modernity	that	is	constructed	with	reference	to	the	European	

experience	of	development	and	the	corresponding	evolution	of	affiliative	bonds.	In	other	

words,	she	regards	African	cultures	as	offering	the	possibility	of	the	immemorial	while	also	

existing	at	an	earlier	stage	of	a	comprehensible,	Eurocentric	picture	of	modernity.		

I	wish	to	argue	in	the	latter	stages	of	this	chapter	that	in	The	Diviners	this	

antimodernist	attitude	culminates	in	two	different	kinds	of	accommodation	to	social	

realities.	First,	it	historicizes	First	Nations	experience—regarded	as	tribal	and	
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immemorial—via	the	Métis,	who	offer	a	connection	between	a	purely	indigenous	pre-

modernity	and	settler	modernity,	or,	in	other	words,	establish	a	prairie	and	potentially	

Canada-wide	identity	by	fusing	the	early	history	of	European	settlement	with	an	element	of	

pre-modern	cultural	authenticity.	Second,	it	allows	Morag	to	revitalize	her	own	settler	

identity	by	incorporating	a	category	of	European	pre-modernity.	This	act	of	regarding	her	

own	Scots	ancestors	as	predating	European	modernity	as	well	as	Canadian	settler	history	

in	turn	allows	Morag	to	accommodate	herself	to	an	increasingly	international	or	post-

national	lifestyle	by	inscribing	a	personalized	cosmopolitanism	the	implications	of	which	

reify	European	ethnicity	as	the	prerequisite	for	a	twentieth-century	identity	beyond	the	

nation.		By	the	end	of	The	Diviners,	Laurence	offers	a	concept	of	abstract	or	leisure	ethnicity	

that	refers	to	a	discourse	of	collective	identity	but	is	removed	from	historically	rooted	or	

actually	existing	social	practices.26	Paradoxically,	however,	this	highly	personalized	and	

individualistic	sense	of	ethnicity	is	built	on	a	foundation	of	a	Canada-wide	invocation	of	the	

redeeming	power	of	similar	notions	of	roots.	

Gold	Coasts	

Although	they	are	often	acknowledged	as	worthy	and	complex	entries	in	Margaret	

Laurence’s	body	of	work,	the	non-fiction	and	short	stories	that	grew	out	of	Laurence’s	time	

in	Somalia	and	Ghana	have	not	received	anywhere	near	the	same	amount	of	critical	

attention	as	the	author’s	Manawaka	novels.27	A	few	critics	have,	however,	attempted	to	

                                                
26	Sociologist	John	Edwards	wrote	of	a	similar	phenomenon	in	Language,	Society,	and	
Identity	(1985),	arguing	that	immigrant	families’	desire	to	participate	in	mainstream	North	
American	society	results	in	the	reduction	of	ethnic	practices	to	merely	symbolic	or	private	
markers	(97).	
27	Lorna	Irvine	notes	that	many	who	do	attempt	to	engage	with	the	African	writings,	such	
as	the	contributors	to	Christian	Riegel’s	Challenging	Territory	(1997),	do	so	only	by	placing	
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focus	more	closely	on	these	texts’	engagements	with	nationalism	and	non-European	

cultures.	Gabrielle	Collu	argues,	for	instance,	that	both	“The	Drummer	of	All	the	World”	and	

This	Side	Jordan	(1960)	contain	“revisionist”	and	“sensitive”	yet	only	“occasionally	

empowering	representations	of	the	Other”	(20).	Karen	Macfarlane	sees	“The	Rain	Child”	as	

providing	an	alternate	definition	of	the	concept	of	one’s	home—that	is,	as	an	“imaginative	

construct”	that	is	“interstitial	and	strategically	unstable”—and	thus	denying	postcolonial	

binaries	(224).	These	critics	find	a	degree	of	empathy	in	such	writings,	but	they	also	leave	

untheorized	a	more	fundamental	conflict	between	the	supposedly	stable	cultural	identity	of	

the	modern	nation	and	corresponding	entities,	practices,	and	attitudes	that	resist	or	seek	to	

mitigate	the	oppressive	characteristics	of	the	former.	Collu’s	focus	on	the	way	the	(modern)	

self	views	the	Other	through	its	own	lens,	for	instance,	suggests	that	Laurence	was	drawn	

to	such	alterity	as	a	way	of	“questioning”	and	becoming	aware	of	“the	limitations	of	her	

knowledge.”		In	adding	that	Laurence	also	engaged	with	the	Other	as	a	way	of	forming	of	a	

“critical	portrayal	of	herself	as	a	young,	naïve	white	liberal	woman	in	Africa”	(22),	however,	

Collu	implicitly	recognizes	that	Laurence	was	also	critiquing	the	self’s	modernity.	In	

Macfarlane’s	formulation,	meanwhile,	plotting	a	position	outside	postcolonial	binaries	also	

requires	reference	to	these	binaries;	accordingly,	I	believe	that	the	African	writings	also	

harness	the	subject	position	of	a	generalized	Other	as	an	example	of	resistance	to	the	

modern	nation.	Laurence’s	take	on	the	relationship	between	colonizer	and	colonized	is	

thus	shaped	by	a	dialectic	of	the	modern	and	the	antimodernist,	and	this	dialectic	itself	

relies	on	very	specific	notions	of	development	or	modernization.		

                                                
these	writings	in	the	context	of	“re-evaluations	of	the	writer’s	work”	as	a	whole	and	
reading	them	as	inseparable	from	Laurence’s	better-known	“Canadian”	fiction	(190).		
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I	wish	to	address	this	relationship	directly,	first	by	looking	at	the	way	ethnicity,	

nationality,	and	modernity	function	in	The	Prophet’s	Camel	Bell	(1963)	and	

contemporaneous	nonfiction.	I	will	do	so	using	the	concept	of	antimodernism,	which	T.J.	

Jackson	Lears	defines	as	a	range	of	late-nineteenth	and	early-twentieth	century	practices	

that	were	meant	to	“salvage	meaning	and	purpose”	by	embracing	supposedly	pre-modern	

cultures,	but	which	ultimately	evolved	into	a	“complex	blend	of	accommodation	and	

protest”	that	eased	its	practitioners	into	modern,	secular	value	systems	(xiii-xiv).	Lears	

focuses	especially	on	the	way	White	Anglo-Saxon	Protestants	on	both	sides	of	the	Atlantic	

took	up	these	practices	as	a	reaction	against	secularizing	tendencies.	Yet	while	embracing	

pre-modern	symbols,	objects,	and	crafts	occurred	initially	as	a	reaction	to	the	“vagueness	of	

liberal	Protestantism,”	for	example,	these	activities	and	interests	contributed	to	a	more	

effective	socialization	within	the	very	modernity	their	champions	abhorred.	As	Lears	puts	

it,	“Craftsmanship	became	less	a	path	to	satisfying	communal	work	than	a	therapy	for	tired	

businessmen.	The	martial	ideal	ennobled	not	a	quest	for	the	Grail	but	a	quest	for	foreign	

markets.	Even	Catholic	mysticism,	art,	and	ritual	were	adjusted	to	secular	purposes”	(xiii).	

Despite	its	historical	context,	Lears’s	concept	of	antimodernism	is	useful	for	

understanding	both	The	Tomorrow-Tamer	and	The	Diviners.	In	the	former	text,	West	

African	epistemologies	confront	a	Eurocentric	positivism	similar	to	that	which	Lears	

describes	as	having	produced	the	dissatisfaction	that	led	to	antimodernist	sentiment.	Even	

if,	as	Collu	argues,	Laurence	rejects	simplistic	nostalgia	for	an	African	past	(30),	the	stories’	

syntheses	valorize	these	cultures	as	predating	modernity;	in	so	doing,	they	oppose	African	

tradition	and	European	modernity,	and	thus	to	a	certain	extent	accommodate	a	colonial	

situation	in	which	African	independence	requires	a	process	of	modernization	that	must	be	
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carried	out	with	European	assistance.	The	Diviners	at	times	engages	with	a	comparable	

dialectic;	however,	keeping	in	mind	Michelle	Facos’s	argument	that	some	antimodernist	

movements	have	historically	associated	primitivism	with	European	ethnic	heritage,	I	

believe	that	by	this	point	in	Laurence’s	career	Scottish	ethnicity	comes	to	play	the	role	of	

pre-modern	Other	as	much	as	do	the	indigenous	peoples	of	the	Americas.	While	the	

antimodernist	synthesis	in	The	Tomorrow-Tamer	results	in	an	implicit	endorsement	of	

colonialism,	however,	in	The	Diviners	it	results	in	a	reimagining	of	European	ethnicity	that	

implicitly	accommodates	Euro-Canadian	settler	nationalisms	that	place	European	ethnicity	

prior	to	both	the	modern	European	nation-state	as	well	as	the	ostensibly	pluralist	Canadian	

state.	As	will	be	discussed	at	length	below,	the	novel	envisions	not	merely	an	indeterminate	

yet	colonialist	modernization	of	indigenous	peoples,	as	in	the	case	in	Laurence’s	depictions	

of	Africa,	but	rather	the	construction	of	the	Euro-Canadian	subject	as	anchored	in	a	

personalized	ethnic	past	and	therefore	particularly	suited	to	the	cosmopolitan	

individualism	required	for	entry	into	a	globalizing	capitalist	economy.	I	therefore	follow	

Macfarlane	as	far	as	she	sees	in	Laurence’s	earlier	and	later	works	an	attention	to	an	

“alternate	position	that	defines	‘home’	as	an	imaginative	construct”	(224),	but	depart	from	

her	emphasis	on	Laurence’s	“multiplicity,	provisionality,	and	instability”	(225).	Instead,	I	

read	the	later	Laurence’s	rediscovery	of	European	ethnicity	as	replicating	the	

antimodernism	of	her	African	works	insofar	as	it	valorizes	supposedly	anterior	white	

ethnic	identities.	This	later	phase	of	Laurence’s	writing	is	different,	however,	in	that	its	

logical	outcome	is	the	destabilizing	of	pragmatic,	pluralistic	notions	of	Canadian	identity.	

	 Laurence’s	understanding	of	nationalism	as	the	modernization	of	ethnic	and,	in	

some	cases,	persistently	tribal	collective	bonds	is	evident	in	much	of	her	African	fiction.	
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Even	in	This	Side	Jordan,	for	example,	a	work	of	African	fiction	that	is	comparatively	

uninterested	in	the	matters	of	affiliation,	development,	and	identity	discussed	in	this	

chapter,	Miranda	states	that	“[c]orruption	in	high	places”	is	“a	social	phenomenon	that	

appeared	in	every	culture”	and	that	it	was	especially	understandable	in	African	societies	at	

the	time	because	“the	first	loyalty	of	an	African	was	to	his	tribe	and	family”;	the	nation,	“as	

a	social	unit,	was	new	here	.	.	.	and	could	not	hope	to	command	the	same	loyalty	for	at	least	

another	generation”	(163).	This	Side	Jordan	is	an	extended	narrative	arc	that	deals	

predominantly	with	the	psychology	of	the	colonial	situation,	the	class	position	of	the	

European	expatriate,	and	various	manifestations	of	patriarchy;	for	the	purposes	of	my	

investigation	of	modernity	and	Euro-Canadian	heritage,	the	smaller	vignettes	of	

confrontation	between	European	and	African	cultures	that	make	up	The	Tomorrow-Tamer	

make	for	more	fertile	ground.	

Laurence	has	been	praised	for	depicting	Africa	and	Africans	without	losing	sight	of	

the	fact	that	her	observations	are	those	of	an	outsider;	while	she	does,	on	occasion,	attempt	

to	get	inside	the	minds	of	her	African	characters,	her	own	European	subjectivity	is	never	

entirely	forgotten.28	Both	This	Side	Jordan	and	The	Tomorrow-Tamer	remain	attuned	to	the	

strength	of	African	cultural	traditions	as	well	as	the	impossibility	that	a	non-African	can	

fully	understand	their	complexities.	Accordingly,	Laurence’s	contemporary	non-fiction	is	

hesitant	to	describe	any	characteristics	as	pertaining	to	Africans	only,	such	as	when	she	

                                                
28	See	New	127.	Wendy	Roy	offers	a	complex	reading	of	the	way	Laurence’s	African	works	
are	neither	“unusually	culturally	sensitive”	nor	“flawed”	in	their	use	of	African	voices	(34),	
but	she	too	praises	Laurence	for	attempting	“the	difficult	task	of	representing	the	cultural	
specifics	of	the	colonies	and	former	colonies	she	visited”	(52).		
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finds	echoes	of	the	persistent	“tribalism”	of	sub-Saharan	African	countries	not	only	in	other	

pre-national	affiliations,	but	with	national	identities	the	world	over:		

	 Affiliations	with	and	loyalties	to	a	group	are	not	necessarily		 	 	

	 	 negative—they	can	be	positive,	reassuring	and	creative,	an	extension		 	

	 	 of	family,	a	sense	of	belonging.	But	when	membership	in	any	group		 	

	 	 (whether	racial,	religious,	or	nationalist)	expresses	itself	in	hatred		 	

	 	 towards	all	other	groups,	then	the	dark	side	of	tribalism,	perhaps	the		 	

	 	 dark	side	of	every	human	psyche,	emerges	and	erupts.	It	is	not			 	

	 	 sufficient	and	not	useful	to	deny	that	this	dark	side	exists.	It	exists,	at		 	

	 	 least	potentially,	within	all	of	us.	What	is	necessary	is	to	examine	it,	to			

	 	 try	to	understand	it,	and	perhaps	to	begin	thereby	to	overcome	it	and			

	 	 make	it	lose	some	of	its	threat.	(“Tribalism”	231)		

Far	from	merely	universalizing	the	sometimes	conflicting	loyalties	she	found	during	her	

time	in	Africa,	Laurence	was	careful	to	consider	both	their	particularities	as	well	as	the	fact	

that	her	very	presence	as	an	observer	was	bound	to	alter	the	expression	of	these	bonds.29	

In	The	Prophet’s	Camel	Bell,	for	instance,	she	admits	to	a	lack	of	understanding	of	Somali	

social	relations	and	their	role	in	structuring	work	relationships	and	hiring	practices.		She	

details	her	and	Jack	Laurence’s	reactions	to	an	employee	who	was	himself	attempting	to	

reconcile	differing	social	practices:	

                                                
29	Similar	care	can	be	found	much	later,	in	Laurence’s	memoir,	Dance	on	the	Earth.	Even	
among	the	comparatively	casual,	universalizing	ruminations	in	this	text,	she	refers	to	the	
experience	of	the	Euro-Canadian	as	“the	oppression	of	colonialized	people”	(47);	given	the	
contemporary	tendency	of	many	authors	to	refer	to	Euro-Canadians	as	“colonized”	or	
“natives,”	Laurence’s	memoir	once	again	stands	apart	from	the	pack	in	terms	of	its	
understanding	of	such	delicate	distinctions.		
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	 	 We	acknowledged	some	bond	.	.	.	by	our	gratitude	and	by	the	gift.	We		 	

	 	 even	asked	him	what	he	would	like,	saying	we	would	give	him		 	 	

	 	 anything	he	wanted,	within	reason.	Did	we,	then,	in	his	eyes,	agree	to		 	

	 	 become	his	power	at	court?	Did	Jack,	in	firing	one	of	Abdi’s	relatives,		 	

	 	 appear	to	negate	a	tacit	agreement	to	act	as	a	kind	of	protector	to	him			

	 	 and	his	family?	I	think	so.	We	ourselves	had	established	the	bond.	He		 	

	 	 was	not	to	know	that	we	did	not	see	it	in	the	same	way	as	he	did.	His		 	

	 	 later	and	increased	demands,	which	seemed	so	outrageous	then,	seem		

	 	 in	retrospect	to	have	been	a	frantic	effort	to	prove	that	the	bond	still		 	

	 	 existed.	(188-89)		

Still,	this	awareness	of	cultural	relativity	is	enabled	by	a	shared	desire	to	complete	

infrastructure	projects	that	have	been	imposed	by	Europeans	and	are	cast	as	rational,	

necessary,	and	equally	beneficial	to	Somali	and	colonizer.	While	Laurence	avoids	

committing	the	error	that	Johannes	Fabian	described	two	decades	later	as	constructing	the	

non-European	subject	as	prior	to	or	separate	from	European	observers	(35),	the	manner	in	

which	she	does	so	grants	the	modernization	process	a	dominant	role.			

As	a	result,	binaries	of	modernity	and	tradition	are	not	absent	from	Laurence’s	

writing.	However,	her	understanding	of	different	kinds	of	affiliation	and	the	interrelation	of	

African	and	European	subjectivities	results	in	her	valorizing	African	cultural	traits	not	

because	they	are	wholly	other,	but	because	of	their	invocation	in	the	present	of	what	she	

regards	as	the	earlier,	more	authentic	social	and	cultural	characteristics	of	the	Western	

subject.	Several	critics	get	close	to	identifying	this	dynamic	in	The	Tomorrow-Tamer,	but	

few	regard	its	implications	as	central	to	the	text.	Guy	Vanderhaeghe	states,	for	example,	



 

 93	

that	The	Tomorrow-Tamer	is	“a	god-driven	and	god-haunted	book”	and	that	this	indicates	

Laurence	“took	religion	seriously”	(248).	While	Laurence	certainly	deals	with	plural	gods	

throughout	the	stories	that	make	up	the	collection,	these	figures	exist	largely	as	precursors	

to	Christianity,	which	must	supersede	rather	than	coexist	with	African	religions.	Cecil	

Abrahams,	meanwhile,	points	out	Laurence’s	interest	in	“the	ethos	of	traditional	society”	

(137),	but	he	does	so	primarily	to	link	this	with	her	promotion	of	a	Canada	“freed	of	

prejudice	towards	the	Indians	in	particular	but	other	disenfranchised	groups	as	well”	

(141).	David	Lucking	offers	a	dialectical	reading	of	The	Tomorrow-Tamer,	in	which	the	

stories	suggest	that	“those	who	approach	the	Other	in	the	spirit	of	sentimental	veneration	

are	as	much	a	part	of	the	colonial	phenomenon	as	are	outright	imperialists”	(68).	

Nevertheless,	Laurence’s	attempt	at	mitigating	such	colonial	complicity	relies	on	a	progress	

narrative	that	privileges	African	cultures	precisely	for	their	inhabitation	of	a	nearer	yet	

always-earlier	stage	of	development.		

W.H.	New	comes	closest	to	isolating	the	blend	of	pre-	and	early	modernity	

Laurence’s	African	works	identify.	He	argues	that	in	“The	Rain	Child”	and	other	stories	

“[l]inear	historicity	and	creative	orality	.	.	.	oppose	each	other	as	cultural	values”	(115).	He	

notes,	however,	that	at	times	Laurence	“appears	not	to	have	mastered”	the	distinction	

between	the	two	or	else	“is	trying	to	break	past	the	simple	dichotomy	which	the	opposition	

suggests,”	as	she	“is	drawn	at	once	to	historicity	and	orality”	(116).	I	detect	the	same	

slippage.	I	agree	with	New	insofar	as	he	claims	that	“‘traditional	Africa’	exists	only	

peripherally	in	these	stories,	and	Laurence	more	directly	portrays	a	society	already	blessed	

and	burdened	by	its	contemporaneity”	(118).	I	believe,	however,	that	Laurence’s	purported	

lack	of	mastery	in	distinguishing	between	modernity	and	African	tradition	is	instead	a	
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symptom	of	another	problem:	her	reference	to	African	cultures	as	developing	according	to	

a	similar	temporal	narrative	as	Europeans	yet	bearing	the	traces	of	an	ontology	which	that	

same	narrative	constructs	as	always	anterior	to	itself.		

Indeed,	much	of	The	Tomorrow-Tamer	problematizes	notions	of	the	purely	modern	

as	well	as	the	pure	or	perpetually	anterior.	Nevertheless,	the	instances	of	hybridization	

often	contain	a	plot	twist	in	which	Western	(or	modern)	systems	of	knowing	are	altered	

and	improved	by	an	engagement	with	the	African	Other,	which	is	portrayed	as	occupying	

an	earlier	stage	of	this	same	European	experience	of	modernity.	Laurence’s	awareness	of	

the	tribal	and	ethnic	affiliations	that	coexisted	with	the	national	politics	of	Africa	at	the	

time	of	the	independence	movements	of	the	1950s	and	1960s	also	suggests	that,	in	these	

early	stories,	African	alterity	is	aligned	with	pre-	and	intra-national	conceptions	of	

European	ethnicity.	By	extension,	many	of	these	stories	depict	a	knowledge	of	African	

cultures	and	experiences	of	modernization	as	filling	out	European	subjectivity	by	putting	it	

back	in	touch	with	a	lost	European	pre-modern	essence.	Although	this	essence	is	

sometimes	cast	as	dangerous	to	African	individuals	and	communities	undergoing	processes	

of	social	and	economic	upheaval—that	is	to	say,	as	preventing	these	groups	from	benefiting	

from	colonially	inflected	modernization—it	is	simultaneously	presented	as	a	boon	to	those	

wishing	to	reinvigorate	the	sterile	modernity	of	Western	nations.	

From	the	collection’s	first	page,	Laurence	debunks	notions	of	cultural	authenticity	

while	intertwining	them	with	a	narrative	of	Western-oriented	development.	In	“The	

Drummer	of	All	the	World,”	irony	distances	the	European	narrator	from	the	story’s	larger	

ideological	implications.	As	part	of	this	process,	however,	the	narrative	implies	a	vaster	

unknowability	that	keeps	an	intuitive,	native,	autochthonous,	organically	developing	
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Africanness	separate	from	rational,	positivist	inquiry.	The	story	begins	with	the	narrator’s	

opening	statement	that,	while	his	missionary	father	thought	he	was	bringing	salvation	to	

Africa,	“I,	on	the	other	hand,	no	longer	know	what	salvation	is.”	He	adds,	“I	am	not	sure	that	

it	lies	in	the	future.	And	I	know	now	that	it	is	not	to	be	found	in	the	past”	(1).	This	aphorism	

is	important	in	several	ways.	For	one,	its	distance	from	the	events	of	the	story	implies	that	

knowledge	can	be	attained	by	experience	that	is	based	in	but	also	transcends	opposites.	

The	narrator,	Matthew,	recognizes	that	there	was	once	a	notion	of	salvation	(European-led	

progress,	or	“the	future”);	however,	the	opposite	position,	in	which	salvation	may	be	

attained	by	returning	to	“the	past,”	or	the	traditional	cultural	practices	of	Africa,	yields	the	

greater	insight	that	the	situation	may	simply	be	beyond	his	(or	anyone’s)	understanding.	It	

is	also	worth	noting	that	this	attitude	is	somewhat	ironized	due	to	Matthew’s	resigned,	

melodramatic	qualities:		

	 I	think	[my	mother]	would	have	been	happier	if	she	had	even	once		 	

	 	 admitted	that	she	hated	Africa,	hated	the	mild-eyed	African	women		 	

	 	 who	displayed	in	public	their	ripe	heavy	breasts	to	suckle	their	babies,		

	 	 and	the	brown-skinned	men	with	their	slender	fingers,	their		 	 	

	 	 swaggering	walk,	their	bare	muscular	thighs.	I	suppose	she	must	have			

	 	 realized	her	hatred.	Perhaps	that	was	why	she	worked	herself		 	 	

	 	 to	death—trying	to	prove	it	was	not	so.	(2)		

This	valorization	of	Matthew’s	mother	is	a	further	treatment	of	the	sad,	white	colonial	male	

Laurence	mocks	so	ruthlessly	in	several	African	works;	it	is	also	a	cornily	idyllic	picture	of	a	

childhood	in	which	this	figure	goes	native:	“Kwabena	and	I	used	to	run,	whooping	and	

yelling,	beside	Yaa	as	she	walked	back	from	the	market,	her	great	hips	swaying	under	the	
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thick	folds	of	her	best	green	and	mauve	cloth,	and	her	wide	brass	headpan	piled	high	with	

mangoes	and	paw-paw,	yams	and	red	peppers”	(2-3).	Shortly	afterwards,	he	states,	“This	

was	my	Africa,	in	the	days	of	my	childhood,	before	I	knew	how	little	I	knew”	(9),	the	clichéd	

final	clause	ironizing	even	the	comparatively	enlightened	narrative	voice.	This	irony	fits	the	

narrator	into	a	story	of	growth	from	youth	to	maturity,	but	in	so	doing	it	holds	on	to	an	

African	unknowability	deriving	from	an	earlier	stage	in	the	evolution	of	affiliative	bonds.	

Even	as	Matthew	expresses	his	disapproval	of	the	colonial	enterprise,	he	finds	a	pre-

modern	condition	that	is	common	to	both	Europe	and	Africa	and	yet	is	at	once	located	in	

Europe’s	distant	past	and,	in	the	case	of	Africa,	much	closer	to	the	present.	His	father	claims	

at	one	point	that	if	they	wish	to	succeed	in	converting	Africans,	they	“can’t	cut	out	the	

parades.”	He	insists	that	“they’re	like	children,	these	people.	In	order	to	be	drawn	to	the	

church,	they	must	have	the	pageantry,	the	music—it’s	better	than	their	own	heathen	

dancing,	anyway.”	Matthew’s	father	is	presented	as	conservative	and	reactionary,	but	such	

images	of	religious	history	are	used	throughout	the	story	to	represent	the	perspective	that	

Africans	lag	behind	Europeans.	This	imagery	takes	on	additional	meaning,	for	instance,	

when	he	adds,	“[b]esides,	the	Roman	Catholics	have	parades”	(5),	and	when	it	is	noted	that	

he	“hated	only	one	thing	more	than	the	heathen	gods	and	that	was	the	Roman	Catholic	

Church”	(4).	This	scorn	implies	that	the	“heathens”	are	more	admirable	because,	as	

Africans,	their	temporal	lag	is	natural	whereas	European	Catholics	should	know	better.	For	

this	reason,	Matthew’s	father	describes	Catholic	rites	as	“Formalism,	Latin—all	learned	by	

rote”;	the	students	and	teachers	“have	no	spontaneity”	(4).	The	shortcomings	of	African	

traditions,	in	contrast,	are	implied	to	be	acceptable	rather	than	artificially	regressive	or	

stunted.	Matthew’s	enthusiasm	for	their	hybridized	celebrations	challenges	the	rigid	views	
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of	his	father;	it	also,	however,	confirms	the	latter’s	implication	that	a	less	developed	

religious	sensibility	is	a	natural	African	characteristic:	“I	wish	you	could	have	heard	the	

Mission	Boys’	Fife	and	Drum	Band	playing	‘Onward,	Christian	Soldiers’	with	a	syncopated	

jazz	beat,	hot	as	the	forest’s	pulse.	.	.	.	They	could	no	more	stop	themselves	from	dancing	

than	they	could	from	breathing.	Every	sinew,	every	bone,	in	their	bodies	responded	to	

rhythm	as	to	a	lover’s	touch”	(6).	What	is	more,	Matthew’s	youthful,	cloying	enthusiasm	for	

a	rhythm	“hot	as	the	forest’s	pulse”	valorizes	a	spontaneous	show	of	cultural	rebellion	and	

readaptation,	while	the	wiser	authorial	voice	implicitly	considers	the	complexities	of	this	

African	vitality	becoming	most	visible	in	the	context	of	the	religious	and	patriotic	

mobilizations	of	early	phases	of	Western	modernity.	The	instances	in	which	Africanness	

appears	as	a	timeless	essence,	then,	are	in	fact	merely	the	moments	at	which	a	familiar	

narrative	of	Western	modernization	reveals	itself	within	(and	is	inflected	by	the	

peculiarities	of)	African	experience.		

It	is	significant	that	this	description	has	Africans	revivifying	the	culturally	stagnant	

and	ostensibly	less	advanced	parades	of	European	Catholics.	This	distinction	occurs	as	part	

of	a	larger	set	of	images	that	casts,	on	the	one	hand,	some	individuals	within	developed,	

“adult”	nations	and	states	as	unnaturally	childlike	or	else	in	their	dotage.	Africans	are	cast,	

on	the	other	hand,	as	part	of	“childlike”	states	and	are	imbued	with	a	youthful	aura	that	

represents	the	ability	of	their	cultures	to	revitalize	a	European	modernity	portrayed	either	

as	stagnant	or	as	withering	in	the	form	of	leftover	traditions	from	Europe’s	past,	such	as	

Catholicism.	These	distinctions	are	visible	on	the	level	of	the	individual,	with	one	example	

being	the	narrator’s	father,	who	is	aged,	while	Kwabena,	who	desires	at	one	point	to	

become	a	fetish	priest,	is	youthful.		
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In	spite	of	the	story’s	ironizing	of	the	narrator’s	views	of	a	distinction	between	

African	characters’	physical	growth	and	their	intellectual	development,	which	is	expressed	

as	different	from	the	vibrancy	of	their	music,	Laurence’s	images	of	youth	confirm	the	

story’s	reliance	on	an	overriding	narrative	of	modernization.	Upon	encountering	the	

characters	from	a	younger	generation,	Matthew	states,	“I	thought	[Afua]	had	changed	more	

than	anyone.	I	see	now	that	she	had	changed	less	than	Kwabena,	for	the	difference	in	her	

was	one	that	life	had	brought	about,	easily,	of	itself.	Her	body	gave	the	impression	of	

incredible	softness	and	at	the	same	time	a	maternal	strength”	(11-12).	Implied	is	the	fact	

that	Kwabena’s	political	awareness	(manifested	in	his	increasingly	staunch	pro-

independence	position)	did	not	occur	“easily”	or	“of	itself,”	and	that	images	of	biological	

growth	are	not	appropriate	in	this	context.	The	narrative	voice	critiques	the	young	African	

whose	awkward	adolescence	makes	for	the	militant	politics	of	independence	movements,	

but	in	so	doing	it	implies	a	wider	authorial	understanding	in	which	the	narrator’s	

disapproval	of	modern	political	agitation	is	replaced	by	an	implicit	acknowledgement	that	

traces	of	African	pre-modernity	animate	the	first	stages	of	quintessentially	modern	

political	manifestations.	Similarly,	when	the	narrator	associates	Kwabena’s	childhood	wish	

to	have	practiced	traditional	medicine	with	his	own	idyllic	childhood	(“With	me,	he	could	

never	outgrow	his	past,	the	time	when	he	had	wanted	to	be	another	kind	of	doctor”	[15]),	

the	result	is	that	the	authorial	voice,	in	ironizing	this	association	of	African	customs	with	

individual	youth,	nevertheless	valorizes	traditional	medicine	as	a	tribally	empowering	

practice	that	animates	its	adherents’	adoption	of	Western	medical	techniques.	

The	story’s	opposition	of	Europeans’	upper-class	morals	and	African	women’s	

dancing,	appearing	naked,	or	breastfeeding	in	plain	view	also	confirms	the	alignment	of	



 

 99	

spontaneity	and	vitality	with	an	African	childhood	that	extends	into	the	early	phases	of	a	

modernization	narrative.	As	independence	nears	and	Matthew	sees	political	development	

and	activism,	the	nudity	he	observes	is	deemed	less	appropriate.	At	this	point	he	describes	

“an	African	nightclub	called	‘Weekend	in	Wyoming,’	and	a	mahogany-skinned	girl	wearing	

white	face	powder.	It	was	a	parade	of	a	new	sort,	with	buxom	market	women	chanting	

‘Free-dom!’”	(13).	Despite	the	narrator’s	growing	understanding	of	himself,	or	else	merely	

his	indication	that	his	views	may	not	be	so	progressive	after	all,	the	extent	to	which	these	

images	persist	in	the	story	and	structure	his	maturing	viewpoint	suggests	again	a	

distinction	between	an	overly	mature	Europe	and	a	youthful	yet	imperiled	Africa.	He	

depicts	his	experience	in	Africa	as	part	of	his	own	physical	and	intellectual	youth	and	the	

process	of	attaining	a	maturity	that	will	inevitably	lead	him	away	from	the	continent.	The	

fact	that	characters	such	as	Kwabena	are	shown	moving	beyond	such	a	distinction	further	

positions	African	cultures	as	occupying	an	earlier	location	in	a	developmental	narrative	

that	remains	fundamentally	Eurocentric.	What	is	more,	the	narrator’s	own	childish	and	

unappealing	characteristics	play	into	this	dynamic.	When	he	disapproves	of	Ghanaian	

political	parties—stating,	“Independence	is	the	new	fetish,	and	political	parties	are	the	new	

chieftains”	(17)—Kwabena	mockingly	asks,	“A	chieftain	in	a	Kente	cloth—you	prefer	that	

to	a	politician	in	a	business	suit?”	(17).	Kwabena	here	satirizes	a	picture	of	unchanging	

Africanness	juxtaposed	with	modernity;	the	story	still,	however,	celebrates	the	invocation	

of	such	ethnic	traditions	by	placing	them	in	the	context	of	an	African	nation’s	

approximation	of	the	earlier,	ostensibly	more	vital	stages	of	a	Eurocentric	conception	of	

modernity.	
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This	view	of	African	culture	is	evident	in	the	story’s	depiction	of	Ghana’s	

progression	towards	independence.		If	Africans	occupy	an	earlier	stage	in	an	evolution	of	

affiliative	bonds	in	which	tribal	and	ethnic	allegiances	are	still	in	the	process	of	being	

translated	into	national	unity,	these	separate	stages	can	be	expected	to	mark	Ghanaian	

nationalism	to	a	much	larger	extent	than	they	do	the	nation-states	of	the	West.	In	the	final	

passage,	Matthew’s	narrative	voice	repeats	and	revises	its	opening	lines:	“I	do	not	any	

longer	know	what	salvation	is.	I	only	know	that	one	man	cannot	find	it	for	another	man,	

and	one	land	cannot	bring	it	to	another”	(18).	Laurence	here	depicts	her	European	

narrator’s	perspective	and	worldview	as	expanding,	if	only	slightly,	due	to	his	contact	with	

the	evolving	politics	and	culture	of	the	story’s	African	setting	and	characters.		It	is	notable	

that	she	does	so	by	altering	the	distanced,	aphoristic	words	that	open	the	story,	in	effect	

incorporating	an	element	of	the	continuity	that	occurs	in	oral	cultures	via	the	repetition	

and	augmentation	of	knowledge.	This	concluding	act	also	sees	Laurence	filling	out	her	own,	

Euro-Canadian	depiction	of	Africa	with	the	insight	gained	from	her	experience	with	

indigenous	African	cultures.	While	such	elements	bear	out	Laurence’s	good	intentions,	they	

also	indicate	her	alignment	with	Smith’s	subsequently	articulated	theory,	in	which	African	

modernity	emerges	according	to	Western	terms	of	affiliation	and	can	be	made	

comprehensible	only	in	the	depiction	of	a	moment	of	accelerated	progress	from	tribe	to	

ethnicity	to	nation	in	which	these	three	stages	coexist.		

“The	Tomorrow-Tamer”	builds	on	this	idea	of	progress	by	focusing	on	

environmental	sustainability	and	cultural	identity.		From	the	beginning,	the	story	engages	

with	the	ability	of	pre-national	clan	structures	to	survive	amid	colonization	and	rapid	

development:	“The	wise	men	from	the	coast,”	Badu	declares,	“the	government	men	who	are	
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greater	than	any	chief—they	have	said	that	a	bridge	is	to	be	built	here,	an	honour	for	your	

small	village”	(85).	The	father	of	Kofi,	the	story’s	main	character,	occupies	the	traditional	

position	in	this	collision	of	African	and	European	values.	At	first	he	asks,	“How	could	it	be	

true?”	Then	he	states,	“We	have	always	used	the	Atware	ferry.	There	will	be	no	bridge”	

(83).	Other	villagers,	meanwhile,	are	said	to	be	scornful	of	the	coastal	workers	brought	in	

by	the	British,	due	not	to	the	merits	of	the	project,	but	rather	to	local	history:	“These	people	

were	bush—they	knew	nothing	of	the	world	of	streets	and	shops.	But	because	they	had	

once	thrown	their	spears	all	along	the	coast,	they	still	scorned	his	people,	calling	them	

cowards	and	eaters	of	fish-heads”	(86).	As	the	story	progresses,	such	attitudes	are	

juxtaposed	with	the	segments	of	the	village’s	population	who	gladly	take	opportunities	to	

work	on	the	bridge	and	enjoy	their	high	wages.	

Kofi	becomes	a	central	figure	in	the	story’s	questions	about	the	role	the	cultures	of	

local	ethnic	groups	ought	to	play	in	ensuring	social	and	environmental	sustainability	amid	

unprecedented	development.	The	river	priest,	Okomfo	Ofori,	reminds	the	workers	that	

“[w]e	do	not	know	whether	Owura	will	suffer	his	river	to	be	disturbed”	(87);	soon	

afterwards,	he	selects	Kofi	to	join	in	the	work	on	the	bridge	so	that	“the	village	could	

discover	what	the	bridgemen	would	do	to	the	sons	of	Owurasu”	(89).	In	time,	however,	Kofi	

becomes	enthralled	with	the	lifestyle	of	working	on	the	bridge	and	earning	“cash	money”	

(90),	the	likes	of	which	his	fellow	villagers	have	never	known.	He	assumes	this	lifestyle	will	

continue	in	perpetuity,	musing	that	“[w]hen	the	hut	was	built,	and	the	gifts	given	and	

received,	his	life	would	move	in	the	known	way.	He	would	plant	his	crops	and	his	children.”	

This	sentiment	is	quickly	followed	by	“the	big	machines”	that	come	“rolling	and	roaring	

into	Owurasu”	(91),	uprooting	trees	and	driving	Okomfo	Ofori	to	tears.	The	villagers	
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quickly	become	accustomed	to	the	new	landscape,	but	as	work	on	the	bridge	draws	to	a	

close,	some	are	reluctant	to	believe	that	their	cycle	of	labour	and	consumption	is	not	as	

sustainable	as	a	subsistence	lifestyle	the	terms	of	which	Kofi	still	uses	to	visualize	his	

future.	When	Emmanuel	asks	him	if	he	would	like	to	stay	on	as	a	painter	once	construction	

is	complete,	Kofi	confusedly	replies,	“Of	course.	.	.	.	Am	I	not	a	bridgeman?”	(98).	At	this	

point	colonial	modernization	is	revealed	to	be	unsustainable	as	well	as	incompatible	with	

African	experiences	of	social	and	cultural	continuity.	

Kofi	embodies	this	contradiction	when	he	begins	to	conceive	of	his	own	

precariousness	as	linked	to	the	village’s	concerns	over	how	the	forest	and	river	will	react	to	

the	nearly	completed	bridge.	With	his	own	ambition	being	curtailed	at	the	same	time	as	the	

project’s	ability	to	bring	prosperity	to	the	community	ends,	Kofi	reflects	that	he	“knew	

what	to	do.	He	was	no	longer	the	bridge’s	priest,	but	now	the	thought	could	be	borne.	He	

was	fearless,	fearless	as	Emmanuel”	(102).	With	the	bridge	itself	unable	to	sustain	the	now	

disrupted	community,	African	customs	that	predate	its	construction,	such	as	the	centring	of	

authority	in	the	river	priest	and	upholding	of	respect	for	the	river	god,	need	to	be	

recovered.	The	story	presents	a	scenario	in	which	Europeans	modernize	Africans,	in	other	

words,	but	a	pre-modern	Africanness	is	quickly	required	to	strike	a	cultural	and	

environmental	balance.	Having	lost	sight	of	the	latter	as	he	embraced	the	former,	Kofi	

sacrifices	himself,	climbing	the	bridge	and	then	falling	to	his	death	as	an	offering	to	both	

the	bridge	and	the	river.	Significantly,	the	villagers	understand	his	actions:	

	 	 The	bridge,	clearly,	had	sacrificed	its	priest	in	order	to	appease	the		 	

	 	 river.	The	people	felt	they	knew	the	bridge	now.	Kofi	had	been	the		 	

	 	 first	to	recognize	the	shrine,	but	he	had	been	wrong	about	one	thing.		 	
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	 	 The	bridge	was	not	as	powerful	as	Owura.	The	river	had	been		 	 	

	 	 acknowledged	as	elder.	The	queenly	bridge	had	paid	its	homage	and		 	

	 	 was	a	part	of	Owurasu	at	last.	(103)		

The	story	thus	posits	a	synthesis	for	the	village,	but	it	does	so	by	casting	modern	

infrastructure	as	the	common	factor	in	developing	from	a	colonized	tribal	society	to	an	

independent	nation-state.	Moreover,	its	conclusion	suggests	that	an	equilibrium	between	

the	two	positions	can	be	attained	by	recovering	pre-national	social	attributes.	As	with	“The	

Drummer	of	All	the	World,”	the	story’s	form	suggests	that	the	colonizing	cultures	that	

initiate	such	development	would	benefit	from	approximating	the	harmony	they	thought	

they	were	watching	disappear	in	such	communities.	It	is	a	form	in	which	the	free	indirect	

discourse	is	centered	on	Kofi	and	then,	after	his	death,	invokes	the	community’s	

narrativizing	of	his	sacrifice.	

	“The	Pure	Diamond	Man”	goes	furthest	in	troubling	notions	of	pure	or	untouched	

African	cultural	practices.	It	also	presents	the	collection’s	most	direct	engagement	with	

European	antimodernist	impulses.	And	yet,	it,	too,	concludes	with	a	picture	of	African	

traditions	being	valorized	precisely	for	their	evocation	of	an	earlier	stage	of	European	

modernity,	here	exemplified	by	a	cavalier	resourcefulness	and	entrepreneurialism	that	

recall	the	heyday	of	Western	(or	at	least	North	American)	capitalist	growth.	The	story’s	

African	narrator,	Tetteh,	whose	life	is	intertwined	with	urban	social	trappings,	comes	

across	Philip	Hardacre,	who	is	sulking	in	a	bar	over	his	boredom	with	England	and	his	

disappointment	at	finding	an	Africa	that	is	too	well	integrated	with	global	commerce	and	

culture.		“Your	ancient	culture	had	a	weird	magnificence	about	it,”	he	tells	Tetteh:		
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	 witchfinders’	dance,	festivals	of	the	dead,	offerings	to	the	river	gods,		 	

	 	 the	medicine	man’s	phenomenal	sense	of	the	dramatic.	To	me,	those		 	

	 	 things	constitute	the	true	Africa.	What’s	more,	it	still	exists.	But	how		 	

	 	 to	discover	it?	.	.	.	I’ve	been	in	villages,	but		people	clam	up	so.	I	found		 	

	 	 one	revolting	crone	who	purported	to	be	a	fetish	priestess,	but	she		 	

	 	 turned	out	to	be	only	another	Bible	spinner.	.	.	.	Grotesque	.	.	.	but		 	

	 	 hardly	African.	It’s	the	pure	customs	which	interest	me,	not	these		 	

	 	 dilutions.	(187)		

Tetteh	quickly	begins	formulating	a	plan	to	profit	from	Hardacre’s	naivety	and	idealism.	

Even	after	he	makes	his	expectations	clear,	however,	Hardacre	explicitly	juxtaposes	the	

vitality	of	(his	notion	of)	African	culture	with	European	modernity.	While	condemning	

examples	of	cultural	hybridity,	such	as	Pidgin	English	and	highlife	music,	as	well	as	

“political	meetings	and	anti-malarial	pills,”	Hardacre	states,	“[a]ll	of	it	so	dreary.	The	Lord	

knows	England	is	drab	enough.	I	thought	it	would	be	different	here”	(187).	

Embodying	this	lack	of	pure	African	alterity	is	Tetteh’s	childhood	friend	Daniel,	who	

has	been	educated	in	England.	The	story	opens	with	Tetteh	talking	about	his	luck—an	

emanation	of	the	essential,	irrational,	and	immeasurable—and	how	it	has	contributed	to	

his	material	success.	Daniel	counters	by	stating,	“Scientifically,	you	realize,	a	consistently	

lucky	person	is	an	impossibility”	(182)	and	“You	didn’t	need	to	help	your	luck.	.	.	.	You	

didn’t	need	luck,	either,	if	it	comes	to	that.	You	were	smart	enough,	if	you’d	only	believed	it”	

(184).	This	statement	suggests	that	Tetteh	has	succeeded	according	to	Daniel’s	rationalist	

terms—in	which	measurable	intelligence	stands	apart	from	unknowable,	innate	
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characteristics—yet	has	done	so	partially	because	of	his	embodiment	of	the	non-rational.	

Tetteh	confirms	as	much	when	he	discusses	his	impressions	of	the	chop-bar’s	sign:	

	 	 Maybe	this	sign	has	no	special	meaning	for	you,	Daniel,	now	you	are	a			

	 	 big	newspaper	man.	.	.	.	You	are	“been-to”	men,	my	friend.	What		 	

	 	 should	you	be	needing	with	heavenly	signs?	But	I	am	a	boy	from		 	

	 	 Gyakrom,	and	I	am	following	my	Luck	and	greatly	wishing	for	some		 	

	 	 divine		happenings	to	provide	me	with	sufficiency	of	cash.	Cash,		 	

	 	 Daniel—a	sweet	word.	This	cash	I	want	for	purposes	which	I	now	tell		 	

	 	 you.	Namely,	to	start	some	small	business	of	mine	which	will	grow		 	

	 	 quickly	and	giantly,	like	some	paw-paw	tree,	making	full	fruits	for	me.			

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (185)		

Daniel	has	gone	away	and	been	made	modern	according	to	the	European	model,	having	

become	strictly	rational	and	unaffected	by	superstitions;	while	he	is	portrayed	as	rigid	and	

no	longer	in	possession	of	any	spontaneity,	however,	Tetteh	embodies	the	moment	at	

which	a	supposedly	irrational—and	tribally	or	ethnically	situated—belief	in	luck,	the	

lingering	power	of	fetishes,	and	the	ability	to	appeal	to	non-rational	feelings	and	desires	

enables	an	entrepreneurial	disposition	that	evokes	early	Western	capitalist	accumulation.		

Tetteh’s	resourcefulness	as	an	entrepreneur	is	thus	nourished	by	the	pre-modern	as	

much	as	it	is	by	the	newness	of	the	modernizing	urge.	Indeed,	the	two	work	together	in	

locating	Africans	at	an	earlier	point	of	modernity	in	which	they	are	still	in	touch	with	what	

came	before.	Responding	to	the	falsity	of	Hardacre’s	binary	thinking,	Tetteh	goes	home	to	

organize	a	performance	for	the	jaded	traveler,	even	compelling	his	father	to	play	along	

despite	his	reluctance	to	fake	rituals	in	exchange	for	money.	Yet	even	the	moment	that	
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gives	Hardacre	the	experience	he	yearns	for—purchasing	fetish	objects	and	participating	in	

what	he	regards	as	an	authentic	ritual	(200)—is	enabled	by	Bonsu’s	joining	the	church	and	

giving	up	his	fetishes	to	Reverend	Quarshie.	The	clergyman	had	earlier	boasted	about	his	

superior	stockpile	of	similar	items	obtained	from	converts	to	the	Church	(199).	Although	

the	story	concludes	with	Tetteh’s	telling	Daniel	that	Hardacre’s	eventual	abandonment	of	

his	quest	for	authenticity	made	him	worry	he	was	“losing	my	Luck,”	he	is	also	left	thinking	

of	the	wiles	of	“that	clever	man	Quarshie	and	that	snakely	Bonsu,”	an	act	that	inspires	him	

to	write	down	a	set	of	slogans	for	a	hypothetical	foot-cure	business	that	features	“All-

African”	remedies,	one	of	these	slogans	being,	“TETTEH	LUCK	CO.	INC.		SOLE	

DISTRIBUTORS”	(203).	Once	again,	it	is	an	early	moment	on	the	European	path	to	

modernization	that	yields	the	greatest	antimodernist	experience	for	the	English	subject—

here	in	the	form	of	Hardacre’s	fleeting	enlightenment—as	well	as	the	picture	of	an	“All-

African”	entrepreneurial	spirit	that	animates	Ghanaian	independence.	Once	again,	Africa	is	

cast	not	quite	as	pre-modern,	but	as	occupying	an	early	stage	of	modernity	that	carries	a	

trace	of	the	immemorial.	

Red	Rivers	

This	characteristic	of	Laurence’s	antimodernism	also	appears	in	the	engagements	

with	First	Nations	history	and	characters	that	appear	in	the	Manawaka	novels.	While	her	

sensitivities	to	the	characteristics	of	diverse	groups	suggest	that	she	would	be	hesitant	to	

claim	broad	similarities	among	completely	unrelated	populations,	at	a	few	points	in	her	

nonfiction	she	explicitly	connects	African	and	First	Nations	cultures.	What	is	more,	

extrapolating	her	beliefs	about	African	pre-modernity	to	other	contexts	allows	her	to	

expand	her	conception	of	the	benefits	of	the	pre-	or	a-modern.	In	“The	Poem	and	the	
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Spear,”	for	example,	she	uses	what	she	characterizes	as	the	almost	mystical	effects	of	

poetry	to	describe	both	groups’	resistance	against	the	superior	weaponry	of	the	imperialist	

cultures	oppressing	them.	This	comparison	serves	as	yet	another	stage	in	Laurence’s	

eventual	reclamation	of	pre-modern	European	ethnic	identities	as	existing	in	parallel	with	

these	non-European	groups	and	thus	being	able	to	revitalize	Western	culture;	for,	in	

making	it,	Laurence	not	only	echoes	Smith’s	narrative	of	political	and	technological	

development	accompanying	or	hastening	the	evolution	of	affiliative	bonds	into	those	of	the	

modern	(Western)	nation-state,	but	also	establishes	non-rational	notions	of	the	

supernatural	and	the	artistic	as	universal	resources	with	which	any	culture	that	is	deemed	

excessively	or	undesirably	modern	may	approximate	pre-modern	or	immemorial	vitality.	

In	the	short	introductory	note	that	accompanied	this	essay	when	it	was	finally	published	in	

Heart	of	a	Stranger	(1976),	she	relates	her	interest	in	“a	tribal	people	faced	with	imperialist	

opponents	who	do	not	possess	superior	values,	but	who	have	greater	material	resources	

and	more	efficient	weapons	of	killing”	(31).	As	part	of	the	essay’s	reflection	on	‘Abdille	

Hasan’s	anti-colonial	resistance,	Laurence	connects	his	tactics	with	those	of	both	Riel’s	

Métis	forces	and	Highland	Scots,	claiming	that	“recourse	to	magic	in	one	form	or	another	is	

common	in	battles	in	which	an	essentially	tribal	people	are	faced	with	an	enemy	which	has	

not	a	superior	culture	but	only	more	efficient	weapons”:		

	 at	Culloden,	in	1746,	when	the	Highland	clans	were	being	slaughtered			

	 	 by	the	British	cannon,	many	of	them	threw	down	their	rifles,	unfired,		 	

	 	 and	attacked	with	the	weapon	of	their	ancestors,	the	claymore.	And	in			

	 	 1885,	when	the	prairie	Métis	faced	the	armies	from	Upper	Canada	and		

	 	 General	Middleton’s	cannon,	they	believed	that	their	leader,	Louis		 	
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	 	 Riel,	had	the	ability	to	see	through	walls	and	the	gift	of	turning	away		 	

	 	 bullets	by	the	power	of	the	large	cross	which	he	held	aloft.	(55)		

While	Laurence’s	preoccupation	with	pre-	or	antimodernist	tactics	is	not	quite	a	simplistic	

or	romantic	valorization	of	the	opponents	of	the	British,	her	connection	of	the	supernatural	

with	the	other-than-modern	nevertheless	goes	some	way	in	portraying	these	positions	as	

intertwined	with	an	element	of	the	ineffable,	mystical,	or	creative,	which	is	then	cast	as	

crucial	for	withstanding	the	mechanization	and	standardization	she	and	many	of	her	

characters	see	as	part	of	imperial,	colonial,	or	European	modernity.	Further,	she	associates	

these	traits	with	her	statement	that	such	cultures	are	“not	inferior”	and	the	possible	

implication	that	they	are	superior	on	moral,	ethical,	or	spiritual	grounds,	in	the	process	

insinuating	that	those	same	conquering	cultures,	as	well	as	the	Euro-Canadian	society	that	

is	arguably	their	heir,	would	in	fact	benefit	from	a	“return”	to	such	stories.	

Increasingly	after	the	African	fiction,	even	the	most	scathing	instances	in	which	

Laurence	debunks	the	too-easy	fetishization	of	supposedly	primitive	or	non-modern	beliefs	

are	quick	to	attack	the	commodified,	Western	adaptations	of	such	cultural	practices;	in	so	

doing,	they	erect	an	opposing	conception	of	some	original,	authentic	version	of	the	

practices	themselves.	In	“Road	from	the	Isles,”	for	instance,	she	again	draws	a	parallel	

between	First	Nations	and	the	Scottish	Highlanders,	writing,	“I	have	the	feeling	that	the	

Highlander	of	today	is	in	somewhat	the	same	position	as	the	North	American	Indian.”	She	

goes	on	to	express	her	irritation	at	the	fact	that	“What	he	really	was,	in	the	past,	is	not	

comprehended	by	anyone	outside	his	own	tribe,	but	he	has	been	taken	up	and	glamourized	

and	is	expected	to	act	a	part.	The	Dance	of	the	Ancestors—slicked-up,	prettified,	and	

performed	forever	in	the	same	way.”	Just	as	quickly	as	this	critique	begins,	it	moves	on	to	
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place	the	blame	with	economic	factors	and	those	acting	in	accordance	with	such	exigencies:	

“Nothing	must	ever	change.	The	tourist	trade	wants	everything	to	be	settled	and	nice.	

Nothing	must	ever	make	reference	to	reality,	to	real	sores,	to	now.	The	tourists	are	paying	

to	be	provided	with	an	embodiment	of	their	own	fantasies.”	While	Laurence	clearly	has	no	

patience	for	simplistic	reenactments	of	the	primitive,	her	condemnation	of	the	economic	

realities	of	modern	capitalism	concludes	with	the	statement	that	the	“local	populace	must	

surely	sometimes	want	to	say,	‘Look,	it’s	not	that	way,	not	at	all’”	(120).	What	may	seem	

like	a	colloquialism	is	extremely	relevant	here:	in	describing	the	power	of	the	“local	

populace”	to	reclaim	what	was	once	theirs,	she	connects	Canada’s	“local”	(and	implicitly	

other-than-national)	cultures	with	the	pre-	or	antimodern	cultures	she	sees	as	both	

predating	and	being	able	to	revitalize	the	stagnant	modernity	that	took	hold	in	the	wake	of	

imperialist	expansion.	In	the	same	essay,	this	celebration	of	a	universalized	localism	is	

anchored	once	again	with	her	progress-based	understanding	of	the	differences	between	

pre-modern	and	modern	or	national	affiliations,	here	cast	as	a	duality	of	local	or	familial	

bonds	(Gemeinschaft)	and	those	based	on	the	abstract	linkages	that	intertwine	to	form	

societies	contained	within	the	modern	state	(Gesellschaft).	After	extolling	the	virtues	of	a	

recoverable,	earlier	form	of	cultural	belonging,	she	states	in	earnest	that	she	“came	to	a	

greater	understanding	of	the	Scots’	clan	system	through	a	certain	amount	of	knowledge	of	

the	tribal	system	in	Africa”	(113).		

Various	modes	of	affiliation	are	also	plotted	along	a	narrative	of	progress	in	this	way	

in	The	Diviners,	Laurence’s	final	novel	and	the	work	that	is	widely	considered	the	

culmination	of	her	career	as	a	writer	of	fiction.	Still,	this	phenomenon,	as	well	as	related	

iterations	of	antimodernism,	is	visible	in	various	works	that	lead	up	to	The	Diviners.	For	
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instance,	Stovel	argues	that	The	Stone	Angel	(1964)	functions	as	both	Laurence’s	“first	

Canadian	novel”	and	“her	last	African	fiction”	(“Canada	Via	Africa”	175),	finding	that	the	

text	embodies	the	way	her	experiences	in	and	writings	about	Africa	influence	those	

elements	that	are	“most	central”	to	her	Canadian	writing:	“character,	dilemma,	theme,	

individual	voice,	and	narrative	structure”	(176).	And	while	Stovel	goes	on	to	find	several	

minute	similarities	between	the	Somali	writings	especially	and	some	elements	of	The	Stone	

Angel,	including	the	fact	that	“‘hhagar’	is	also	the	Somali	word	for	‘thorn-bush,’	the	only	

form	of	vegetation	that	flourishes	in	the	desert	landscape	of	Somalia”	(178),	I	hope	I	have	

by	this	point	gone	some	way	in	demonstrating	that	the	larger	themes	and	narrative	

structures	of	the	stories	of	The	Tomorrow-Tamer,	especially,	resonate	with	the	Manawaka	

texts’	various	treatments	of	particular	ethnic	identities	and	the	extent	to	which	these	are	

utilized	as	instruments	for	articulating	a	complex	yet	somewhat	consistent	antimodernism.		

As	for	the	fuller	picture	of	Canadian	nationhood	offered	in	The	Diviners,	Neil	ten	

Kortenaar	offers	a	compelling	reading	of	the	substance	of	Laurence’s	nominally	inclusive	

views.	Arguing	that	Laurence’s	nationalism	(read:	Canadian	patriotism)	ultimately	

“reinstate[s]”	(12)	empire	by	seeking	to	grant	a	settler-majority	Canada	the	same	

legitimacy	as	European	nations	(21),	ten	Kortenaar	is	right	to	find	this	kind	of	bias	in	

Laurence’s	otherwise	liberatory	views	(even	if	it	would	be	difficult	to	find	a	Euro-Canadian	

writer	from	this	period	who	would	not	be	of	this	opinion).	His	position	that	European	

nations	“exist	within	a	system”	wherein	their	“sovereignty	and	their	differences	are	

recognized”	and	in	which	they	are	“theoretically	equal,”	however,	is	accompanied	by	his	

problematic	statement	that,	to	Laurence,	races	are	“not	imagined	as	different,	but	as	

absolutely	other”;	“Races	are	by	definition	not	homologous	and	not	equal”	(21).	I	have	to	
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disagree	with	this	duality:	not	only	does	it	elide	the	fact	that	concepts	of	race	can	also	be	

regarded	as	umbrella	terms	that	include	ethnicities-as-nations	(Japan,	Vietnam,	the	Koreas)	

as	well	as	pluralist	or	multicultural	states	(Singapore,	China),	but	it	also	ignores	Laurence’s	

valorization	of	tradition	and	tribal	or	ethnic	bonds	in	any	context,	including	those	involving	

racialized	groups—a	point	I	have	by	now	been	attempting	to	demonstrate	at	some	length.	

At	the	other	end	of	the	spectrum	is	Macfarlane’s	insistence	that	Laurence	is	attuned	to	the	

problematic	ten	Kortenaar	explores	and	that	in	both	the	African	writings	and	The	Diviners	

Canadian	identity	is	“fundamentally	interstitial	and	strategically	unstable”	and	therefore	

resists	postcolonial	paradigms	(224),	thereby	avoiding	any	inadvertent	reinstatement	of	

empire.	Again,	and	as	I	hope	to	show	below,	I	believe	that	Laurence’s	invocation	of	pre-

modern	ethnic	identities	does	not	position	the	Euro-Canadian	subject	in	a	manner	that	is	

quite	so	conscientious	or	radically	resistant	of	imperial	or	postcolonial	paradigms.	

At	several	points	in	The	Diviners,	First	Nations	cultures	are	placed	as	both	anterior	

to	Europeans	and	yet	intertwined	with	the	early	stages	of	the	recorded	history	of	the	latter,	

much	as	are	African	traditions	in	The	Tomorrow-Tamer.	In	the	Memorybank	Movie	in	which	

Morag	is	confronted	by	Skinner	at	the	nuisance	grounds,	Laurence’s	narrator’s	

preoccupation	with	heredity	is	not	matched	by	Skinner:	“Christie’s	not	my	old	man!	My	dad	

is	dead,”	Morag	claims.	When	Skinner	asks	what	difference	there	is	between	Christie	and	

her	real	father,	she	replies,	“Plenty.	Plenty	difference.	So	there”	(58).	This	episode	locates	

Morag’s	European	ethnicity	as	part	of	an	unbroken	chain	of	traceable	family	history.	

Skinner’s	family	history,	on	the	other	hand,	is	abstracted;	simultaneously	dehistoricized	

and	made	the	source	of	unchallengeable	historical	authority,	his	ancestry	allows	him	to	

respond	to	Morag’s	statement	that	her	family	has	“been	around	here	for	longer	than	
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anybody	in	this	whole	goddamn	town”	with	a	grin	and	the	words,	“Not	longer	than	mine”	

(59).	From	here,	he	laughs	at	Morag’s	claim	of	being	related	to	Piper	Gunn	and	refers	to	his	

own	grandfather’s	having	“built	the	first	of	our	place	and	that	was	one	hell	of	a	long	time	

ago.	.	.	.	Out	west,	there.	You	wouldn’t	know.	You	don’t	know	nothin’”	(59).	Even	history	that	

is	recorded	or	near	to	living	memory	carries	the	trace	of	the	immemorial	when	it	includes	

Indigenous	ancestry;	as	the	novel	progresses	and	Morag’s	incorporation	of	the	antimodern	

becomes	more	complex,	this	aura	of	temporal	otherness	persists	when	Pique	declares	that	

she	must	be	either	Indian	or	not,	confirming,	“Yes,	maybe	it	does	have	to	be	either/or”	

(287).			

As	the	novel	progresses,	the	Métis	are	granted	entry	into	the	historical	narrative	of	

the	Americas.	The	series	of	snapshots	that	begins	the	novel’s	intertwining	of	the	past	Morag	

and	the	evolving	creator	of	The	Diviners	itself	combines	two	separate	conceptions	of	old	age	

that	set	the	stage	for	Laurence’s	gradual	incorporation	of	the	Métis	into	the	historical	

settlement	narrative.	Here,	Laurence	demarcates	the	edge	of	pre-modern	North	America:	

Morag’s	earliest	memories	of	her	parents’	house	includes	a	description	of	“stacks	of	books”	

that	belonged	to	her	grandfather,	“who	came	here	a	long	long	time	ago	and	built	the	house	

and	started	the	farm	when	probably	nothing	was	here	except	buffalo	grass	and	Indians”	

(7).	Having	located	the	books	at	the	moment	this	pre-modern	environment	was	

disappearing,	she	goes	on	to	describe	them	as	follows:	“The	books	have	leather	bindings,	

and	smell	like	harness,	only	nicer,	and	the	names	are	marked	in	gold”	(7-8).	Mentioned	

alongside	the	books	are	“vases	and	plates,	painted	with	orange	chrysanthemums	and	

purple	pansies,	and	old	dresses,	long,	with	lace	on	the	sleeves,	blue	velvet	and	plum-

coloured	silk,	fragile	and	rustling”	(8).	While	Laurence’s	earlier	stories	mock	the	fetishizing	
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of	African	cultural	objects,	here	she	focuses	on	heirlooms	that	link	her	family’s	location	in	

early	modernity	with	the	pre-modern	surroundings	of	a	settlement	narrative.	The	final	

snapshot	in	this	section	then	anchors	Morag’s	family	members	in	the	natural	world	by	

inflecting	the	historicity	of	settlement	with	the	supernatural	traces	of	receding	pre-

modernity:	“The	child	is	standing	among	the	spruce	trees	at	the	side	of	the	house”	(9);	

“Now,	those	spruce	trees,	there,	they	were	really	and	actually	as	tall	as	angels,	dark	angels	

perhaps,	their	boughs	and	sharp	hard	needles	nearly	black	except	in	the	spring	when	the	

new	needles	sprouted	soft	and	mid-green”	(9-10).	These	supernatural	references	render	

the	land	as	historical	yet	also	in	close	proximity	to	timelessness.	This	section’s	transition	

from	books	and	household	objects	to	the	natural	features	of	the	prairie	landscape	imbues	

Morag’s	memories	with	both	a	personal	form	of	authenticity	that	is	derived	from	a	sense	of	

family	history	and	a	larger,	collective	past	that	draws	upon	glimpses	of	an	untainted	pre-

(Euro-)historical	era.	

This	urge	to	valorize	both	historicity	and	ahistoricity	is	connected	with	the	novel’s	

many	depictions	of	the	cultural	and	moral	bankruptcy	of	Euro-Canadian	settler	lifestyles.	

While	the	early	house,	books,	and	plates	of	her	grandparents	were	linked	closely	with	the	

credibility	of	earlier	settlers,	later	domestic	life	is	depicted	as	sapping	Euro-Canadian	

culture	of	whatever	redemptive	qualities	it	once	possessed.	Trying	to	imagine	the	rugged	

life	of	early	settlers,	Morag	wonders,	“Was	it	better	or	worse	now?	Both.	Both.	At	least	their	

children	did	not	wander	to	God	knows	where.	If	any	did,	though,	there	were	no	telephones	

and	the	mail	services	could	hardly	have	been	snappy”	(78).	Such	suggestions	that	

subsequent	settled	generations	have	it	easy	intertwine	with	the	act	of	self-fashioning	via	

writing.	Morag	notes,	“they	did	not	have	to	wrench	up	their	guts	and	hearts	etcetera	and	set	
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these	carefully	down	on	paper,	in	order	to	live.	Clever	of	them,	one	might	say”;	immediately	

afterwards,	however,	she	states	that	Catherine	Parr	Trail	also	formed	her	experiences	into	

narrative,	further	associating	an	early	historical	credibility	with	the	notion	of	artistic	

achievement,	and,	by	extension,	rugged	settler	values	with	cultural	authenticity.	Much	later	

in	the	text,	her	attempts	to	do	so	as	a	Euro-Canadian	are	confronted	with	Jules’s	seemingly	

effortless	ability	to	strike	such	a	balance.	He	declares	at	one	point,	“Once	I	punched	a	

timeclock	in	a	factory	till	I	felt	punch-drunk	and	then	I	saw	it	was	that	goddamn	clock	that	

was	punching	me.	I’ve	worked	in	logging	camps	and	like	that.	Picked	a	lotta	songs	on	the	

way.”	Morag	responds,	“You	could	make	a	song	out	of	what	you’ve	just	said,”	implying	from	

behind	the	desk	of	the	struggling	writer	that	Jules	has	always	already	attained	the	ineffable,	

organically	intertwined	ability	to	create	and	artistically	express	one’s	cultural	locatedness.	

Jules’s	subsequent	reference	to	the	fact	that	he	has	tried	to	write	complete	songs	for	

himself	but	it	“never	came	out	right,”	that	“[s]ome	guys	can	make	songs	like	that,	out	of	

what’s	with	them”	and	that	“[m]aybe	somebody	will	do	it	for	me	someday”	(222),	goes	

further	in	associating	the	spontaneous	nature	of	this	ability	with	an	Indigenous	cultural	

heritage	that	is	cast	as	indefinable	and	revivifying	yet	ultimately	resistant	to	

systematization	and	standardization,	at	least	in	the	hands	of	the	Indigenous	subject.	

Notably,	it	is	the	Métis	who	play	this	role;	in	a	sense,	they	emerge	as	an	ethnic	group	

that	succeeds	the	tribalism	of	time	immemorial.	In	addition	to	this	fact	of	ancestry,	a	key	

characteristic	that	enables	their	integration	into	Morag’s	narrative	is	their	role	in	the	

European	and	Euro-Canadian	politics	and	history	of	the	Canadian	West.	Even	here,	

however,	the	appearance	of	the	Métis	is	steeped	in	notions	of	myth	and	timelessness.	When	

Christie	describes	the	foes	Piper	Gunn’s	settlers	had	to	contend	with,	he	progresses	from	
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Biblical	and	elemental	imagery	to	mentions	of	First	Nations	and	then	the	Métis,	placing	this	

latter	group	closest	to	the	present	along	this	spectrum	of	events	that	straddle	the	line	

between	the	ahistorical	and	the	historical:	“Och	aye,	it	was	hard.	It	was	so	hard	you	could	

barely	feature	it.	Locusts.	Hailstorms.	Floods.	Blizzards.	Indians.	Halfbreeds”	(69).	When	

Morag	asks,	“Were	they	bad,	the	breeds	and	them?”	(69),	beginning	the	process	of	their	

integration	with	her	life	experiences	and	her	narrative	of	such,	Christie’s	reply	gathers	

them	into	the	fabric	of	the	text	without	discarding	their	unexplainable,	ahistorical	essence:	

“they	weren’t	bad.	They	were—just	there”	(70).		

The	Métis	are	depicted	also	as	succeeding	the	outright	ahistoricity	of	First	Nations	

to	which	the	novel	occasionally	refers.	Lazarus’s	body,	for	instance,	is	allowed	in	neither	

Catholic	nor	Protestant	cemeteries,	and	at	this	point	the	Métis	are	described	as	having	been	

“once	lords	of	the	prairies”	(at	an	unspecified	time)	yet	nevertheless	“refused	burial	space	

in	their	own	land”	(219),	thus	remaining	outside	the	passing	of	generations	that	has	been	

recorded	since	European	settlement.	Perhaps	the	most	relevant	way	in	which	First	Nations	

are	relegated	to	pre-modernity,	however,	is	with	the	trope	of	“knowing	the	land.”	The	

Diviners	is	well	beyond	earlier,	simplistic	valorizations	of	traditional	indigenous	

knowledge;	nevertheless,	its	engagement	with	this	trope,	coming	as	part	of	Morag’s	

Künstlerroman,	goes	some	way	in	casting	such	knowledge	as	ineffable	and	linked	to	the	

mysteries	of	artistic	production.	When	commenting	on	Alfie’s	poems,	Morag	offers,	“You	

didn’t	seem—well,	to	know	enough	about	the	land.	Not	that	I	know.	I	don’t	know	all	that	

much	about	poetry,	either.	I	really	don’t	like	saying”	(83).	“Knowing	the	land”	is	here	

impossible;	immediately	abstracted,	it	is	just	as	quickly	articulated	with	recourse	to	

Morag’s	doubting	of	her	own	ability	as	a	writer,	or	as	something	one	must	inevitably	fail	to	
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attain.	This	abstraction	is	extended	at	the	beginning	of	the	fourth	section	of	the	novel,	

“Rites	of	Passage.”	This	section	starts	with	the	image	of	the	river	that	begins	and	ends	The	

Diviners	(also	to	be	discussed	below),	but	in	this	version	the	surrounding	trees	are	

described	as	follows:		

	 the	light-leafed	willows	and	tall	solid	maples	were	like	ancestors,		 	

	 	 carrying	within	themselves	the	land’s	past.	The	wind	skimmed			 	

	 	 northward	along	the	water,	and	the	deep	currents	drew	the	river		 	

	 	 south.	This	was	what	Morag	looked	at	every	day,	the	river	flowing		 	

	 	 both	ways,	and	yet	it	never	lost	its	ancient	power	for	her,	and	it	never			

	 	 ceased	to	be	new.	(235)		

This	strange	implication	that	settlers	in	North	America	require	non-human	ancestors	

places	Euro-Canadians	still	farther	away	from	First	Nations	peoples,	even	if	they	can	claim	

historical	coexistence	with	the	Métis.	Coming	after	the	insinuation	that	Indigenous	

ecological	knowledge	is	on	par	with	the	intuitive	or	non-rational	creative	impulse,	this	

passage	also	locates	Canada’s	Indigenous	people	in	an	ontologically	different	and	

historically	frozen	space.30	For	while	Indigenous	subjects	possess	a	spontaneity	that	is	

bound	up	with	the	physical	environment	in	a	way	that	recalls	Smith’s	notion	of	the	ethnic	

homeland,	the	Euro-Canadian	subject	must	approximate	and	systematize	this	link	in	a	way	

that	continually	reimagines	its	complexities	in	spite	of,	indeed	as	a	response	to,	its	

undeniable	absence.		

                                                
30	Another	small,	whimsical	passage	again	has	the	Euro-Canadian’s	ancestors	taking	on	an	
abstract	quality:	“she	looked	gloomily	into	her	coffee	mug,	wishing	it	were	possible	to	
teleport	herself	out	of	the	situation,	literally,	in	the	flesh.	The	ascension	of	the	far-from-
virgin.	Mars	or	heaven	her	destination.	Greetings	and	salutations	to	ancestors	or	bugeyed	
monsters”	(237).	
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It	is	thus	that	supposedly	pre-modern	cultures	contribute	traces	of	the	tribal,	pre-

historical,	creative,	and	generally	non-rational	to	the	settler	entity	that	is	Canada	even	as	

Indigenous	peoples	attain	some	level	of	agency	within	settler	history	in	the	role	of	the	

Métis.	In	sharing	the	stage	of	history	with	early	European	settlers,	this	group	is	accessed	as	

one	of	the	historical	legitimizers	of	a	multicultural	Canadian	nation.	The	next	phase	of	

Morag’s	process	of	self-discovery,	however,	sees	her	expand	on	such	notions	of	the	

ineffable,	authentic,	and	antimodern	as	she	makes	progress	in	her	career	as	a	writer.	It	is	as	

part	of	this	process	that	she	delves	further	into	the	notion	of	her	own	pre-modern	

European	heritage,	which	carries	its	own	set	of	innate	creative	resources.	As	I	will	argue	in	

the	next	section,	this	more	personalized	iteration	of	antimodernist	sentiment	is	

substantially	different	from	the	antimodernist	impulses	that,	as	I	hope	to	have	described	

here,	work	to	define	and	legitimate	Canada’s	settler-defined	multiculturalism.	

Highlands		

Laurence’s	associations	between	African	and	First	Nations	cultures,	along	with	their	

implication	that	such	local,	pre-modern	identities	possess	an	authenticity	and	

sustainability	that	European	cultures	have	lost,	evolve	throughout	The	Diviners	and	

gradually	come	to	include	the	Scottish	Highlands.	She	explicitly	states	at	several	points	in	

her	essays	that	her	theme	of	a	likely	superior	culture	facing	the	more	advanced	weapons	of	

a	colonizer	later	“came	into	my	novel,	The	Diviners,	in	the	portions	which	deal	with	the	

Highland	clans	and	with	the	prairie	Métis”	(“The	Poem	and	the	Spear”	31);	and	while,	aside	

from	this	specific	similarity,	classifying	non-European	groups	like	First	Nations	alongside	

European	groups	may	seem	far-fetched,	keeping	in	mind	some	of	the	historical	variants	of	

European	antimodernism	renders	such	associations	far	more	plausible.	Facos	notes,	for	
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instance,	that	many	European	groups—most	notably,	at	least	as	far	as	her	case	study	is	

concerned,	Sweden	and	the	other	Nordic	countries—had	long	defined	themselves	against	a	

cosmopolitan	European	centre,	usually	identified	with	Paris,	Rome,	or	London.	As	a	result,	

such	peripheral	European	group	identities	have	long	“challenge[d]	the	normative	

conception	of	primitivism,	which	posits	the	dualistic	existence	of	a	civilized	Self	and	a	

barbarous	Other—our	Western	culture	defined	in	categorical	opposition	to	their	tribal	

culture.”	In	turn-of-the-century	Sweden,	Facos	continues,	primitivism	was	understood	

dialectically—much	as	was	Laurence’s	modernity—yet	“Self	was	indigenous	and	primitive	

while	Other	was	non-Nordic	and	urbane”	(206).	With	some	of	the	central	movements	of	

European	antimodernism	casting	the	inhabitants	of	the	sovereign	Nordic	states	as	the	

rustic,	primitive,	and	indigenous	foil	to	the	centres	of	the	European	continent,	it	is	easy	to	

include	in	this	categorization	the	marginalized	Gaelic	constituent	countries	of	Great	Britain,	

and	especially	their	remote	regions	such	as	the	Scottish	Highlands.		

Still,	Laurence’s	valorization	of	her	Scottish	ancestors	is	once	again	not	merely	a	

case	of	simplistic	romanticizing	or	nostalgia.	Rather,	it	appears	in	The	Diviners	as	a	

sophisticated	element	of	the	novel’s	themes	of	self-discovery,	prairie	history,	and	Canadian	

identity	more	broadly,	as	well	as	the	narrative	elements	that	arguably	make	the	novel	a	

Künstlerroman.	From	its	opening	and	closing	descriptions	of	the	river	flowing	both	ways	(3,	

370),	The	Diviners	engages	with	the	shifting	identities	that	unfold	on	the	prairie	landscape	

as	well	as	the	importance	of	illusion	to	the	non-Indigenous	North	American	subject’s	ability	

to	locate	itself.	Paul	Hjartarson	argues	that	the	river	represents	the	way	Morag	“appears,	on	

the	one	hand,	to	shape	and	give	meaning	to	the	life	story	she	tells	and,	on	the	other,	to	be	

entirely	shaped,	to	be	herself	composed	by	the	stories	told”	(43).	Additionally,	several	



 

 119	

critics	have	pointed	out	that	a	complex	understanding	of	Scots	history	and	culture	is	

interwoven	with	the	text:	Colin	Nicholson	argues,	for	instance,	that	Laurence	imagines	“a	

Canadian	processual	memory”	that	moves	from	a	Highlands	myth	to	“a	more	immediate	

and	domestic	imaginative	archeology”	(164);	Flora	Alexander	finds	in	Christie’s	stories	

instances	of	parataxis	and	repetition	that	approximate	actual	Gaelic	poetry	and	story-

telling	(84);	others,	such	as	Sandra	Carolan-Brozy	and	Susanne	Hagemann,	argue	that	such	

a	sophisticated	use	of	Scottish	elements	suggests	ultimately	that	notions	of	both	

Scottishness	and	Scottish	literature	are	highly	variable	constructs	(147).		

As	I	hope	to	demonstrate	below,	I	believe	that	this	variation	in	critical	responses	is	

indicative	of	the	text’s	highly	ironized,	self-reflexive	versions	of	the	search	for	roots	as	well	

as	the	urge	to	go	“back	to	the	land,”	both	of	which	nevertheless	require	some	faith	in	the	

notion	that	identities	from	an	earlier	phase	in	a	Eurocentric	narrative	of	development	from	

tribes	to	ethnicities	to	nations	are	in	fact	able	to	revitalize	modes	of	being	that	fall	later	in	

this	narrative	of	progress.	So,	to	summarize	the	arguments	I	have	made	up	until	this	point	

regarding	this	process:	Laurence	invokes	the	pre-modern	in	her	historicization	of	the	

Métis,	which	works	to	establish	a	larger	prairies-cum-national	narrative;	her	recovery	of	

Scottish	pre-modernity	that	follows,	however,	serves	first	to	reverse	what	Morag	sees	as	

the	decline	of	settled	generations,	and,	second,	to	establish	a	personalized	cosmopolitanism	

that	aids	her	accommodation	to	the	social	realities	of	a	global	economy	that	prizes	

individualism.		

Virtually	from	the	beginning,	Morag	is	well	aware	of	the	artificiality	of	attempts	to	

approximate	the	lives	of	one’s	ancestors.	Still,	her	look	into	her	own	ethnic	past	is	marked	

by	an	even	more	fundamentally	antimodernist	dynamic	than	are	her	depictions	of	First	
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Nations	culture:	here,	experience	and	feeling	are	more	explicitly	prized	over	rationality,	

recalling	Lears’s	argument	that	antimodernist	sentiment	always	privileges	experience	as	an	

end	in	itself	(xiv)	and	allowing	Morag	to	appreciate	such	conceptions	of	roots	from	the	

perspective	of	the	writer	who	plays	an	active	role	in	constructing	her	own	identity.	It	is	

notable,	for	instance,	that	Christie	talks	about	their	Scottish	heritage	most	often	when	he	is	

drunk:	he	“swallows	some	more	red	biddy,	coughs,	then	gets	into	the	subject	he	always	

talks	about	when	the	spirits	are	in	him”	(38),	soon	holding	forth,	eyes	“shining,”	right	hand	

“clenched,”	“pretending	he	is	holding	a	claymore”	(39).	Here,	both	Christie	and	Morag	at	

once	revel	in	recalling	their	ancestors	and	acknowledge	the	role	of	intoxicants	in	enabling	a	

suspension	of	the	rational.	This	dynamic	is	furthered	when	Morag	remembers	Christie’s	

thinking	Ossian	is	authentic,	only	to	be	immediately	reminded	that	his	misinformation	on	

the	topic	is	unimportant:	“Ossian.	Christie	says	Aw-shun.	And	shows	her	the	Gaelic	words,	

but	cannot	say	them”	(52).	The	Christie	of	her	memories	is	quick	to	expand	on	her	current	

drift	toward	feeling	over	rationality,	as	well	as	her	desire	to	suture	the	immemorial	with	

the	early	modern:		

	 It	must	sound	like	something	in	the	old	language,	Morag.	My	father		 	

	 	 knew	a	few	words	of	it,	and	I	remember	a	little	bit	of	it	from	when	I		 	

	 	 was	knee-high	to	a	grasshopper	and	that	must’ve	been	in	Easter	Ross		 	

	 	 before	my	old	man	kicked	off	and	my	mother	came	to	this	country		 	

	 	 with	me,	and	hired	herself	out	as	help	in	houses	in	Nova	Scotia.	(53)	

The	older	Morag	comes	to	acknowledge	the	fleeting,	sensory	value	of	such	tales,	asking	

Christie,	“remember	those	stories	you	used	to	tell	me	when	I	was	a	kid?”;	“I	remember	the	

telling	of	them	to	you,”	Christie	responds,	“but	I	don’t	recall	no	more	what	it	exactly	was	I	
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was	telling,	then”	(205).	This	emphasis	on	feeling	and	experience	works	hand-in-hand	with	

a	process	of	accommodation	that	benefits	the	desires	of	the	individual	as	opposed	to	any	

actually	existing	communal	identity.	

Morag’s	acknowledgement	of	the	self-conscious	elements	of	this	process	of	self-

creation	is	relevant	in	that	it	recalls	Smith’s	purposefully	circular	understanding	of	national	

identity,	in	which	the	construction	of	the	latter	must	always	depend	on	some	fragment	of	

ethnic	belonging	to	legitimize	itself,	regardless	of	the	extent	to	which	such	conceptions	of	

ethnicity	are	ironized	or	self-reflexive.	In	“Road	from	the	Isles,”	Laurence	refers	to	a	

process	similar	to	the	one	Morag	undergoes:		

	 I	do	not	remember	at	what	age	the	disenchantment	set	in,	but		 	 	

	 	 gradually	I	began	to	perceive	that	I	was	no	more	Scots	than	I	was		 	

	 	 Siamese.	Whatever	of	the	Old	Country	had	filtered	down	to	me	could		 	

	 	 roughly	be	described	as	Mock	Scots.	The	Scotland	I	had	envisaged	as	a			

	 	 child	had	been	a	fantasy,	appealing	because	it	seemed	so	much	more		 	

	 	 bold	and	high-hearted	than	the	prairie	town	where	I	really	lived.		 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (114)		

Characters	in	The	Diviners	at	several	points	mock	the	idea	of	sanctioned	ethnic	traditions,	

such	as	when	Jules	laughs	at	the	idea	of	having	to	put	on	a	kilt	as	part	of	a	modern	army	

(113),	or	when	Morag	finds	“the	motto	of	the	Grant	clan”	on	one	of	the	bottles	one	might	

buy	by	the	case	(172).	Even	the	novel’s	historicizing	of	Métis	identity	at	several	points	

works	in	tandem	with	the	ironizing	of	notions	of	meaningful	ethnic	identity,	such	as	when	

Jules	says,	“I’m	the	shaman,	eh?”	after	having	sex	with	Morag	(223).	
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Even	so,	these	self-reflexive	notions	of	pre-modern	ethnicity	provide	the	basis	for	

the	type	of	group	identity	upon	which	Morag	bases	her	evolving	self.	“Christie’s	Tale	of	

Piper	Gunn	and	the	Rebels,”	for	instance,	addresses	the	decline	of	settled,	comfortable	

generations	as	a	universal	problem	that	also	afflicted	Christie’s	beloved	Highland	Scots:	“He	

began	with	the	pibrochs,	which	was	for	mourning.	To	tell	the	people	they’d	fallen	low	and	

wasn’t	the	men	their	ancestors	had	been”	(107).	This	instance	of	a	narrative	of	cultural	

decline	occurring	even	during	the	supposed	golden	age	to	which	Christie	looks	back	

simultaneously	troubles	notions	of	pure	or	authentic	cultural	practices	and	recognizes	the	

latter	as	something	that	can	be	usefully	called	upon	as	a	corrective.	A	similar	dynamic	is	

evident	when	Morag	receives	a	letter	from	Christie	asking	her	when	she	will	leave	for	

Scotland;	she	thinks,	“When,	indeed,	is	she	going	to	go?	The	pilgrimage.	Does	that	word	

dramatize	it	beyond	what	it	is?	Probably	not.	Why,	then,	has	she	for	so	long	hesitated?”	

(302).	Such	a	rumination	could	be	described	as	semi-ironic:	Morag	knows	all	too	well	that	

the	quest	for	roots	is	a	cliché,	yet	the	guilt	of	engaging	in	such	a	quest	allows	the	concept	of	

a	pre-	or	antimodern	element	of	the	self	to	persist	in	her	Euro-Canadian	imagination.	

Morag’s	narrative	of	self-discovery,	as	well	as	the	text’s	integration	of	the	Métis	into	a	

Eurocentric	historical	narrative,	thus	utilizes	the	immemorial	and	ineffable	for	the	purpose	

of	accommodation	to	particular	social	conditions.		

Further	to	this	end,	the	theme	of	the	romantic	taking	precedence	over	the	logical	

emerges	at	several	points	in	The	Diviners,	but	in	a	way	that	usually	has	practical,	utilitarian	

purposes.	As	such,	the	novel	again	recalls	Lears’s	attention	to	the	socialization	that	was	

achieved	as	part	of	engaging	in	antimodernist	sentiments	and	activities.	The	central	

concept	of	divining,	for	instance,	encapsulates	all	these	elements:	Morag	states,	“with	one	
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part	of	my	mind	I	find	it	hard	to	believe	in,	but	with	another	part	I	believe	in	it	totally”	(22),	

to	which	Royland	responds,	“It	works.	.	.	.	That’s	the	only	proof	needed.	I	always	think,	

though,	what	if	one	day	it	doesn’t	work?	And	why	does	it	work?	.	.	.	I	don’t	reckon	I	really	

need	to	understand	it.	.	.	.	I	just	gotta	do	it”	(22).	During	another	rumination	on	divining,	

Morag	questions	the	value	of	her	own	literary	divining	in	comparison	with	Royland’s:	“He	

was	divining	for	water.	What	in	hell	was	she	divining	for?	You	couldn’t	doubt	the	value	of	

water”	(83).	As	Morag	raises	Pique,	she	comes	to	recognize	that	her	utilization	of	the	other-

than-modern	for	the	purposes	of	constructing	oneself	within	modernity	must	always	have	

an	immediate	purpose,	and	must	therefore	be	used	in	an	ad	hoc	fashion:	“Pique	is	still	at	

the	small-animal	type	of	story.	Once	upon	a	time	there	was	a	robin,	etcetera.	Later	on,	will	

Morag	tell	her	the	old	tales	of	Piper	Gunn	who	led	his	people	on	the	long	march	up	north,	

and	Rider	Tonnerre	the	buffalo	hunter?	Will	Pique	want	to	hear	the	stories,	or	only	be	

bored?”	(266).	Similarly,	antimodernist	sentiment	itself	evolves	throughout	the	novel	to	

become	an	increasingly	personalized	mechanism	for	adapting	to	particular	social	contexts	

as	well	as	everyday	situations.		

And	indeed,	as	the	Morag	of	the	Memorybank	Movies	moves	closer	to	the	Morag	of	

the	present	and	the	novel	increasingly	takes	the	shape	of	a	Künstlerroman,	her	fusion	of	

pre-	and	early	modernity	combines	with	her	attention	to	the	particularities	of	her	social	

and	economic	situation;	the	next	step	of	this	process	is	the	incorporation	of	a	self-conscious	

engagement	with	European	ethnic	heritage	into	what	I	describe	as	personalized	

cosmopolitanism.	This	subsequent	phase	of	accommodation	to	social	realities	happens	on	a	

personal	rather	than	a	national	level	and	is	thus	different	from	the	text’s	conscription	of	
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Métis	history	and	identity.	A	passage	from	“Road	from	the	Isles”	mirrors	sentiments	Morag	

will	later	express	when	she	is	confronted	with	the	real	Scotland:		

	 All	these	names	meant	something	to	me.	Glengarry—this	is	Glengarry,		

	 	 Ontario;	it	is	The	Man	from	Glengarry	by	Ralph	Connor.	Sutherland,		 	

	 	 Bannerman,	Ross,	Selkirk,	Kildonan—to	me,	these	are	the	names	of		 	

	 	 the	places	I	grew	up	among,	the	names	of	Manitoba	towns	and	the		 	

	 	 names	of	Winnipeg’s	streets.	Weirdly,	encountering	them	in	Scotland,			

	 	 they	seemed	unreal	there,	or	else	derived,	because	to	me	they	are		 	

	 	 Canadian	names.	(121)		

Scottishness	is	rendered	alien	here,	but	its	antimodernist	power	is	if	anything	enhanced	by	

its	functioning	at	a	distance	and	in	a	Canadian	context.	For	this	reason,	the	above	passage	

echoes	the	point	at	which	Morag	begins	the	next	phase	of	her	process	of	self-fashioning,	

which	features	a	more	explicit	and	targeted	manipulation	of	the	pre-modern.		

Fittingly,	Morag’s	career	as	a	writer	is	progressing	at	this	point,	and	the	novel’s	

picture	of	Dan	McRaith,	the	second	major	iteration	of	Scottishness	after	Christie,	features	a	

more	self-conscious	appreciation	of	feeling	over	logic.	Carolan-Brozy	and	Hagemann	go	so	

far	as	to	claim	that	McRaith	offers	not	an	“authentic”	Scottishness,	but	a	“rather	stereotyped	

version”	(152).	In	addition	to	this	failure	to	replicate	some	mythically	pure	identity,	

however,	Dan	works	together	with	Morag’s	increased	age	and	range	of	experiences	to	

extend	her	earlier	conceptions	of	a	felt	knowledge	of	the	Gaelic	language	into	the	realm	of	

the	sensual	and	corporeal.	The	Morag	of	the	present	recalls	that	Dan,	like	Christie,	“didn’t	

have	a	word	of	the	Gaelic	himself,”	but	just	as	quickly	considers	“two	old	fishermen	in	

Crombruach,”	who	“spoke	a	mellifluous	English,	carefully,	as	though	translating	into	it	in	
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their	heads,	and	some	of	their	remarks	were	obscure	to	her,	but	they	would	never	explain,	

or	could	not”	(200).	And	in	addition	to	having	the	all-important	Highland	accent,	Dan	

embodies	other,	more	physical	stereotypes:	“He	is	not	particularly	handsome.	A	man	in	his	

mid-forties,	he	appears	to	be,	a	large-boned	large-framed	man	with	a	shaggy	reddish	beard,	

shaggy	eyebrows,	a	head	of	thick	shaggy	hair	to	match,	although	his	hairline	is	slightly	

receding”	(303).	As	their	affair	progresses,	she	tells	him,	“there’s	something	in	your	speech	

that	sounds	almost	as	though	it’s	being	translated	from	another	language,”	and	that	the	

same	was	the	case	with	Christie	(303-04).	She	recalls	that	the	latter	had	“echoes	in	his	

voice	that	went	back	and	back,”	“summoning	up	the	ghosts	of	those	who	had	never	been	

and	yet	would	always	be.”	While	such	“lost	languages”	lurk	“somewhere	inside	the	

ventricles	of	the	hearts	of	those	who	had	lost	them,”	this	fusion	of	mysticism	and	

corporeality	must	remain	tethered	to	ideas	of	ancestry.	Brooke,	for	example,	“had	spoken	

Hindi,	as	a	child,	but	had	forgotten	most	of	it.	That	must	be	different.	It	was	not	the	

language	of	his	ancestors”	(200).	Despite	her	awareness	of	the	ongoing	construction	of	

Scottishness,	the	evolving	Morag’s	sexualization	of	hitherto	mythical	ideas	of	her	homeland	

retains	an	ineffable	sense	of	belonging.		

It	is	at	this	point	that	the	notion	of	natural	or	unexplainable	creativity	returns	to	

fuse	these	notions	of	ancient	affiliative	bonds	with	the	self-in-process.	Unlike	Morag’s	

treatment	of	Métis	creativity,	however,	this	incorporation	of	Scottishness	nourishes	a	

quintessentially	modern	construction	of	authorhood	and	allows	her	to	take	the	first	steps	

toward	making	a	place	for	herself	in	the	globalized	world	of	literary	commerce.	In	a	letter	

to	Ella,	she	writes,	“I’ve	been	feeling	lately	I’d	like	to	go	to	England	for	a	while—Britain,	

rather.	Does	that	sound	lunatic?	I	guess	there’s	something	about	London,	as	a	kind	of	centre	
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of	writing,	or	something	like	that.”	Yet	the	humble,	small-town	Morag’s	willingness	to	

attempt	a	debut	in	London	is	immediately	bolstered	by	her	inner,	reliably	neurotic	and	

ironized,	search	for	roots:	“Also,	and	laugh	at	me	if	you	will	(okay,	I	know	you	won’t),	I’d	

like	at	some	point	to	go	to	Scotland,	to	Sutherland,	where	my	people	came	from.	What	do	I	

hope	to	learn	there?	Don’t	ask	me.	But	it	haunts	me,	I	guess,	and	maybe	I’ll	have	to	go”	

(271).	Once	again,	timeless	ancestral	longings	conveniently	fit	in	with	the	social	

contingencies	of	Morag’s	present	situation.	In	the	end,	even	the	act	of	leaving	itself	is	

initiated	by	her	roommate	Fan’s	return	home	to	the	Okanagan:	“I’ve	known	for	a	long	time	I	

had	to	go	there,	Fan.	I	can’t	explain	it,	exactly.	I	guess	I’ve	been	waiting	for	the	right	

moment.”	Fan	asks,	“Hey,	did	you	want	to	go	before,	Morag?	I	mean,	you	haven’t	stayed	

here	on	account	of	me?”;	“‘Hell,	no,	Fan.	I	just	needed	something	like	this	to	get	me	up	off	

my	ass.’	.	.	.	Is	this	true?	It’s	true	in	the	only	way	that	matters,	probably.	Fan	accepts	it”	

(285).		

As	Morag	learns	more	about	Dan’s	lifestyle,	she	begins	her	final	step	of	converting	

Scottishness	from	an	antimodernist	myth	to	an	arsenal	of	more	specialized	knowledge	with	

which	to	combat	her	specific	experience	of	domestic	sterility	and	the	decline	of	settled	

generations.	When	she	explores	the	London	apartment	Dan	uses	to	get	away	from	his	wife	

in	Crombruach,	she	finds	“a	bowl	full	of	oddly	shaped	and	oddly	coloured	pieces	of	rock,	

from	Crombruach.	Perhaps	they	are	necessary	to	remind	[the	painter]	McRaith	of	those	

shapes	and	textures.”	She	adds,	“Or	possibly	they	are	his	talismans”	(306),	but	those	

talismans	here	have	at	least	three	quite	practical	functions:	to	assist	in	his	painting;	to	

remind	him	of	home	lest	any	of	his	affairs	get	out	of	hand;	and,	likely,	to	attract	English	or	

foreign	women	who	find	themselves	drawn	to	the	Highlands.	And	certainly,	the	bumbling	
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yet	suave	McRaith	has	his	own	reasons	for	bringing	Morag	as	close	as	she	gets	to	

Sutherland:	“You’re	always	talking	about	going	to	Sutherland	and	you	never	go.	It’s	quite	a	

long	way	from	Crombruach,	but	I	could	drive	you.	It	would	be	a	reason	for	going”	(312).		

Finally,	Morag’s	decision	not	to	follow	through	with	the	trip	is	also	influenced	

partially	by	Dan’s	everyday	life	and	family	arrangement.	Otherness	is	finally	

domesticated—historicized	on	a	personal	level	alongside	her	early	fears	of	not	escaping	

Manawaka—when	she	learns	that	Dan	and	Bridie	were	married	when	Bridie	was	only	

seventeen,	that	they	were	both	born	in	the	village,	and	that	they	will	likely	always	remain	

there	(317).	It	is	shortly	after	this	point	that	she	famously	states,	“It’s	a	deep	land	here,	all	

right	.	.	.	But	it’s	not	mine,	except	a	long	long	way	back.	I	always	thought	it	was	the	land	of	

my	ancestors,	but	it	is	not,”	and	that	what	is	important	to	her	is	“Christie’s	real	country.	

Where	I	was	born’”	(319).	As	John	Thieme	argues,	Morag	rejects	the	need	to	visit	this	part	

of	Scotland	“on	a	literal	level,	but	its	mythic	significance	is	still	valued,”	including	on	the	

level	of	encouraging	Pique	to	embrace	the	Scottish	and	Métis	sides	of	her	heritage	as	part	of	

a	Canada	“in	which	English	origins	will	no	longer	play	a	major	role”	(157).	The	rejection	

also,	however,	functions	as	the	final	abandonment	of	Scotland	as	an	actually	existing	place	

in	favour	of	its	more	specialized	function	as	a	means	with	which	Morag	can	attain	the	

fusion	of	pre-modern	heritage	and	cosmopolitan	modernity	on	both	a	national	and,	finally,	

as	the	thematic	and	diegetic	resolution	to	the	early	stages	of	her	bildung,	in	which	she	must	

develop	as	an	individual	in	order	to	escape	her	humble	beginnings,	on	the	level	of	personal	

ambition.	In	a	sense,	this	final	abandonment	of	an	ancestral	homeland	mirrors	Morag’s	

conception	of	herself	as	heir	to	a	tradition	of	displacement,	a	construction	that	can	be	

accessed	to	legitimize	an	identity	as	cosmopolitan	and	well	adapted	to	a	life	of	mobility.	
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Notably,	not	only	does	Morag’s	journey	to	Scotland	come	as	part	of	her	trip	to	London,	but	

throughout	this	section	her	jokes	about	experiencing	the	“land	of	her	ancestors”	exist	

alongside	jokes	about	making	her	literary	debut	in	London.		What	is	more,	the	novel	firmly	

forecloses	the	possibility	of	a	diasporic	Scottish	identity	overseas,	with	Christie	and	Prin	

represented	as	decaying	socially	and	physically	and	whatever	communal	Scottish	history	

may	exist	in	Manawaka	bound	up	with	the	personal	and	familiar	histories	of	experiences	in	

Canada	and	as	Canadians	(more	accurately,	British	subjects)	fighting	abroad	in	the	World	

Wars.		

This	conversion	of	mythical	significance	to	a	means	of	accommodating	to	one’s	

surroundings	in	Canada	is	tied	in	with	the	major	motifs	of	the	novel	by	way	of	the	subplot	

involving	Lazarus	Tonnerre’s	knife.	When	Morag	and	Christie	find	her	father	in	the	artillery	

record	book,	Christie	tells	“Christie’s	Tale	of	the	Battle	of	Bourlon	Wood”;	the	next	day,	

Christie,	having	no	true	heirloom	to	offer,	gives	Morag	the	knife	with	the	sideways	T,	

printed	in	the	text	as	though	it	were	a	rune,	on	the	handle	(74).	Late	in	the	novel	they	

realize	that	John	Shipley	had	traded	a	plaid	pin	to	Lazarus	for	it,	and	then	sold	it	to	Christie	

for	a	pack	of	cigarettes	(351-52).	They	swap	Lazarus’s	knife	for	the	pin,	which,	they	learn	

from	Christie’s	copy	of	The	Clans	and	Tartans	of	Scotland,	belonged	to	the	Clanranald	

Macdonalds;	Clan	Gunn,	meanwhile,	“did	not	have	a	crest	or	a	coat-of-arms.	But	adoption,	

as	who	should	know	better	than	Morag,	is	possible”	(353).	And	indeed,	Morag’s	adoption	

has	here	been	enabled	by	the	formerly	mysterious	rune,	revealed	to	be	simply	a	T	and	the	

emblem	of	Lazarus’s	simultaneous	historicization	and	demonization	(Lazarus	never	sold	

the	knife	because	he	was	worried	people	would	assume	he	had	stolen	it	[351])	at	the	hands	
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of	Euro-Canadian	settlers	who	return	the	pin	in	exchange	for	an	ironized	Scottish	identity	

constructed	from	a	fetish	object	and	a	cursory	search	through	a	textbook.	

The	mystery	of	divining,	meanwhile,	along	with	its	practical	utility,	is	revealed	once	

again	to	have	been	an	aid	for	the	construction	of	Euro-Canadian	identity.	Near	the	end	of	

the	novel	Royland	loses	his	powers,	and	Morag	reflects,		

	 At	least	Royland	knew	he	had	been	a	real	diviner.	There	were	the		 	

	 	 wells,	proof	positive.	Water.	Real	wet	water.	There	to	be	felt	and		 	

	 	 tasted.	Morag’s	magic	tricks	were	of	a	different	order.	She	would		 	

	 	 never	know	whether	they	actually	worked	or	not,	or	to	what	extent.		 	

	 	 That	wasn’t	given	to	her	to	know.	In	a	sense,	it	did	not	matter.	The		 	

	 	 necessary	doing	of	the	thing—that	mattered.	(369)		

All	that	remains	for	Royland	is	the	series	of	wells	that	are	located	in	the	past,	the	trace	of	

supernatural	ability,	and	his	title	of	“diviner.”	Similarly,	Morag’s	own	divining	has	resulted	

in	her	novels,	with	their	approximation	of	Jules’s	ineffable	creativity	and	incorporation	of	

his	identity	into	conceptions	of	Canada,	and,	most	importantly,	in	Morag’s	own	identity	as	a	

writer	who	has	navigated	the	waters	of	global	commerce	with	the	help	of	an	ironized,	pre-

modern	European	heritage.	The	novel’s	final	page	of	text	reads,	“The	waters	flowed	from	

north	to	south,	and	the	current	was	visible,	but	now	a	south	wind	was	blowing,	ruffling	the	

water	in	the	opposite	direction,	so	that	the	river,	as	so	often	here,	seemed	to	be	flowing	

both	ways”	(370).	This	iteration	of	the	passage	is	different	from	that	which	appears	on	the	

first	page	of	the	novel	in	that	the	explanation	comes	first,	followed	by	the	statement	of	the	

river’s	flowing	both	ways:	“Look	ahead	into	the	past,	and	back	into	the	future,	until	the	

silence”	(370).	The	Künstlerroman	has	completed	itself,	and	the	fully	knowledgeable	Morag	
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has	now	fashioned	a	cosmopolitan	identity	located	in	a	Canada	that	has	historicized	Métis	

experience,	but	which	has	transcended	that	same	construction	in	its	combination	of	an	

immemorial	ancestral	trace	and	the	limitless	future	of	writerly	individualism.	

Laurence’s	corpus,	then,	is	staggering	in	the	complexity	of	its	understanding	of	

affiliative	bonds	at	various	stages	of	history	and	over	three	continents.	Her	body	of	work	is	

exceptional	by	any	standard,	and	especially	so	if	it	is	measured	against	some	of	the	self-

consciously	and	parochially	Canadian	literature	of	her	contemporaries.	It	is	also	exemplary,	

however,	of	the	coming	Euro-Canadian	literary	trend	of	personalized	cosmopolitanisms.	

For	if	Laurence	understands	tribalism,	ethnicity,	and	nationality	in	the	same	way	Smith	

does—in	terms	of	processes	of	development	and	politicization	that	are	alloyed	with	

European	imperialism—she	also	seems	to	understand	Canada	as	post-ethnic	and	host	to	an	

antimodernism	that	is	able	to	recover	a	pre-modern	European	ethnicity	for	the	purpose	of	

ostensibly	revitalizing	Canadian	culture	just	as	it	elevates	the	Euro-Canadian	subject	above	

all	others	by	way	of	sinking	her	roots	ever	deeper.	At	this	point,	a	Canadian-European	

otherness	conceived	of	as	originating	somewhere	else	adds	to	Euro-Canadian	subjectivity	

both	a	layer	of	anteriority	and	a	degree	of	newness	in	the	form	of	a	predisposition	to	

mobility,	adaptability,	and	individualism.	For,	despite	all	its	metafictional	complexity,	

Laurence’s	masterful	Künstlerroman	in	many	ways	combines	the	wanderings	that	have	long	

characterized	the	Bildungsroman	with	the	selective	relocations	of	the	twentieth-century	

international	professional.	Regardless	of	Morag’s	uncertainty	about	the	outcome	of	her	

move	to	London,	for	example,	this	relocation	functions	less	as	an	example	of	experience-

gathering	peregrination	than	as	a	logical	step	in	a	career	trajectory	that	takes	her	from	

Manawaka,	to	an	international	centre	of	literature,	to	(or	near)	the	ancestral	homeland,	
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and,	ultimately,	to	another	part	of	Canada	where	she	is	able	to	combine	the	sedentary	

lifestyle	of	mainstream	mid-twentieth-century	Canadian	society	with	the	professional	

workshop	setting	of	the	author.	Considering	Morag’s	ensconcement	at	the	end	of	such	a	

journey,	it	is	scarcely	surprising	that	the	novel	has	little	to	say	about	the	possibility	of	a	

settled,	overseas	community	of	Scots.	

Laurence’s	conception	of	a	postcolonial	Canada	thus	enters	the	realm	of	the	

abstract,	just	as	Morag’s	voice—and	the	authorial	voice—come	to	participate	in	a	

conception	of	world	literature	in	which	arbitrarily	constructed	identities	are	as	

unchallengeable	as	are	the	possibilities	of	an	unmapped	future.	As	she	writes	in	“Road	from	

the	Isles”:		

	 I	am	inclined	to	think	that	one’s	real	roots	do	not	extend	very	far	back			

	 	 in	time,	nor	very	far	forward.	I	can	imagine	and	care	about	my		 	 	

	 	 possible	grandchildren,	and	even	(although	in	a	weakened	way)	about		

	 	 my	great-grandchildren.	Going	back,	no	one	past	my	great-	 	 	

	 	 grandparents	has	any	personal	reality	for	me.	I	care	about	the		 	 	

	 	 ancestral	past	very	much,	but	in	a	kind	of	mythical	way.	The		 	 	

	 	 ancestors,	in	the	end,	become	everyone’s	ancestors.	But	the	history		 	

	 	 that	one	can	feel	personally	encompasses	only	a	very	few	generations.		

	 			 	So,	finally,	the	mock	Scots	retain	as	much	emotional	hold	on	me		 	

	 	 as	the	real	Scots,	because	of	very	specific	things—the	daft	and	un-	 	

	 	 named	bird	on	our	plaid	pin,	and	my	grandmother	singing	“I	love	a		 	

	 	 lassie,	a	bonnie	Highland	lassie,	she’s	as	fair	as	the	lily	in	the	dell.”		 	

	 	 These	things	are	genuinely	mine.	They	don’t	relate	to	Scotland	any		 	



 

 132	

	 	 more	than	the	transplanted	names	do,	at	least	for	me,	and	they	don’t		 	

	 	 need	to.	(122)		

Beneath	this	contented	rumination	on	roots	and	universalism,	however,	lies	an	insidious	

duality.	For	while	Laurence’s	recovery	of	the	pre-modern	authenticity	of	First	Nations	

works	to	support	a	wider,	rhetorical	Canadian	patriotism,	her	enactment	of	the	same	

process	using	her	Scottish	ancestors	inscribes	a	nationalism	that	elevates	one	segment	of	

Canada’s	population—the	Euro-Canadian	settler—into	an	era	defined	largely	by	claims	of	

its	having	left	the	nation	behind.	Morag’s	“real	country,”	then,	is	nominally	the	shared	

books,	Buffalo	grass,	and	Indians	that	can	be	claimed	by	her	mixed-race	daughter,	Pique.	

But	the	articulation	of	such	a	formation—Morag’s	completed	Künstlerroman—belongs	to	

the	woman	whose	roots	in	“a	deep	land”	“a	long	long	way	back”	function	as	the	yet-more-

inaccessible	foundation	of	a	personalized,	cosmopolitan	identity	that	must	think	of	itself	

ethnically	even	as	it	approaches	an	era	that	would	be	called	post-national.	
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Chapter	Four:	National	Diversity	and	the	Spectre	of	Ethnicity:	Rudy	Wiebe	and	

Gwendolyn	MacEwen	

	 Following	Laurence’s	Bildungsroman	and	its	extension	of	Grove’s	pursuit	of	a	Euro-

Canadian	identity	that	accommodates	ethnicity	in	some	form,	I	wish	to	examine	two	

authors	who	perform	a	similar	reimagining	of	Canadian	ethnicity.	Writing	in	the	late	1970s	

and	through	the	manifestation	of	official	multiculturalism	in	the	1980s,	Rudy	Wiebe	and	

Gwendolyn	MacEwen	bridge	the	gap	from	what	Linda	Hutcheon	has	described	as	late	

modernism	(exemplified	by	Margaret	Laurence),	with	its	“search	for	order	in	the	face	of	

moral	and	social	chaos,”	to	the	postmodernist	literature	she	has	famously	described	as	

having	an	“urge	to	trouble,	to	question,	to	make	both	problematic	and	provisional	any	such	

desire	for	order	or	truth	through	the	powers	of	the	human	imagination”	(2).	In	so	doing,	

Wiebe	and	MacEwen	externalize	the	process	of	identity	formation	found	in	Laurence:	they	

look	outside	the	confines	of	European	heritage	in	their	attempts	to	structure	Euro-

Canadian	belonging,	and,	perhaps	paradoxically,	their	respectively	historical-geopolitical	

and	interior,	meditative	registers	return	to	the	nation	form	as	at	once	ostensibly	

universalist	yet	inevitably	ethnically	defined.	While	Wiebe	gestures	toward	the	

revolutionary	possibility	of	leaving	behind	the	“coordinates”	of	identity	politics,31	The	

Scorched-Wood	People	(1977)	ultimately	portrays	the	dual	conceptions	of	nation	around	

which	my	central	argument	revolves	as	reinforcing	one	another	in	their	regulation	of	fluid	

identities	and	subsequent	conversion	of	the	latter	into	a	matrix	of	approximated	

ethnicities.	MacEwen’s	Noman’s	Land	(1985),	meanwhile,	searches	for	a	more	abstract,	

anti-materialist	otherness,	yet	ultimately	extends	Laurence’s	process	of	finding	inner	

                                                
31	See	Michael	Hardt	and	Antonio	Negri	(Commonwealth	371).	
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alterity	into	the	era	of	an	official,	self-consciously	expanded	conception	of	Canadianness	

that	was	to	include	First	Nations	and	non-European	immigrants.	Ultimately,	MacEwen	

presents	seemingly	unassimilable	alterities	with	a	humour	that	falls	short	of	irony	and,	by	

way	of	this	partial	or	incomplete	resolution,	questions	the	extent	to	which	difference	can	be	

grasped	as	anything	but	material	to	be	commodified	by	a	state	that	is	still	defined	by	ethnic	

notions	of	nationality.	In	this	way,	she	inadvertently	lays	the	groundwork	for	the	

personalized	cosmopolitanism	that	characterizes	the	work	of	Euro-Canadian	writers	in	the	

1990s	and	2000s.	Where	MacEwen	worries	about	the	commodification	that	could	

accompany	her	reaching	toward	difference,	in	other	words,	later	authors	(such	as	Timothy	

Taylor)	combine	Laurence’s	discovery	within	and	Wiebe’s	and	MacEwen’s	respective	

extensions	of	this	search	into	Canadian	history	and	across	seas	and	centuries	into	a	

comparatively	unquestioning	valorization	of	the	ethnic	as	existing	prior	to—and	thus	

sustaining—the	nation	form.	

Rudy	Wiebe’s	Northwest	Nations	

	 Most	critics	have	read	Rudy	Wiebe’s	The	Scorched-Wood	People	for	its	appropriation	

of	Indigenous	voices	(Clunie	845)	or	its	polyvocal	incorporation	of	dissenting	viewpoints	

(Blanc	36,	Kloos	217-18),32	but	not	for	its	engagement	with	the	nation-state	or	nationalism.	

                                                
32	Although	these	critics	situate	themselves	in	opposition	to	one	another,	their	positions	are	
in	many	ways	very	similar.	Clunie	emphasizes	that	Wiebe	“eschews	objective	or	fact-based	
accuracy”	in	favour	of	“an	ethically	necessary	method	of	engaging	history	.	.	.	and	the	
collective	and	individual	identities	that	are	its	raw	material”	(845);	Blanc,	meanwhile,	
states	that	the	novel	“grants	us	access	to	communal	thinking	about	the	possible	place	of	a	
minority	within	the	Canadian	Confederation”	(35)	and	“asks	us	to	reflect	on	the	meaning	of	
citizenship”	by	enacting	a	trial	of	competing	narratives	(35-36).	According	to	Kloos,	the	text	
solves	the	problem	of	mutually	exclusive	Métis	and	Euro-Canadian	viewpoints	“by	having	
Falcon	tell	the	story	of	Riel	and	his	people	from	an	‘omniscient	Métis	heaven’”	(218).	
Despite	Hutcheon’s	claims	as	to	the	radical	potential	of	the	politics	of	postmodernism,	
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This	neglect	is	odd	given	that	Wiebe’s	idealism	and	historical	moment	colour	both	his	

choice	of	topic	and	his	notions	of	collectivity	more	generally:	as	Albert	Braz	writes	of	the	

text’s	main	narrator,	Pierre	Falcon,	there	is	“an	uncanny	tendency	of	this	nineteenth-

century	collective	Franco-Catholic	Métis	voice	to	sound	like	a	late-twentieth-century	white	

Western	Canadian	Protestant”	(178).	Wiebe’s	admitted	preoccupation	with	issues	of	

collective	identity	in	the	North-West,	as	well	as	the	fact	that	his	approach	closely	resembles	

Hutcheon’s	historiographical	metafiction,33	suggest	that	the	nation	and	its	horizon	are	

indeed	central	concerns	in	his	historical	fiction.	Additionally,	he	has	in	several	interviews	

revealed	his	preoccupation	with	hybridity	and	pluralist	societies	that	nevertheless	rely	on	

concepts	of	ethnicity	and	nation.	Speaking	of	the	prairies,	for	example,	he	has	stated	that	

the		

	 multi-racial	world	[of	the	Métis]	was	a	possibility	for	only	a	short		 	

	 	 while.	It	simply	couldn’t	stand	the	pressure	of	mass	immigration,	but		 	

	 	 their	mixed-blood	world	was	really	a	new	nation,	a	new	people	being		 	

	 	 formed	from	Cree,	French	and	Scots,	but	it	stops.	In	Paraguay,	where	I			

	 	 was,	there	is	a	kind	of	example	of	what	could	have	happened	if	that		 	

	 	 world	hadn’t	been	stopped.	.	.	.	It’s	a	mixture	of	Spanish,	Portuguese		 	

	 	 and	Indian	that	developed	naturally	without	any	outside	interference.			

	 	 It’s	truly	a	new	nation.	[The	Métis]	had	no	chance	to	establish	this		 	

                                                
these	three	critics	seem	content	to	agree	that	Wiebe’s	novel	merely	encourages	thinking	
about	multiplicity.	
33	Hutcheon	refers	to	The	Scorched-Wood	People	explicitly,	stating	that	it	“re-narrate[s]	and	
re-conceptualize[s]	the	past,	both	literary	and	historical,	and	thereby	reformulate[s]	the	
possibilities	of	subjectivity	narrated	in	them”	(8-9).		
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	 	 kind	of	new	race	but	it	would	have	been	a	beautiful	one	.	.	.	the		 	 	

	 	 Switzerland	of	North	America!	(“Western	Canadian	Imagination”	206)	

Here	Wiebe	reveals	his	tendency	to	imagine	indigeneity	and	hybridity	as	inherently	

liberatory	qualities	while	nevertheless	keeping	in	mind	comparatively	conservative	or	

limiting	Western	conceptions	of	nation.	While	his	reference	to	Switzerland	invokes	a	

nation-state	founded	on	a	historical	accommodation	of	multiple	ethnicities,	at	other	

moments	he	seizes	on	a	vaguely	revolutionary	energy	associated	with	the	marginalization	

of	Indigenous	ethnicities	in	the	Americas.	Speaking	again	of	Paraguay,	he	states	that	“once	

you’ve	been	in	that	kind	of	Third	World	country	.	.	.	it’s	very	different	and	you	do	see.	I	think	

that	helped	me	to	see	much	more	clearly	what	had	happened	to,	say,	Indian	people	here:	

just	the	experience	of	a	more	aboriginal	kind	of	situation	in	South	America	helped	me	to	

see”	(“Unearthing	Language”	239).	Although	in	the	first	instance	Wiebe	uses	an	example	of	

a	successful	civic	or	pluralist	nation	state,	in	the	second	he	invokes	Pheng	Cheah’s	notion	of	

a	postcolonial	nation	as	founded	on	the	“living	culture	of	workers	and	peasants	in	their	

ongoing	struggle	to	reappropriate	what	has	been	alienated	from	the	people”	(213-14).		

While	Wiebe	alludes	uncritically	to	both	models	in	these	interviews,	novels	such	as	

The	Scorched-Wood	People	and	A	Discovery	of	Strangers	(1994)	refer	to	these	two	nation	

types	in	far	more	cautious	and	complex	ways.	Rather	than	openly	valorize	either	such	

model,	The	Scorched-Wood	People	looks	to	pre-national	ethnicities	as	the	basis	for	its	

exaltation	of	historically	marginalized	groups.	It	also	associates	this	kind	of	identity	with	a	

collectivity	that	is	more	fluid	and	adaptable	to	the	needs	of	its	members,	and	which	will	

inevitably	find	itself	at	odds	with	conceptions	of	nation	that	emerge	from	a	codification	of	

ethnic	bonds.	While	The	Scorched-Wood	People	does	not	exalt	single	or	exceptional	ethnic	
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identities,	therefore,	it	does	refer	to	them	again	and	again	as	first	enabling	and	then,	due	to	

their	connections	with	nationality,	limiting	the	North-West	collectivity	the	novel	explores.	

And	indeed,	Wiebe	frequently	draws	distinctions	between	officially	acknowledged	cultural	

identity	and	those	little-known	groups	he	wishes	to	foreground,	distinguishing,	for	

instance,	“the	bloody	black	Irish	of	Biddulph	Township,”	which	are	“now	recognizably	the	

subject	of	(almost	endless)	high	art”	from	“the	Ukrainians	of	Hungry	Hill	(Alberta),”	who	

are	“literarily	still	‘ethnics’”	(“In	the	West”	211).	In	separating	groups	who	are	recognized	

as	components	within	Canada’s	“national”	composition	from	those	who	are	not,	he	

connects	the	pre-national	ethnic	with	the	potentiality	of	a	group	whose	agency	can	exist	

outside	of	or	beyond	the	rigid	ideology	of	the	nation-state.	For	this	reason,	I	wish	to	follow	

arguments	such	as	Dennis	Duffy’s,	in	which	the	novel’s	sentimentality	is	a	form	of	self-

reflexive	critique	(211-12),	and	suggest	that	Wiebe’s	explicit,	heavy-handed,	perhaps	even	

garish	use	of	the	designation	“New	Nation”	and	standard	nationalist	tropes	(such	as	waving	

flags	and	blood-and-soil	rhetoric)	in	fact	critiques	the	chronopolitics	of	the	nation.	More	

specifically,	these	elements	allow	Wiebe	to	create	an	alternative	North-West	national	entity	

that	must	fail	in	order	to	reflect	what	he	regards	as	the	necessarily	and	perpetually	in-

process	nature	of	viable	North	American	collective	identities	that	are	able	to	represent	the	

interests	of	their	particular	members;	or,	as	Cheah	would	have	it,	able	to	retain	the	

liberatory	potential	of	the	organic	community	rather	than	the	oppressive	qualities	of	the	

nation.	

	 To	this	end,	Wiebe	also	uses	the	nascent	historical	“nation”	of	Louis	Riel’s	followers	

to	unpack	nationalism’s	oft-described	“Janus-faced”	quality	of	gazing	both	forwards	in	the	
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name	of	progress	and	backwards	to	a	stable	past—or,	as	Benedict	Anderson	has	most	

recently	reiterated,	a	process	of	self-construction	in	which		

	 	 On	one	side,	the	hunt	was	on	for	“authenticity,”	“roots,”	“originality,”		 	

	 	 and	“history,”	as	nationalism’s	historically	new	consciousness	created			

	 	 a	radical	break	with	the	past.	On	the	other	side,	nations	were		 	 	

	 	 everywhere	understood	as	“gliding	into	a	limitless	future,”	developing		

	 	 in	perfect	synchrony	with	the	breakneck	speed	of	Progress.		 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (Introduction	98)	

Others	have	identified	specifically	Canadian	versions	of	this	temporal	figure;34	in	Wiebe’s	

alternative	history	of	the	North-West,	however,	it	is	the	Métis	who	are	marked	as	a	

constantly	hybridizing	and	changing	people	and	who	thus	represent	the	future	while	single	

ethnic	(read:	non-English)	identities	are	brought	out	as	anterior	and	idealized	cultures	of	

the	past.	Along	with	the	Indigenous	elements	of	Métis	heritage,	it	is	the	“odd	furry	Scot”	

resulting	from	“three	generations	of	farmers	[who]	had	lived	and	died	at	Red	River”	(26)	

that	provides	a	past	foundation	for	the	perpetually	shifting	group	at	the	centre	of	The	

Scorched-Wood	People.	Wiebe’s	take	on	the	potentiality	of	a	North-West	in	which	any	group	

that	has	“remained	with	us	when	they	resigned	from	service”	and	that	has,	after	having	

given	“their	youngest	energy	to	the	implacable	Company”	(25),	chosen	to	live	

autonomously	rather	than	replicate	an	Eastern	government’s	exploitative	social	structure,	

thus	critiques	nationalism’s	dual	temporality	and	valorizes	translation	and	exchange	as	

markers	of	a	comparatively	authentic	culture	in	process.	More	specifically,	he	depicts	Riel’s	

“New	Nation”	as	but	a	short-lived	stage	in	the	gestation	of	a	Hardt-and-Negri-esque	

                                                
34	See	McKay	(123)	and	Carney	(106-07).	
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multitude	that	is	continuously	juxtaposed	with	limiting,	potentially	oppressive	

singularities,	and	in	so	doing	emphasizes	that	the	open-ended	future	of	such	a	collectivity	

cannot	remain	tethered	to	any	immemorial	past.35	The	first	half	of	this	chapter,	then,	will	

argue	that	Wiebe	uses	the	nation	form	to	demonstrate	two	things:	first,	the	danger	of	

allowing	group	identity	to	be	codified	into	a	set	ideology,	and,	second,	the	fact	that	the	two	

kinds	of	“national”	codification—that	is,	i)	a	state-based	patriotism	that	is	inclusive	only	

insofar	as	it	assimilates	diverse	populations	according	to	a	Euro-Canadian	standard,	or	ii)	

separate,	exclusive	ethnic	nationalisms—work	hand-in-hand	as	oppressive,	constraining	

formations.	In	The	Scorched-Wood	People,	Wiebe	presents	this	dynamic	as	part	of	a	

narrative	arc	in	which	the	nation	may	function	for	a	brief	period	as	the	vehicle	for	a	

revolutionary,	hybrid	collectivity,	but	will	inevitably	calcify	into	a	threateningly	rigid	

structure,	regardless	of	whether	the	pluralist	or	the	ethnic	model	takes	hold.		

	 A	fluid	multiplicity	appears	repeatedly	in	the	text’s	descriptions	of	the	Métis	Nation:	

voices	are	constantly	heard	“calling	to	each	other	in	Cree	or	Sioux	or	French	or	Saulteux	or	

Swampy	Cree	or	Gaelic	or	English	in	every	accent	that	knows	those	tongues”	(34),	and	this	

mode	of	belonging	is	unequivocally	posited	as	superior	to	singular	identities.	Early	on,	Riel	

states	that	those	“living	along	the	Red	and	Assiniboine	rivers,	Indian	and	English	and	

French,	have	always	considered	themselves	a	free	people.	.	.	.	And	as	the	guns	of	our	

hunters	have	repelled	Sioux	war	parties,	so	they	have	repelled	Mr.	McDougall”	(27-28).	

Even	groups	of	Indigenous	people	are	presented	as	undesirable	singularities	when	they	

appear	as	distinct,	unmixed	ethnic	groups;	it	is	Riel’s	followers,	referred	to	as	having	

                                                
35	I	use	the	term	singularity	throughout	to	mean	an	ethnic	identity	that	is	perceived	as	
unmixed	as	well	as	a	cultural	identity	that,	in	keeping	with	ethnonational	perspectives,	
regards	itself	as	unique	and	implicitly	superior	to	other	ethnicities.		
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incorporated	various	of	such	identities	throughout	their	brief	history,	that	are	the	positive	

alternative	to	such	modes	of	belonging.	Even	the	changing	flags	of	the	New	Nation	refer	to	

this	process,	as	well	as	the	impossibility	of	pinning	down	some	static	conception	of	

mixture:	replacing	the	“old	blue	Bois-brûlés	flag	of	chains	linked	for	unity	under	which	we	

rode	down	the	Assiniboine	with	Cuthbert	Grant	fifty-three	years	before,”	the	new	flag	has	

“nothing	of	that	North-West	subservience;	white,	it	slid	limply	higher	into	the	motionless	

cold	with	the	brown	of	a	buffalo	breaking	a	fold,	a	huge	fleur-de-lis,	and	then,	in	a	vagrant	

twitch,	we	saw	a	green	shamrock	straightening,	almost	exposed,	folding	again”	(31).	The	

previous	flag’s	abstract	unity	(chains	linked)	here	gives	way	to	a	hodge-podge	of	ethnic	

symbols	with	which	raw	components	of	ethnicity	are	reassembled	to	represent	fragments	

of	ethnic	nations	that	continue	to	exist	only	insofar	as	they	highlight	the	differences	

structuring	the	group’s	multitudinous	unity.	The	transition	from	the	first	flag	to	the	second	

invokes	Hardt	and	Negri’s	conception	of	the	multitude	as	an	“irreducible	multiplicity”	in	

which	“the	singular	social	differences	that	constitute	the	multitude	must	always	be	

expressed	and	can	never	be	flattened	into	sameness,	unity,	identity,	or	indifference”	

(Multitude	105).36	Perhaps	even	more	important	is	the	fact	that	Wiebe	mentions	both	flags;	

emphasizing	the	transition	from	the	first	to	the	second	illustrates	the	constantly	shifting	

identities	that	make	up	his	ideal	North-West	identity.		

	 In	addition	to	structuring	this	kind	of	multitude,	ethnic	identities	inject	a	

revolutionary	element	into	Wiebe’s	North-West.	Braz	states	that,	in	the	historical	Riel’s	

                                                
36	I	am	not	claiming	Wiebe	is	sharing	any	outlook	with	Hardt	and	Negri,	or	even	
anticipating	them;	rather,	I	think	he	is	struggling	to	capture	a	specific	arrangement	of	the	
individual,	the	collective,	and	openness	to	change	that	Hardt	and	Negri	are	also	at	pains	to	
articulate.	
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emphasis	on	hybridity,	the	“combination	of	Eurocentrism	and	Métis	nationalism	condemns	

the	First	Nations	to	[disappear]	not	only	biologically,	like	the	Europeans,	but	also	culturally,	

for	the	new	confederation	of	Métis	nations	will	be	alien	to	them	in	both	language	and	

religion”	(92-93).	Wiebe,	however,	arranges	things	somewhat	differently.	In	portraying	

European	groups	of	the	“past”	as	archaic	and	unenlightened,	he	shifts	the	balance:	rather	

than	Indigenous	cultures	being	doomed	to	disappear	while	European	ethnicities	remain	

overseas	in	the	present	(if	removed	temporally),	it	is	Euro-Canadian	identities	that	are	

presented	as	benefiting	from	a	modernizing	indigeneity.	Noel	Ritchot,	who	is	described	as	

praying	“like	every	good	Indian”	despite	the	fact	that	“he	was	unmixed	French	Canadian”	

(24),	declares,	“Wanderers	ready	to	perish	were	our	fathers,	and	our	mothers	dwellers	in	

darkness,	but	the	Lord	heard	our	cries;	he	gave	us	food	in	the	wilderness	and	with	his	

mighty	arm	destroyed	our	enemies.	O	Lord,	who	hast	given	us	our	land,	and	us	to	become	a	

new	nation,	look	upon	us	from	heaven	thy	dwelling	place”	(24).	Unmixed	European	

ethnicity	is	here	portrayed	as	limiting	just	as	ancestors	of	specific	ethnic	or	national	

identities	are	described	as	archaic,	or	dwelling	in	some	past	Dark	Age.	By	a	combination	of	

divine	providence	and	Indigenous	modes	of	survival,	however,	the	sum	of	these	separate	

parts	will	flourish	and	accommodate	the	needs	of	the	diverse	collective	inhabiting	the	

North-West.	

	 The	function	of	singular	ethnic	identities	within	this	emerging	multitude	is	

problematic,	however,	because	the	benefits	derived	from	ethnicity	structure	the	nation’s	

past	while	simultaneously	undermining	its	future;	for	this	reason,	Wiebe	must	foreclose	the	
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nation	form.37	Jean-Paul	Sartre’s	conception	of	groups	and	collectivities	is	useful	here,	as	it	

distinguishes	the	nation	from	the	fused	group.	According	to	Sartre,	it	is	the	pledge	that	

converts	the	real-time	reciprocity	structuring	the	fused	group	into	an	abstraction	(419).	At	

this	point	of	the	development	of	a	group	into	something	larger,	such	as	a	nation,	what	was	

once	“a	lived,	concrete	bond,	produced	by	the	presence	of	two	men	.	.	.	becomes	the	bond	of	

their	absence”	(470).	In	a	situation	such	as	that	in	The	Scorched-Wood	People,	as	Sartre	

would	have	it,	the	nation	may	emerge	as	part	of	the	process	of	abstraction	that	follows	the	

spontaneous	mobilization	of	the	group	for	the	purpose	of	achieving	autonomy	from	a	

central	government;	that	is	to	say,	as	long	as	the	original	goal	can	be	kept	in	sight,	the	

group’s	ability	to	accommodate	the	needs	of	its	members	will	continue	to	resonate	(390).	

Wiebe’s	North-West	collectivity,	however,	seems	premised	on	rejecting	this	kind	of	

abstraction	or	codification	of	group	bonds	as	inherently	oppressive	and	inflexible;	instead,	

the	nation	must	eventually	dissolve	into	a	fluidity	that	can	account	for	a	multitude	of	future	

components.	Accordingly,	various	characters	speak	of	the	limited	duration	of	the	Métis	

Nation,	acknowledging	that	its	future	must	lie	elsewhere:	the	“odd	furry	Scot”	within	the	

group	results	from,	and	disappears	after,	“three	generations	of	farmers	had	lived	and	died	

at	Red	River”	(26).	At	another	point,	Pierre	Falcon	refers	to	“the	three	generations	of	our	

Métis	nation”	for	whom	“riding	to	buffalo	was	a	man’s	occupation”	(143,	emphasis	added).	

The	definite	article	is	key	here,	as	it	indicates	both	the	conscious	decision-making	and	

articulation	going	into	the	creation	and	sustaining	of	the	New	Nation,	as	well	as	its	

necessarily	limited	lifespan.	Indeed,	the	first	description	of	“our	dream	of	ourselves	as	The	

                                                
37	In	this	sense	the	novel	anticipates	Bhabha’s	conception	of	the	futurity-based	instability	of	
the	nation,	but,	as	I	hope	to	show	below,	Wiebe’s	picture	of	the	North-West	is	not	similarly	
premised	on	the	inherent	obsolescence	of	the	nation-state.	
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New	Nation”	depicts	the	group’s	key	appellation	as	having	already	become	obsolete:	Falcon	

admits	that	“Bois-brûlés,”	his	“song	name	for	us,”	is	“now	not	much	used,”	as	“it	seem[s]	

some	no	longer	lik[e]	the	implication	of	campfire,	or	colour”	(25).	In	this	sense,	the	nation	

form	starts	as	universalist,	liberatory,	and	“exemplified	by	open-to-the-world	plurals,”	as	

Anderson	has	it	(“Nationalism,	Identity”	29);	the	collective	outgrows	this	phase,	however,	

and	both	types	of	nation	reveal	themselves	as	reemergent,	limiting	factors.		

	 With	the	text	replicating	the	temporal	organization	of	the	nation	only	to	undermine	

it	by	invoking,	as	Homi	Bhabha	does,	faith	in	its	inherent	instability	and	disintegration,38	

the	North-West’s	future	incarnation	must	outlive	the	nation’s	brief	existence	as	vehicle	for	

revolutionary	collectivity.	Rather	than	simply	withering	away,	however,	the	nation	is	

destined	to	return	as	a	constraining	and	potentially	endangering	factor.	To	foreshadow	this	

process,	Wiebe	uses	both	his	own	plot	points	and	excerpts	of	Riel’s	writings	to	replicate	

what	Braz	identifies	as	the	three	distinct	phases	of	Riel’s	evolving	notion	of	a	North-West	

identity:	his	shift	from	envisioning	the	latter	as	a	“branch	of	the	greater	French-Canadian	

family	in	North	America,”	to	a	“pan-Métis	confederation	(French-speaking	as	well	as	

English,	Catholic,	and	Protestant),”	and	ultimately	to	a	“unitary	Franco-Catholic	Métis	

society”	(15).	Early	on,	Ritchot	is	described	as	being	not	“so	far	from	Indian	anyway”	(24),	

aligning	the	text’s	Métis	at	this	point	with	a	larger	Francophone	family.	Gradually,	Riel’s	

                                                
38	Bhabha	argues	that	a	nation’s	members	exist	simultaneously	as	“the	historical	‘objects’	of	
a	nationalist	pedagogy,	giving	the	discourse	an	authority	that	is	based	on	the	pre-given	or	
constituted	historical	origin	in	the	past”	and	“the	‘subjects’	of	a	process	of	signification	that	
must	erase	any	prior	or	originary	presence	of	the	nation-people	to	demonstrate	the	
prodigious	living	principles	of	the	people	as	contemporaneity:	as	that	sign	of	the	present	
through	which	national	life	is	redeemed	and	iterated	as	a	reproductive	process”	(208-9).	
This	“tension	between	the	pedagogical	and	the	performative”	(209)	thus	makes	the	
margins	of	the	nation	central	to	its	destabilization	and	inevitable	hybridization.		
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rhetoric	begins	to	make	room	for	others,	mirroring	the	pan-Métis	confederation	that	

appears	in	the	second	phase	of	his	ideology:	he	declares	that	his	Provisional	Government	

will	“fill	our	great	land	with	God-fearing	men	and	women	from	the	poor	of	the	world,	from	

Poland	and	Bavaria	and	Italy	and	Ireland	and	France,	everywhere”	(224).	Once	this	future	

element	of	the	nation	begins	to	take	shape,	it	becomes	clear	that	that	national	form	will	not	

be	adequate	to	contain	Riel’s	idealism.	

	 	From	here,	the	incorporation	of	others	as	a	function	of	charity	becomes	more	of	a	

religious	belief	system	that	mirrors	the	historical	Riel’s	third	ideological	phase	of	a	unitary	

Franco-Catholic	polity.	In	this	iteration	of	a	North-West	collectivity,	it	is	a	heightened	

religious	duty	that	marks	the	multitude	as	destined	for	expansion	and	mutation	beyond	the	

confines	of	any	national	form.	This	third	phase	is	indicated	when	Riel	prays	to	St.	John	the	

Baptist,	“glorious	patron	of	all	French	Canadians”:	“forgive	me	the	offences	I	committed	

among	the	Cree	and	Sioux	and	Blackfeet,	the	Bloods,	the	Salteux,	the	Sarcees,	the	Stonies,	

the	Gros	Ventres,	the	Piegans	and	Nez	Perces,	the	Pendants	d’Oreilles	and	the	Flatheads”	

(262).	Here	the	singularities	against	which	the	New	Nation	had	previously	fought	are	

invoked	as	peoples	equally	deserving	of	forgiveness	and,	implicitly,	inclusion	in	his	latest	

vision	of	collectivity.	From	here	he	grows	more	explicit,	asking	about	what	would	happen	if	

only	“a	whole	people	would	sacrifice	to	truly	love	God	and	do	his	will”;	“a	whole	nation	

believing,	holy	enough	to	carry	God’s	will	into	the	world,	that	would	turn	winter	into	

spring”	(265).	Here	faith	is	recast	as	political	duty,	or	the	adhesive	providing	the	minimum	

amount	of	unity	that	is	required	for	the	multitudinous	group	to	achieve	political	action.	In	

Wiebe’s	hands,	then,	Riel’s	later	iterations	of	collective	identity	feature	religious	bonds	that	
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have	superseded	ethno-national	ones	as	a	way	of	emphasizing	the	inclusive	and	ever-

changing	nature	of	an	ideal	North-West.	

	 Shortly	before	his	death,	however,	Riel	goes	on	an	absurdist	rant	that	connects	the	

seemingly	contradictory	forces	of	ethnic	and	non-ethnic	bonds.	He	envisions	a	fragmented	

hyper-colonial	future	that	cannot	shake	off	ethnicity	even	as	it	relocates	oppressed	groups,	

explaining		

how	five-sevenths	of	the	North-West	should	go	to	the	landless	believers	of	

the	world	to	create	a	new	Bavaria	and	a	new	Italy	and	a	new	Poland	and	a	

new	Ireland	and	a	new	French	Canada;	how	British	Columbia,	which	was	of	

course	also	part	of	the	North-West,	should	likewise	become	a	new	Norway	

and	Sweden	and	Denmark	of	beautiful	mountains	and	sea;	and	how	the	

Belgians	would	also	find	a	new	land	there,	and	especially	the	Jews,	searching	

for	a	country	for	eighteen	hundred	years	and	rich,	landless	lords	of	finance	

would	find	a	new	Judaea	of	consolation	for	their	centuries	of	wandering	in	

the	sweet	chanting	music	of	the	Pacific	lapping	against	the	mountains;	to	

build	a	paradise	for	the	world’s	deprived	on	the	thousands	of	square	miles	of	

the	North-West.	(324-25)	

Here	Riel’s	ideology,	having	settled	into	its	final,	proselytizing,	Catholic	phase,39	seems	to	

have	lost	its	revolutionary	fluidity	and	congealed	into	a	parodic	Balkanization	of	ethnic	

identities.	Still,	the	text	goes	on	to	state	that	“this	was	barely	interesting,”	since	the	

“numberless	Canadian	land	companies	and	private	speculators	already	knew	exactly	what	

                                                
39	The	text	vaguely	implies	that	Jews	in	New	Judea	would	be	converted	to	Christianity,	
suggesting	a	form	of	assimilation	that	would	grant	the	assimilated	an	illusory	or	nominal	
agency.	
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they	were	going	to	do	with	all	the	land,	endlessly	large	though	it	seemed;	it	would	never	be	

too	large	for	their	developed	white	ambitions”	(325).	“White	ambitions”	have	eliminated	

not	only	Riel’s	revolutionary,	multitudinous	collectivity,	but	also	an	alternative	future	of	

multi-ethnic	fragmentation	brought	to	its	(il)logical	conclusion.		

	 It	is	in	this	way	that	Wiebe	uses	Anderson’s	contradictory	balance	of	past	and	

future,	substituting	a	historical	ethnicity	and	a	future	hybridity,	but	also	tears	this	

construction	down	almost	as	quickly	as	he	erects	it.	In	so	doing,	he	both	expresses	the	

danger	of	allowing	his	multitudinous	fluidity	to	harden	into	a	settled-upon	ideology	and	

suggests	that	this	trace	of	the	revolutionary	abolishment	of	identity	in	favour	of	an	organic,	

liberatory	form	of	collectivity,	as	Cheah	envisions,	is	perpetually	under	threat	by	two	

conceptions	of	national	organization	that	may	seem	opposed	but	are	in	fact	linked	quite	

closely.	The	Scorched-Wood	People	suggests,	in	other	words,	that	the	limited	inclusivity	of	

an	ostensibly	pluralist	Canada	that	has	been	established	upon	“white	ambitions”	could	long	

have	been	enabling	the	resurgent	ethnic	nationalisms	of	the	later	twentieth	and	twenty-

first	century,	and	that,	at	least	as	far	as	Wiebe’s	conception	of	the	North-West	is	concerned,	

such	a	reimagined	ethnicity	could	be	linked	to	an	increasing	codification	of	a	collectivity’s	

religious	elements	along	with	other	identitarian	criteria.	Even	in	a	novel	that	would	appear	

to	go	so	far	as	anticipating	Hardt	and	Negri’s	call	for	the	“abolition	of	identity”—“leaving	

behind	who	you	are,	and	constructing	a	new	world	without	race,	gender,	class,	sexuality,	

and	the	other	identity	coordinates”	(Commonwealth	371)—such	a	call-to-arms	is	at	risk	of	

being	buried	under	the	weight	of	a	society	that	has	absorbed	difference	on	dubious	terms	

and	thus	may	experience	it	again	in	the	guise	of	renascent	ethnic	nationalisms.	
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No	More	Poetry:	Gwendolyn	MacEwen’s	Noman	

	 Much	criticism	has	been	devoted	to	Gwendolyn	MacEwen’s	poetry,	but	her	prose	

works	Noman	(1972)	and	Noman’s	Land	have	received	comparatively	scant	attention.	

Existing	somewhere	between	short	story	collections	and	novels,	and	exhibiting	some	of	the	

characteristics	Gerald	Lynch	identifies	in	the	quintessentially	Canadian	short	story	cycle,40	

these	works	nevertheless	evade	easy	categorization	or	interpretation.	This	is	perhaps	the	

case	because	their	bizarre	episodes	and	absurdly	allegorical	elements	make	for	a	direct	and	

unsettling	engagement	with	the	standard	tropes	of	Canadian	history	and	identity.	Kali,	for	

instance,	possesses	an	“Indian”	identity	as	a	result	of	both	her	First	Nations	ancestry	and	

her	name,	which	refers	to	a	Hindu	deity;	in	Noman’s	Land,	the	work	on	which	I	will	focus,	

the	titular	character	wakes	up	with	amnesia	in	a	place	called	Kanada	and	must	find	his	

identity	after	walking	through	Mackenzie	King’s	fabricated	ruins	at	Kingsmere.	I	want	to	

suggest	that	the	same	humorous	and	fantastical	qualities	that	have	likely	resulted	in	

Noman’s	Land’s	critical	neglect	in	fact	challenge	the	typically	Canadian	topics	of	

multiculturalism	and	assimilation	in	an	especially	fundamental	way.	By	employing	a	

playfulness	that	falls	short	of	irony	yet	nevertheless	highlights	the	barriers	to	

understanding	alterity	on	its	own	terms,	MacEwen	dramatizes	both	the	importance	of	

attempting	the	latter	as	well	as	the	inevitable	containment	of	such	attempts	by	the	ethnic	

and	market	logic	structuring	Canada’s	ostensibly	multicultural	policies.	For	this	reason,	I	

would	argue	that	the	text’s	engagement	with	the	imagining	of	personalized	ethnic	identities	

                                                
40	Lynch	describes	these	cycles	as	possessing	a	“new	kind	of	unity	in	disunity,	reflecting	a	
fragmented	temporal	sense,	and	incorporating	a	more	authentic	representation	of	modern	
sensibilities”	(18).	As	such,	this	genre	is	especially	well-placed	to	contribute	to	the	oft-
remarked	“perpetual	musing	on	Canadian	identity”	(xvi).	
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in	the	era	of	increasing	cosmopolitanism	and	globalization	is	a	comparatively	self-reflexive	

precursor	to	the	self-exoticizing	tendencies	of	many	Canadian	writers	who	would	plant	

themselves	squarely	in	the	multiculturalist	milieux	of	subsequent	decades.		

	 A	few	recent	appraisals	of	the	text	make	vague	arguments	for	its	commitment	to	a	

Canadian	or	North	American	cosmopolitanism;41	Marc	Colavincenzo	goes	furthest	in	

clarifying	this	approach.	He	contends	that	Noman’s	Land	is	a	work	of	postmodern	historical	

fiction	that	draws	attention	to	the	discrepancies	between	“public	history/time	and	private	

history/time”	(160).	In	this	context,	Noman’s	private	time	exists	outside	of	the	temporality	

of	the	other	events	of	the	book;	it	is	“governed	by	different	rules	and	potentialities”	and	

therefore	“challenges	world	time”	(170).	Meanwhile,	figures	such	as	the	scissors-grinder	in	

Toronto,	who	“came	from	places	like	Warsaw	and	Kiev	to	sharpen	knives	in	the	capitals	of	

North	America,”	periodically	summon	Noman	back	to	world	time,	or	to	“the	fluid	present”	

(49).	While	Colavincenzo	views	the	richness	of	Noman’s	actually	existing	personal	

experience	as	overcoming	the	constructedness	of	Canadian	identity	and	therefore	opening	

up	new	possibilities	for	“showing	how	history	is	being	created	in	the	present”	(165-66),	I	

want	to	take	a	slightly	different	approach.	I	argue	that	Colavincenzo’s	“world	time”	would	

be	more	accurately	described	as	the	time	of	assimilation	into	a	modern	North	American	

settler	society	and	identity,	and	that	MacEwen	explores	the	limits	of	this	paradigm	not	with	

an	emphasis	on	the	particular,	private	experience	of	the	present,	but	by	presenting	a	series	

of	collective	identities	that	test	the	boundaries	of	a	multiculturalism	structured	by	an	

ostensibly	progressive	Euro-Canadian	settler	society	premised	on	persistent	notions	of	

                                                
41	See,	for	example,	Heidi	Von	Born’s	description	of	the	text’s	“continent	of	thousands	of	
lonelinesses”	(197)	and	Giuliana	Gardellini’s	emphasis	on	the	“endless	process	of	
discovery”	that	can	take	place	in	a	country	with	“no	definite	ethnic	marks”	(91-92).	
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ethnic	difference	and	the	dispossession	of	Indigenous	peoples.	In	this	way,	she	attempts	to	

extend	Canadian	cosmopolitanism’s	search	to	embrace	a	wider	range	of	cultures,	but	

ultimately	takes	a	step	back	and	questions	the	extent	to	which	such	an	approach	can	ever	

admit	difference	without	enhancing	the	commodifying	qualities	of	a	multiculturalism	

fixated	on	conflating	nationality	and	ethnicity.	

	 A	particularly	illuminating	approach	to	this	element	of	Noman’s	Land	is	Sara	

Ahmed’s	investigation	of	multiculturalism’s	creation	of	Others	via	the	trope	of	the	stranger.	

According	to	Ahmed,	strangers	are	often	designated	as	such	before	encounters	with	them	

even	take	place	(3),	and,	within	multicultural	systems,	the	stranger	is	reified	as	the	“origin	

of	difference”	in	the	nation’s	act	of	either	expelling	Others	as	unassimilable	or	welcoming	

them	(4,	97).	When	the	latter	occurs,	identifiable	forms	of	“strangerness”	come	to	be	

commodified	and	consumed	as	markers	of	cosmopolitan	knowledge	(116).	Canadian	critics	

such	as	Eva	Mackey	and	Sunera	Thobani	take	a	similar	approach,	arguing	that	Canada’s	

process	of	assimilating	immigrants	casts	cultural	differences	as	contributing	to	a	“national	

core”	(Mackey	151)	that	becomes	defined	through	its	modernity.	Noman’s	Land	lays	out	

such	an	assimilation	paradigm	quite	clearly	in	its	description	of	a	televised	Canada	Day	

dance,	which	ends	with	“the	Indians	withdr[awing	and]	the	Latvians	and	Estonians	

reced[ing]	into	that	strange	country	behind	the	Maple	Leaf”	(40).	I	would	argue,	however,	

that	the	text	also	challenges	this	phenomenon	by	engaging	with	what	Ahmed	describes	as	

multiculturalism’s	“awkward	temporality”	(104),	in	which	“expressions	of	difference	can	be	

contained	within	the	temporality	of	the	nation	insofar	as	they	can	only	return	‘us’	into	a	

static	and	uncontestable	past	which	belongs	elsewhere	(not	only	to	another	time,	but	to	

another	place)”	(104).	The	temporality	of	the	nation,	in	other	words,	must	place	ethnicity	
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elsewhere	and	in	the	past,	while	the	future	consists	of	a	politics	of	difference	that	is	

commodified	and	contained.	By	engaging	with	two	forms	of	alterity—one	Indigenous,	the	

other	Islamic—that	are	present	both	spatially	and	temporally,	yet	which	can	only	be	

represented	via	self-conscious	aestheticism	and	a	form	of	humour	that	interrogates	yet	

ultimately	preserves	ethnic	stereotypes,	however,	MacEwen	both	challenges	

multiculturalism’s	commodification	of	difference	and	wonders	whether	such	attempts	

must	themselves	become	contained	as	consumable	cultural	products.	Far	from	being	

boundlessly	optimistic,	then,	as	Colavincenzo	would	have	it,	MacEwen	structures	the	text’s	

engagement	with	the	Other	in	a	way	that	acknowledges	that	this	newly	expansive	and	

accommodative	Canadian	identity	is	nevertheless	taking	place	on	exclusive	and	

fundamentally	colonialist	terms.	She	thus	recognizes	the	precariousness	of	positing	a	sui	

generis	Canadian	cosmopolitanism	as	truly	inclusive	and	multiple	by	warning	of	the	ever-

present	risk	that	a	post-national	state	that	takes	reimagined	ethnicity	as	its	ethnic	starting	

point	will	inevitably	aestheticize	otherness	for	consumption	within	the	framework	of	

multiculturalism.		

	 The	first	of	MacEwen’s	two	alterities	belongs	to	her	First	Nations	characters,	who	

are	allotted	an	ontology	associated	with	interiority;	as	a	result,	these	cultures	are	rendered	

as	at	once	accessible	by	a	Euro-Canadian	subject	and	especially	susceptible	to	exploitation	

throughout	the	course	of	such	a	subject’s	self-fashioning	of	identity.	Leslie	Monkman,	

referring	to	the	Haida	narrator	of	one	of	the	stories	in	Noman,	includes	MacEwen	on	his	list	

of	“myth-maker”	authors	who	“discover	a	heroic	past	in	the	culture	of	the	vanishing	red	

man,”	their	success	“measured	by	their	capacity	to	create	a	vital	link	between	the	world	of	

their	subject	and	that	of	their	reader”	(78).	In	Noman’s	Land,	however,	published	four	years	
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after	Monkman’s	study,	MacEwen	portrays	these	nearly	vanished,	“integrated	and	vital”	

(76)	cultures	in	a	more	complex	way.	The	character	Kali,	for	instance,	is	not	simply	

Indigenous;	as	will	be	seen,	she	is	a	figure	whose	mixed	ancestry	combines	with	her	

invocation	of	various	deities	to	link	First	Nations	heritage	with	both	the	ancient	world	and	

Euro-Canadian	identities.	Tom	Marshall	describes	MacEwen’s	poetics	as	a	whole	in	terms	

of	this	dynamic,	referring	to	her	emphasis	on	“the	poet	as	‘I	Interior’”	(Harsh	and	Lovely	

Land	151)	and	characterizing	both	Noman	and	Noman’s	Land	as	proposing	“an	integration	

and	.	.	.	reconciliation	of	MacEwen’s	various	worlds”	(“Several	Takes”	80).	While	Kali	

functions	as	a	guide	for	Noman,	her	exoticization	nevertheless	performs	what	Thobani	

would	describe	as	Canadian	multiculturalism’s	making	First	Nations	“sacred”	after	their	

dispossession	and	marginalization	has	been	normativized	(40).	What	sets	Noman’s	Land	

apart,	however,	is	that	its	mythologizing	of	First	Nations	cultures	foregrounds	the	

artificiality	of	the	Euro-Canadian	subject’s	experience	of	them.	While	texts	such	as	Leonard	

Cohen’s	Beautiful	Losers	(1966)	and	Indigenous-authored	works	such	as	Thomas	King’s	

Green	Grass,	Running	Water	(1993)	use	irony	to	highlight	ongoing	patterns	of	exploitation	

or	bring	together	seemingly	discrete	groups	or	epistemologies,	respectively,	MacEwen’s	

not-quite-ironic	reliance	on	anecdotal	reproductions	of	stereotypical	difference	are	distinct	

from	such	works	in	that	she	more	explicitly	draws	attention	to	the	slippery	slope	between	

engaging	with	and	commodifying	the	Other.		

	 From	the	very	first	pages,	Kali	appears	as	a	figure	who	blurs	the	lines	between	

cultures	and	identities.	She	picks	up	the	wandering	Noman	and	confronts	him	with	a	set	of	

characteristics	he	associates	with	another	place;	he	is	struck	by	her	“unusual”	laugh,	which	

sounds	“almost	as	though	she	were	laughing	in	another	language”	(10).	She	covers	him	in	
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“an	old	brown	blanket	bordered	by	a	geometric	Indian	pattern”	in	a	“style	resembling	a	

toga”	(10)	and	makes	a	clasp	out	of	“a	sweep	of	turquoise	feathers	and	shell	and	bone”	(11).	

Kali’s	foreignness	immediately	moves	from	spatial	to	temporal	signifiers:	as	soon	as	she	is	

marked	as	the	bearer	of	First	Nations	cultures,	she	fashions	these	into	something	evoking	

the	toga	of	MacEwen’s	beloved	ancient	Greeks.	And	while	Kali	tells	Noman	of	her	Mohawk	

ancestry	(14),	she	also	tells	him	that	she	“often	had	trouble	deciding	which	aspect	of	herself	

to	present	to	the	world—the	North	American	Indian	resplendent	with	beads	and	feathers,	

or	that	other	Indian	after	whom	she	was	named,	the	dusky	and	terrible	consort	of	Siva”	

(15).	MacEwen	wastes	no	time	in	converting	the	“foreignness”	of	First	Nations	cultures	to	a	

temporal	archaism	that	is	at	once	ancient,	traditional,	and	accessible	to	those	who	are	

interested	in	exploring	such	a	collection	of	spatio-temporal	alterities.	Once	she	constructs	

this	composite	otherness,	replete	with	its	signifying	clothing	and	accessories,	however,	she	

also	presents	it	as	offering	a	means	by	which	the	immigrant	can	locate	himself	in	the	space	

that	remains	foreign	to	those	now	treating	First	Nations	as	strangers.	While	discussing	the	

ruins	at	Kingsmere,	which	the	landscape	has	“reject[ed]”	(15),42	Kali	tells	Noman	that	this	

environment	will	never	seem	real	“until	we	look	inside	of	what’s	real	to	discover	what’s	

real.	.	.	.	And	it	won’t	settle	into	time,	into	history,	until	we	know	it	well	enough	to	make	

fiction	out	of	it”	(16).	MacEwen’s	notion	of	Indigenous	identity	is	contiguous	with	the	realm	

of	the	interior	and,	ultimately,	the	aesthetic.	

                                                
42	While	Brooke	Pratt	focuses	on	the	larger	“cultural	failure”	indicated	by	Euro-Canadian	
society’s	neglecting	to	“engage	with	the	environment	on	its	own	terms”	(270),	I	want	to	
focus	instead	on	MacEwen’s	use	of	Indigeneity	within	her	explorations	of	interiority	and	
individual	identity.	
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	 The	containment	of	otherness	within	the	aesthetic	is	foregrounded	in	“An	Evening	

With	Grey	Owl,”	a	segment	that	begins	with	the	words	“Kali	read	from	the	works	of	an	

obscure	Kanadian	poet”	(74)	and	then	prints	several	of	MacEwen’s	poems	in	italics.43	Next,	

in	a	section	enclosed	in	parentheses,	Archie	Belaney	and	Anahareo	have	a	conversation	in	

which	they	play	roles	analogous	to	those	of	Noman	and	Kali.	Anahareo	states	that	Belaney	

“was	jealous	of	her;	he	could	see	them	out	on	the	lake—her	ancestors—rippling	over	the	

water	in	their	delicate	ghostly	canoes	all	silver	around	the	edges.	He	wanted	to	claim	these	

ancestors	for	his	own”	(75).	As	Belaney	looks	“inside	himself”	and	discovers	“an	impostor”	

(75),	he	muses,	“Surely	this	is	the	most	silent	country	on	the	face	of	the	globe,”	and	adds,	“I	

must	write	that	down”	(76).	A	story	of	“Indian”	boys	entering	“the	Manitou	world	by	

fasting”	follows,	their	journey	described	as	one	“inward	.	.	.	into	the	real	world”	and	“the	

unconscious”	(76),	which	is	in	truth	“the	kingdom	of	consciousness”	(76-77).	When	Kali	

urges	Noman	awake,	he	asks	her,	“No	more	poetry?”	(78).	At	this	point,	alterity	is	grasped	

as	a	journey	inward,	and	the	immigrant	is	replaced	by	the	impostor,	whose	engagement	

with	indigeneity	is	justified	by	the	artistic	expression	of	a	more	comprehensive	interiority.	

What	Colavincenzo	describes	as	Noman’s	“personal	time”	is	here	Noman’s—the	

immigrant’s—attempt	to	inhabit	an	environment	that	belongs	to	First	Nations,	whose	

relationship	with	the	land	excludes	them	from	multiculturalism’s	cycle	of	otherness	made	

familiar.	Despite	MacEwen’s	sympathy	for	the	impostor	and	her	wrapping	of	his	difference	

in	intricate	layers	of	verse	and	nested	narrative,	Belaney’s	fundamental	separation	from	

First	Nations	remains:	“they	couldn’t	discover	their	histories	in	one	another,	for	when	she	

                                                
43	These	poems	would	later	be	included	in	MacEwen’s	Afterworlds	(1987).	



 

 154	

looked	into	his	eyes	she	saw	only	the	lost	lands	of	her	fathers,	and	in	her	eyes	he	saw	the	

desolate	country	which	was	his	soul”	(75).	

Still,	MacEwen	appears	to	sympathize	with	such	impostors	for	their	approximation	

of	an	identity	outside	multiculturalism	and	the	dispossession	on	which	it	is	premised.	Upon	

being	told	that	Anahareo	grew	to	consider	Grey	Owl	a	fraud	who	“never	really	existed,”	

Noman	states,	“How	unfair	of	her”;	“Of	course	he	existed.	.	.	.	He	was	only	looking	for	his	

soul,	or	for	God,	or	whatever”	(78).	Just	as	Grey	Owl	must	be	forgiven	for	his	inauthenticity,	

so	must	MacEwen,	whose	poems	and	text	mark	her	as	an	impostor	as	much	as	they	

emphasize	the	importance	of	conceiving	more	meaningful	ways	of	belonging.	When	Noman	

awakes	and	tells	of	his	“bizarre	dream,”	for	example,	he	does	not	paraphrase	the	events	of	

MacEwen’s	poems	or	the	dreamlike	prose	in	which	they	are	lodged;	instead,	he	tells	a	new	

story,	in	which	“Indians	broke	into	my	room	and	took	all	my	possessions	.	.	.	and	said	they	

were	just	taking	back	what	was	theirs”	(77-78).	MacEwen’s	poetry	and	the	hallucinatory	

conversation	between	Grey	Owl	and	Anahareo	stand	as	both	the	content	of	Noman’s	dream	

as	well	as	a	discrete	narrative	unit	in	the	text’s	series	of	segments,	many	of	which	grant	the	

point	of	view	to	minor	characters	who	have	little	to	do	with	the	text’s	central	characters	or	

plotlines.	The	inclusion	of	Belaney	in	this	formal	arrangement	grants	agency	to	the	

impostor	and	underscores	the	importance	of	attempts	to	engage	with	the	Other;	at	the	

same	time,	however,	it	foregrounds	the	impossibility	of	knowing	the	experience	of	the	

Other	by	relying	on	explorations	of	interiority	or	aesthetic	representations	of	such.		

MacEwen’s	formal	distinctiveness	thus	supports	imagining	a	multiplicity	of	

experience	just	as	its	serves	as	a	reminder	of	the	danger	of	reducing	otherness	to	an	exotic	

product.	In	particular,	the	text’s	humour	plays	a	large	role	in	signifying	the	way	that	
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supposedly	irresolvable	differences	come	to	be	confronted	and	contained	by	a	state	

multiculturalism	that	is	premised	on	colonialism	and	continues	to	conceive	of	culture	in	

terms	of	ethnicity	and	nation.	While	a	text	such	as	Beautiful	Losers	employs	irony	to	

dramatize	the	problematic	nature	of	settler	engagements	with	an	Indigenous	Other,	

MacEwen’s	usually	unironic	poise	situates	Noman’s	Land	differently.	David	Leahy,	for	

instance,	argues	that	Cohen’s	postmodern	aesthetic,	with	its	“generic	parodies	of	the	

anthropological	essay,	biography,	and	pornography”	(32),	is	not	as	politically	engaged	as	

critics	such	as	Linda	Hutcheon	would	have	it.	Leahy	contends	instead	that	Cohen’s	

“politically	ambivalent	discourses”	are	“just	as	likely	to	leave	the	reader	ideologically	

confused,	politically	passive,	and/or	accepting	of	literature	as	a	means	of	temporary	

fantasy,	escapism,	and	formalistic	play,	unless	the	reader’s	personal,	social,	material	

conditions,	and	ideological	commitments	warrant	or	demand	other	kinds	of	readings”	(40).	

MacEwen’s	largely	unironic	playfulness	and	her	reliance	on	anecdotes	and	stereotypes,	

however,	render	such	problems	comprehensible	just	as	it	highlights	their	irresolvability	

within	Canadian	multiculturalism.	In	this	sense,	she	approximates	what	Hutcheon	and	

many	others	have	described	as	the	postmodern	tendency	toward	an	irony	that	is	relational	

(both/and)	rather	than	differential	(either/or);	by	combining	a	seemingly	genuine	

enthusiasm	for	admitting	alterity	with	stereotypical	descriptions	of	difference,	however,	

she	reduces	the	ambivalence	found	in	Cohen’s	text	and	renders	exclusivist	notions	of	ethnic	

and	cultural	difference	comical	and	incorrect	yet	also	persistent	in	Euro-Canadian	

conceptions	of	the	Other.			

MacEwen’s	humour	also	stands	apart	from	that	of	Green	Grass,	Running	Water.	Many	

critics	regard	the	humour	in	King’s	novel	as	either	creating	a	dialogue	between	the	oral	and	
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the	written	to	dismantle	the	“closed	systems”	characterizing	the	novel	form	(Chester	45)	

or,	in	employing	juxtaposition	and	scatological	references,	doing	away	with	hierarchies	by	

“reducing	everyone	to	a	shared	set	of	basic	bodily	functions”	(Andrews	92).	Jennifer	

Andrews	rightly	argues	that	these	types	of	humour	challenge	readers	to	“reconsider	the	

logic	of	categories	such	as	national	identity”	(91).	King’s	attention	to	the	border	between	

two	North	American	nation-states	also,	however,	means	that	his	humour	emphasizes	the	

transcendence	of	constructed	differences;	MacEwen’s,	meanwhile,	highlights	the	divisions	

perpetuated	by	the	multicultural	state’s	reification	of	ethnicity	and	nationality.	MacEwen’s	

jocularity	stands	apart	from	Cohen’s	darker,	arguably	more	opaque	irony	just	as	it	mirrors	

King’s	sometimes	unironic	playfulness,	yet	to	a	different	end.	It	presents	the	appealing	

surface,	or	even	potentiality,	of	multiculturalism	at	the	same	time	as	it	underscores	the	

persistent	dispossession	and	marginalization	on	which	such	a	system	is	premised;	in	

balancing	these	elements,	MacEwen	fails	to	provide	explicit	critique	or	resolution.	In	this	

sense,	the	text	employs	something	similar	to	what	Glenn	Willmott	describes	as	the	

“sublime	humour”	of	Stephen	Leacock,	in	which	the	author’s	“self-cancelling	plot	forms”	

offer	“neither	satirical	nor	romantic	correctives”	to	the	social	and	economic	inequalities	he	

depicts	(60).	In	the	case	of	MacEwen’s	depictions	of	indigeneity,	this	humour	also	

foregrounds	the	text	as	an	aesthetic	product—an	end	in	itself—by	reducing	polyvocality	to	

vaguely	mystical	syncretism,	a	clichéd	dream	sequence,	and	the	reproduction	of	standalone	

poems.	In	aestheticizing	the	possibilities	of	the	impostor	while	acknowledging	his	

separation	from	the	actually	existing	Other,	MacEwen	reaches	toward	alterity	while	

simultaneously	foreclosing	the	possibility	of	integrating	difference	with	a	Euro-Canadian	

worldview	that	continues	to	conceive	of	nation	in	terms	of	ethnicity.	



 

 157	

	 MacEwen	uses	more	explicitly	“self-cancelling”	imagery	in	her	depictions	of	Ibrahim,	

the	Arab,	or	external,	counterpart	to	her	Indigenous,	internal	alterity.	These	segments	of	

the	text	draw	on	what	Marshall	describes	as	MacEwen’s	Arab	and	Greek	periods	of	

mythmaking	(“Several	Takes”	80)	to	dramatize	the	dangers	of	commodifying	difference	

without	providing	any	easy	solution.	But	while	Marshall	takes	the	text’s	multicultural	cast	

of	characters	as	evidence	that	MacEwen	insists	that	“all	times	and	places	are	one”	(81),	the	

other	ways	of	being	that	are	presented	to	Noman	raise	some	questions	regarding	the	

harmony	pointed	out	by	Marshall	and	Colavincenzo.	At	numerous	points,	cosmopolitan	

knowledge	is	reduced	to	the	ability	to	navigate	a	sea	of	cultural	products.	One	character	

recalls	a	time	when	“Kali	made	martinis	and	I	proposed	a	toast	in	one	of	the	23	languages	I	

can	propose	toasts	in,	then	somebody	put	on	a	record	of	flamenco	music	and	Noman	took	

everything	off	the	polished	coffee	table	and	got	up	on	it	and	started	clapping	and	making	

those	crisp	staccato	sounds	with	his	heels”	(66).44		And	even	while	MacEwen	makes	

reference	to	the	fact	that	“there	is	no	such	thing	as	history,	that	time	is	circular,	and	all	

events	are	synchronous	points	on	the	circumference”	(66),	so	too	does	she	cast	such	

notions	of	cyclical	time	as	yet	another	accoutrement	in	the	fairground	of	Torontonian	

cosmopolitanism	that	is	the	“Kanadian	National	Exhibition	grounds”	(65).	Amid	this	range	

of	selectable	identities	and	temporalities,	it	is	Ibrahim	who	is	at	times	presented	as	

incompatible	with	the	ostensibly	progressive	values	of	Euro-Canadian	settler	society.		

                                                
44	MacEwen	also	presents	examples	of	this	parodied	cosmopolitanism’s	opposite	number:	
at	a	party	thrown	by	members	of	Kali’s	theatre	company,	for	instance,	a	guest’s	declaration	
that	“in	Crete	people	still	Tilled	the	Soil”	(22)	simultaneously	presents	a	way	of	living	
outside	capitalism	and	underscores	the	commodification	of	such	an	option	(with	the	capital	
letters	reifying	it	as	a	selectable	lifestyle	choice,	as	would	appear	on	a	tourism	
advertisement).	In	so	doing,	she	paints	a	picture	of	a	near-monolithic	North	American	
modernity	that	is	devoid	of	meaningfully	different	lifestyles.	
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	 Ibrahim	is	a	Syrian	immigrant	who	has	left	his	country	because	he	was	“screwing	

[his]	best	friend’s	wife”	(85)	for	three	years.	Stereotypes	associated	with	Arabs	and	Islam,	

many	of	which	issue	from	the	orientalism	that	has	long	cast	these	identities	as	behind	

history,	permeate	his	explanation	of	his	situation.	However,	these	are	not	used	to	wholly	

malicious	ends;	rather,	they	combine	negative	notions	of	the	Arab	or	Muslim	as	

quintessentially	other	with	stereotypes	that	valorize	this	figure.	MacEwen	plays	on	many	of	

the	recurring	qualities	Ronald	Stockton	finds	in	North	American	representations	of	Arabs,	

such	as	sexual	depravity	(130),	deceit	(143),	and	pitting	individual	desires	against	larger	

social	harmony	(143):	Ibrahim	declares	that	he	cannot	return	because	his	friend	may	kill	

him	and	his	wife,	but	also	that	he	is	“a	modern	Arab”	with	“no	prejudices	against	women”;	

he	is	“betrothed	to	a	girl	from	[his]	village,”	Yasmin,	whom	he	describes	as	“pure	virgin,	like	

the	wool.	.	.	.	She	is	not	like	one	of	those	rich	University	girls	in	Damascus	who	go	with	men	

before	they	are	married	and	then	go	to	a	doctor	to	get	themselves	sewn	up	before	their	

wedding	night”	(86).	As	they	talk	in	a	grocery	store,	Noman	accuses	Ibrahim	of	being	

“[o]bsessed	with	virginity”	and	“frozen	in	the	seventh	century,	waiting	for	the	lights	to	

change”	(86),	in	a	sense	confronting	him	as	being	at	odds	with	ostensibly	progressive	forms	

of	social	organization	such	as	official	multiculturalism.	At	another	point	in	this	

conversation,	Ibraham	plays	into	this	role,	invoking	the	image	of	the	Muslim	Arab	as	

antagonistic	to	modernity	in	general:	“Look	at	this	wealth,	this	decadence.	.	.	.	the	

corruption	of	all	capitalist	countries”	(85).		

	 Yet	such	tropes	are	also	inflected	with	what	Ian	Almond	calls	the	“new	Orientalism,”	

and	as	such	they	cast	Ibrahim	not	only	as	an	antagonist	but	also	as	recalling	the	way	Islam	

continues	to	exist	“geographically	but	also	chronologically	outside	Europe”	(11),	thus	
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indicating	“how	Europeans	used	to	think”	and	representing	a	way	of	being	in	which	“the	

Greek/Roman	open	affirmation	of	masculinity,	sexuality	and	hierarchy	still	remains	intact”	

(25).	Accordingly,	statements	such	as	“life	must	be	full	of	mystery,	and	women	must	be	full	

of	secrets”	(87)	portray	Ibrahim	as	outside	of	and	insusceptible	to	North	America’s	

assimilative	chronology	and	mark	him	as	the	embodiment	of	a	vitality	that	opposes	North	

American	modernity	so	broadly	and	radically	that	it	ultimately	finds	expression	in	figures	

of	paradox.	As	he	encourages	Noman	during	the	latter’s	swim,	for	example,	Ibrahim	says,	

“although	I	am	an	atheist	I	will	pray	for	you.	.	.	.	Allah	listens	to	me.	Even	though	there	is	no	

Allah.	You	see	what	I	mean”	(130).	Tellingly,	his	remark	about	“the	corruption	of	all	

capitalist	countries”—arguably	the	most	ironized	instance	of	his	utter	alterity—is	

immediately	followed	with	“I’m	sorry	if	you	don’t	understand.	.	.	.	East	confronts	West.	One	

Wintario	ticket	please”	(86).	Since	Ibrahim’s	ability	to	resist	assimilation	is	first	based	on	

racist	notions	of	medieval	potency	and	then	must	dissolve	into	paradox,	his	model	of	

resistance	also	warns	of	the	systems	of	oppression	and	exclusivity	that	mark	certain	

identities	as	meaningfully	different.	Once	again,	MacEwen’s	use	of	stereotypes	falls	short	of	

outright	irony;	she	thus	casts	notions	of	absolute	difference	as	comically	incorrect	yet	also	

speaks	to	their	reproduction	within	an	official	policy	of	multiculturalism	that	continues	to	

conceive	of	ethnically	distinct	Others.		

Ultimately,	Ibrahim’s	sometimes	intense	resistance	to	assimilation	succeeds	only	in	

canceling	itself	in	contradictory	depictions	of	him	as	fundamentally	assimilable.	In	

canceling	this	opposition	with	humour	that	fails	to	provide	any	resolution,	MacEwen	once	

again	foregrounds	the	aesthetic	effect	of	her	text	as	the	primary	outcome	and	thereby	

warns	of	the	ever-present	possibility	that	Euro-Canadian	encounters	with	difference	must	
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always	result	in	the	commodification	of	alterity.	Much	as	in	“An	Evening	with	Grey	Owl,”	

Ibrahim’s	own	identification	as	an	artist	foreshadows	this	paradigm:	even	his	first	

appearance	in	the	text	takes	the	shape	of	a	first-person	narrative	beginning,	“I	am	Ibrahim	

who	writes”	(83).	Although	he	expresses	a	fierce	pan-Arab	nationalism	at	several	points,	he	

identifies	not	as	a	Muslim	but	rather	as	a	poet	who	worries	about	dying	“unknown	and	

despised”	with	his	“verses	unpublished”	(85).	He	bemoans	the	apolitical	nature	of	Western	

art,	and	in	an	attempt	to	explain	his	staying	in	Canada	rather	than	fighting	the	Israel-

backed	Falange	in	Lebanon,	asks	Noman:		

	 if	I	succeeded	in	writing	the	entire	Iliad	on	a	strip	of	macaroni,	would		 	

	 	 you	laugh	then?	You’d	probably	cry	because	you’re	morose,	like	a		 	

	 	 potato,	you’re	probably	part	Irish.	I,	an	Arab,	am	also	morose,	but	it’s	a		

	 	 passionate	moroseness,	it’s	different.	You	Westerners,	with	you	I		 	

	 	 always	see	apathy	in	action.	What	I	am	doing	now	is	stationary	but		 	

	 	 dynamic,	do	you	see?	(93)		

Ibrahim’s	attempts	to	fuse	poetry	and	political	resistance	present	themselves	as	outside	the	

passivity	of	Canadian	cosmopolitanism;	ultimately,	however,	they	resonate	only	insofar	as	

they	contribute	to	the	association	of	alterity	with	artistic	production	and	the	cementing	of	

the	latter	as	the	only	means	by	which	Euro-Canadian	multiculturalism	can	accept	and	

engage	with	difference	on	its	own	terms.	

This	reliance	on	the	aesthetic	once	again	indicates	the	text’s	preoccupation	with	the	

danger	of	commodifying	the	Other.	The	section	that	introduces	Ibrahim	features	a	first-

person	point	of	view	that	speaks	directly	to	a	reader	or	auditor:	“Let	me	tell	you	how	I	

came	to	meet	this	strange	being	called	Noman”	(84).	This	confessional	quality	also	seeps	
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into	Ibrahim’s	conversations	with	Noman,	as	when	he	intimates:	“Listen,	I	must	tell	you	

something	.	.	.	It’s	about	your	lady	friend	Kali.	She	entertains	men	alone”	(87).	Culminating	

with	italics	that	invoke	the	simultaneous	separateness	and	integration	of	MacEwen’s	own	

poems	in	“An	Evening	with	Grey	Owl,”	this	statement	casts	Ibrahim	as	familiar	just	as	it	

reproduces	persistent	stereotypes	about	Islamic	views	on	female	sexuality.	Following	this	

conversation,	MacEwen	emphasizes	the	double-edged	nature	of	this	combined	familiarity	

and	alterity:	“Noman	smiled.	I	was	becoming	afraid	of	his	smile,	as	indeed	I	was	afraid	of	

him.	His	smile	was	not	cruel,	or	sarcastic,	or	cunning;	it	was	quiet	and	perfectly	still	and	

perfectly	contained,	like	a	pool	of	dark	water”	(88).	By	positing	connections	with	Others	

and	using	these	connections	to	structure	an	aesthetic	experience,	MacEwen	emphasizes	the	

importance	of	dissolving	the	divisions	structuring	multiculturalism.	Yet	by	converting	

Ibrahim’s	stereotypically	Islamic	views	on	poetry,	politics,	women,	and	death	into	what	is	

perhaps	the	most	familiarizing	and	affecting	component	of	the	narrative,	she	also	indicates	

the	extent	to	which	such	notions	of	ethnic	and	national	difference	are	at	risk	of	persisting	

within	a	Euro-Canadian	conception	of	multiculturalism.	Fittingly,	Noman	ends	his	grocery	

store	conversation	with	Ibrahim	by	presenting	a	vivid	image	of	the	humorous	non-

resolution	of	multiculturalism’s	ostensible	commitment	to	universality	and	its	reification	of	

conceptions	of	cultural	difference:	referring	to	Ibrahim	as	his	“fine	mad	Arab	friend”	with	

“tears	rolling	out	of	[his]	marvelous	great	mournful	eyes”	just	as	he	describes	the	

“voluptuous	cauliflowers	and	tomatoes	and	satanic	eggplants”	that	both	integrate	Ibrahim	

into	a	universalist	capitalist	economy	and	mark	his	participation	as	rhetorically	and	

religiously	distinct,	Noman	concludes,	“you	have	just	showed	me	that	perhaps	there	is	

someone	in	this	country	who	is	more	foreign	than	me”	(89).		
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	 MacEwen’s	take	on	a	multiculturalism	defined	by	Euro-Canadian	conceptions	of	

ethnic	and	national	difference	therefore	engages	with	Ahmed’s	“awkward	temporality”	

without	conforming	to	the	hopefulness	of	some	overly	positive	readings	of	the	text.	Still,	

Noman’s	Land’s	not-quite-ironic	use	of	cultural	stereotypes	to	contain	the	possibility	of	real	

change	within	the	aesthetic	engages	with	the	possibilities	of	Canadian	cosmopolitanism	in	

a	way	that	is	perhaps	more	measured	than	pessimistic.	The	Nightchild,	a	figure	who	toward	

the	end	of	the	text	is	abruptly	revealed	to	be	the	son	of	Kali	and	Noman,	signifies	the	

possibility	of	continuity	amid	fragmentation.	He	also,	however,	functions	as	one	of	the	

text’s	central	riddles.	Is	the	Nightchild	really	their	son?	When	was	he	conceived?	The	

closest	thing	to	a	definitive	answer	exists	not	here,	but	in	one	of	the	stories	in	Noman,	the	

far-less-unified	collection	that	precedes	Noman’s	Land	by	more	than	a	decade.	If	Kali,	

Noman,	and	the	Nightchild	finally	emerge	as	a	multicultural	family	that	includes	otherness	

on	its	own	terms,	however,	the	process	is	articulated	only	via	the	disparate	plot	points	of	a	

multivolume	rumination	spanning	pages	of	allegory,	self-referentiality,	poetry,	and	

unassimilable	fragments.	It	is	telling	that	Noman’s	Land’s	conclusion,	in	which	Noman	

emerges	from	the	lake	and	approaches	Kali	and	the	Nightchild,	does	not	actually	narrate	

their	reunion.	Instead,	it	closes	with	a	description	of	state-sanctioned	light	and	colour	that	

recalls	the	blend	of	artifice	and	aesthetics	that	structures	as	well	as	limits	the	possibilities	

of	Canadian	diversity:	“They	saw	him	emerge	from	the	lake,	his	body	covered	with	shining,	

watery	scales.	A	week	later	they	all	watched	as	the	fireworks	at	the	end	of	the	Exhibition	

wrote	bright	signatures	across	the	sky.	Then	the	particles	of	fire	fell	back	into	the	lake	like	

rain”	(138).	Folding	Anahareo’s	story,	in	which	“the	first	man	in	the	world	had	emerged	

from	the	water	covered	with	shining	scales	which	later	fell	off”	(75),	into	Noman’s	



 

 163	

perpetually	unfinished	narrative	of	self-discovery	amid	official	celebration,	this	scene	

encapsulates	MacEwen’s	playful	yet	problematizing	depiction	of	the	possibilities	of	

Canadian	multiculturalism.	Writing	as	the	crowds	were	still	assembled	and	the	last	of	the	

fireworks	began	to	fade	from	the	sky,	MacEwen	seemed	especially	perceptive	of	the	

possibilities	and	perils	of	her	historical	moment;	one	can	only	wonder	what	she	would	have	

thought	of	the	increasingly	particulate	nature	of	the	Canadian	literatures	that	gained	

prominence	in	the	years	after	her	death.	

Both	Noman’s	Land	and	The	Scorched-Wood	People	thus	present	tangled,	somewhat	

skeptical	takes	on	the	possibilities	of	Canadian	multiculturalism	and	cosmopolitanism,	both	

historically	and	looking	forward.	Wiebe’s	recovery	of	what	he	seems	to	regard	as	a	lost	

historical	radicalism	ultimately	presents	nationality	as	inescapably	conservative	and	in	

some	way	bound	to	ethnicity;	MacEwen’s	attempt	to	dip	deeper	into	her	own	world	

questions	whether	a	meaningful,	national	diversity	can	ever	function	as	more	than	a	

recladding	of	subjects	in	exotic,	if	highly	composite,	ethnic	costumes,	experiences,	and	

stories.	Both,	however,	stop	short	of	succumbing	to	the	fundamentally	antimodernist	and,	

in	some	cases,	insidiously	essentialist,	tendencies	that	would	characterize	much	

multiculturalist	fiction	of	the	coming	years.		
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Chapter	5:	Consuming	Beyond	Community:	Neoliberal	Vancouver	and	the	Post-

National	Subject	

The	final	Euro-Canadian	author	I	explore	at	length	is	Timothy	Taylor,	a	once	up-and-

coming	writer	who	has	in	recent	years	seemingly	been	relegated	to	the	status	of	a	

procrustean,	white-identity-fixated	novelist	or	else	an	outright	servant	of	neoliberal	

conceptions	of	the	creative	class.	While	neither	picture	of	Taylor	is	entirely	fair,	I	argue	

here	that	each	exists	due	to	Taylor’s	books	representing	one	logical	conclusion	of	the	

process	in	which	the	Euro-Canadian	subject	paradoxically	transcends	ethnic	identity	and	is,	

precisely	for	the	fixation	on	this	lost	variable	of	ethnicity,	constructed	as	the	epitome	of	

modernity	and	rationality.	Perhaps	the	most	interesting	aspect	of	Taylor’s	oeuvre,	

however,	is	that	his	recent	nonfiction	seems	to	engage	directly	with	the	qualities	of	his	

novels	that	many	critics	and	students	find	so	objectionable.	However,	in	taking	a	step	back	

from	valorizing	ethnic	and	national	identities,	Taylor’s	recent	nonfiction	seems	to	recoil	

from	looking	for	any	meaningful	group	identity	outside	the	immediate	family.	What	I	will	

read	at	length	below	as	an	expression	of	hopelessness,	however,	perhaps	mirrors	the	larger	

shift	in	Canadian	literature	that	I	outline	in	the	following	chapter;	that	is,	that	meaningful	

engagements	with	collective	identity	and	liberatory	affiliative	bonds	may	now	be	a	series	of	

inquiries	better	left	to	the	non-Euro-Canadian	writers	whose	lives	and	work	have	long	been	

constrained	by	the	regressive	notions	of	community	I	have	been	outlining	at	length	up	to	

this	point.		

Stanley	Park	

Since	its	publication	in	2001,	Timothy	Taylor’s	Stanley	Park	has	garnered	attention	

from	the	literary	world	and	beyond,	but	it	has	also	been	characterized	as	inherently	
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conservative—unambitious	on	the	level	of	resisting	consumer-oriented	neoliberalism	but	

also	curiously	regressive	for	its	valorization	of	tradition	and	a	purity	of	experience,	which	

sometimes	occurs	at	the	expense	of	even	acknowledging	the	hybridity	at	the	centre	of	the	

global	city.	Jeff	Derksen,	for	instance,	in	an	interview	with	Kit	Dobson,	dismisses	the	novel	

as	part	of	“a	massive	push	[in	North	America]	to	have	culture	be	the	software	that	delivers	

neoliberalism”	(277).	Such	critiques	are	valid;	nevertheless,	I	want	to	push	at	them	by	

suggesting	that	Stanley	Park’s	protagonist,	Jeremy,	embarks	on	a	purity-obsessed	quest	to	

define	his	ethnic	heritage	largely	as	an	attempt	to	hold	on	to	a	personalized,	“natural,”	and	

historical	sense	of	community	and	belonging	with	which	to	undergird	his	larger	aspiration	

to	engage	ethically	with	his	profession	and	locality.	And	indeed,	Jeremy	does	attain	some	

awareness	of	local	political	issues	and	the	region’s	Indigenous	history.	The	problem	is	that	

such	attempts	to	approximate	local	belonging	ultimately	resemble	T.J.	Jackson	Lears’s	

notion	of	antimodernism:	they	are	gestures	of	resistance	that	inevitably	serve	only	to	ease	

Taylor’s	Euro-Canadian	characters	into	a	further	atomized,	consumption-obsessed	

existence.	I	want	to	suggest	as	well	that	they	do	so	by	constructing	the	Euro-Canadian	

subject	as	specially	positioned—both	spatially	and	temporally—to	benefit	from	an	

unprecedentedly	large	range	of	affiliations.		

Indeed,	Stanley	Park	is	arguably	a	novel-length	validation	of	Himani	Bannerji’s	

assertion	that	the	“special	effects”	of	reimagined	white	settler	ethnicities	require	no	

cultural	commitment	whatsoever	now	that,	even	for	those	Eastern	and	Southern	European	

immigrants	who	were	in	the	not-so-distant	past	regarded	as	nonwhite,	“the	price	to	be	

paid”	for	such	identities	“is	no	longer	there”	(113).	Still,	the	novel’s	engagement	with	roots	

is	not	entirely	without	nuance.	Travis	Mason	argues	that	its	use	of	ekphrasis	“position[s]	
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the	uncertainty	and	partial	knowing	of	interpretation	as	a	way	to	understand	shifting	

notions	of	place”;	this	reading	sheds	light	on	the	extent	to	which	Jeremy’s	engagement	with	

his	globalized	urban	environment	accounts	for	“slippages	between	local	and	global,	

between	knowing	and	not-knowing”	(13).	While	Mason	argues	that	this	dynamic	informs	

Jeremy’s	desire	to	“know	as	precisely	as	possible	where	home	is”	by	negotiating	post-

industrial	urbanization	and	abstract	primitivism	(13-14),	it	also	reveals	that	Taylor	may	

not	be	indulging	in	simple	nostalgia	so	much	as	connecting	with	collective	identities	of	the	

past	using	the	content	(including	gaps	in	knowledge)	of	purely	personal	experience.	Jeremy	

searches	for	some	particular	European	ethnic	past	not	as	a	misguided	exercise	in	nostalgia,	

but	in	a	self-conscious	manner	that	highlights	the	oppositional	and	potentially	socially	

liberatory	urge	for	more	authentic	(and	responsible)	culinary	and	cultural	practices.		

Taylor’s	debut	novel	tells	the	story	of	Jeremy	Papier,	a	hip	Vancouver	chef	who	tries	

to	merge	his	search	for	origins	with	an	ethical	participation	in	the	foodie	culture	he	sees	

taking	over	his	city.	Punctuated	by	discussions	of	belonging	and	origins	with	his	eccentric	

anthropologist	father,	the	decline	of	Jeremy’s	struggling	bistro,	the	Monkey’s	Paw,	forces	

him	to	turn	to	Dante	Beale,	a	ruthless	financier	who	invests	in	the	enterprise	and	

eventually	inspires	a	present-day	iteration	of	a	back-to-the-land	revolt	from	Jeremy	and	his	

staff.	Members	of	the	ostensibly	post-national	class	of	Stanley	Park	repeatedly	declare	that	

they	are	disconnected	from	any	specific	sense	of	place.	Beale	is	characterized	as	

“unplugged	.	.	.	from	the	planet”	(200),	and	his	representation	as	someone	who	lacks	any	

credible	form	of	identity	is	extended	to	kinship	itself;	Dante	proclaims	that	he	“ha[s]	no	

family,”	and	that	his	“family	tree	is	a	series	of	opportunities	linked	by	branches	to	the	main	

trunk	of	[his]	life”	(190).	Jeremy	demonizes	such	figures	as	“rootless”	and	unaware	of	the	
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qualities	of	“the	soil	under	their	feet”	(223).	That	Jeremy’s	yearning	for	a	“given	history”	is	

a	response	to	this	lifestyle	as	well	as	to	a	visceral	sense	of	placelessness	in	which	his	very	

organs	register	a	dysphoria	of	location—his	heart	recurrently	entering	a	“stuttering,	falling	

two-step”	that	can	be	rectified	only	when	he	“l[ies]	down	on	the	grass	in	the	middle	of	the	

quad.	.	.	.	not	caring	what	anyone	might	think”	(146)—further	indicates	that	his	

reimagining	of	ethnic	identity	functions	more	as	an	abstract	motivator	than	an	end	in	itself.		

	 And	while	the	novel’s	fixation	on	the	separate	components	of	its	individual	

characters’	mixed	heritages	and	Vancouver’s	majority	immigrant-settler	population	recalls	

Benedict	Anderson’s	dismissal	of	“long-distance	nationalisms”	that	do	not	meaningfully	

affect	either	individual	subjectivity	or	mainstream	society	(“Long-Distance	Nationalism”	

73-74),	it	is	worth	recalling	here	that	Anthony	Smith	refers	to	such	reimagined	identities	as	

a	response	to	the	“arid	professionalism”	of	highly	developed	societies	(207).	Both	

Anderson	and	Smith	describe	responses	to	notions	of	a	modernity—a	standardized,	

bureaucratically	organized	present—that	is	perceived	as	predictable,	censorious	of	

spontaneity,	or	entirely	without	originality.	Taylor’s	engagement	with	a	globalized,	post-

industrial,	and	ostensibly	post-national	Vancouver	can	be	read	in	similar	terms;	if	one	can	

forgive	his	treatment	of	notions	of	white	ethnic	heritage	that	conventional	wisdom,	at	least	

in	a	vaguely	progressive	Canadian	context,	would	regard	as	already	at	least	somewhat	

ironized,	Taylor	is	in	a	sense	exploring	an	antimodernism	that	is	at	its	core	a	type	of	

resistance.	

	 The	novel	begins	with	Jeremy’s	father,	a	professor	whose	title	doubles	as	his	name,	

describing	his	engagement	in	a	“participatory	anthropology”	that	requires	him	to	live	with	

the	resident	homeless	population	in	the	park.	From	here,	Jeremy’s	quest	for	authenticity	
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involves	a	similarly	self-aware	inquiry	that	is	not	entirely	unaware	of	its	problematic	

nature.	Although	Jeremy	and	his	father	tactlessly	compare	their	own	class	with	the	

homeless	who	look	to	the	park	as	a	literal	form	of	shelter—“In	our	rootless	day	and	age,	

our	time	of	strange	cultural	homelessness,”	the	Professor	ruminates,	“I	wonder	if	we	might	

look	to	these	homeless	.	.	.	to	find	an	emblem	of	the	deepest	roots	of	all”—this	valorization	

of	the	park	is	part	of	the	Professor’s	study	of	the	merits	of	a	connection	to	place	that	is	

forged	out	of	necessity—“a	time	when	[people]	would	only	have	known	what	[the	soil	

under	their	feet]	could	offer”	(136).	It	is	no	coincidence	that	this	discussion	begins	Jeremy’s	

recounting	of	his	search	for	family	history.	

Jeremy’s	distinction	between	“Crips”	and	“Bloods”—the	former	those	who	“fuse,”	

“strive	for	innovation,”	and	are	“post-national,”	the	latter	“respectful	of	tradition,	nostalgic	

even”	(32)—also	demonstrates	that	his	search	for	tradition	goes	beyond	any	odious	white	

nationalism.	He	states,	for	instance,	that	Bloods	are	“interested	in	the	veracity	of	things	

culinary,	linked	to	‘local’	by	the	inheritance	or	adoption	of	a	culture,	linked	to	a	particular	

manner	and	place	of	being”;	what	is	more,	they	venerate	not	some	single,	chosen	tradition,	

but	rather	the	staples	of	a	wide	array	various	national	cuisines,	including	“tacos,	bratwurst,	

borscht	.	.	.	and	as	much	foie	gras	as	they	[can]	get	their	hands	on”	(32,	my	emphasis).	His	

fetishistic	regard	of	“talisman[s]”	(108)	also	highlights	a	fundamentally	resistant	

antimodernism;	during	his	brief	flirtation	with	Crip	sensibilities,	he	looks	to	his	ultra-

modern	Fugami	knife,	which	“will	not	need	sharpening	until	sometime	early	in	the	fourth	

millennium”	(131-32).	As	a	Blood,	however,	he	prefers	his	Sabatier:	containing	“hammer	

marks	on	the	blade,”	this	knife	was	made	in	“an	old	factory	near	Thiers”	(64).		
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Jeremy’s	fixation	on	the	labour	value	of	the	knife	indicates	that	his	fetishism—in	a	

Marxist	sense,	the	process	by	which	social	(labour)	relations	are	construed	as	relations	

between	things;	in	psychoanalytic	or	postcolonial	senses,	the	displacement	of	personal	or	

cultural	anxieties	onto	an	exotic	object—is	at	least	somewhat	attuned	to	the	role	of	such	

objects	in	indicating	the	exploitation	underlying	modernity,	privilege,	and	consumption.	

His	search	into	the	knife’s	history	also	includes	a	description	of	the	hellish	roar	of	the	

nearby	waterfall	that	the	factory’s	workers	would	have	had	to	endure:	“the	sound	made	by	

the	constant	pounding	of	the	Durolle	over	the	waterfall,”	an	antiquarian	explains	to	Jeremy,	

“combined	with	the	wail	of	the	grindstones,	must	have	sounded	very	much	like	the	roar	of	a	

bonfire.	Imaging	working	in	such	a	place.	You’d	go	mad”	(131).	Even	“the	inferno,”	with	its	

signification	of	primal	origins,	is	located	in	a	comprehensible	history	of	labour	and	

exploitation.	Jeremy’s	invocation	of	a	vanished	purity	of	origin	is,	even	on	the	level	of	its	

selective	myths,	concerned	with	engaging	responsibly	with	labour	relations	and	with	one’s	

immediate	social	surroundings.	It	is	notable,	however,	that	this	history	of	the	exploitation	

of	Europeans	is	limited	to	the	past;	this	connection	to	place	as	forged	from	necessity	can	be	

claimed	only	as	an	approximation	of	an	earlier	time	and,	therefore,	an	earlier	mode	of	

affiliation.		

Jeremy	tries	to	temper	this	fixation	on	white	identity	with	an	investigation	of	

business	practices,	speaking	at	times	about	“urban	rubber-boot	food”	and	growing	

“enthusiastic	about	local	bounty,	about	the	soil	under	their	feet,	about	the	richness	of	

knowing	what	the	soil	could	offer”	(223).	Still,	this	commitment	to	local	food-sourcing	is	as	

often	expressed	as	part	of	abstract	ruminations	on	rootlessness.	Opting	for	farmed	Chilean	

salmon	when	money	is	tight,	he	considers,	“A	fish	pen	up	the	coast	from	Santiago	might	as	
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well	be	up	the	coast	from	Osaka	or	Vladivostock	or	Campbell	River.	The	fish	in	such	a	pen	

lived	independent	of	geography,	food	chain	or	ecosystem.	.	.	.	There	was	no	where	that	these	

fish	were	from”	(171).	By	the	time	Jeremy	himself	begins	foraging	for	actual	animals	in	the	

park,	he	is	well	on	his	way	to	doing	so	as	a	nihilistic,	antimodernist	gesture—a	middle	

finger	to	Dante	and	his	corporate	agenda.			

Nevertheless,	Jeremy	returns	to	the	idea	of	European	ethnicity	and	nationalism	

because	his	fascination	with	the	park’s	microcosm	of	West	Coast	wilderness	relies	on	the	

patriotism	that,	as	Walker	Connor	argues,	“cannot	muster	the	level	of	emotional	

commitment”	that	ethnic	nationalism	can	(387).	Jeremy	looks	to	the	West	Coast	forest	for	

such	history,	but	he	dismisses	the	local	Babes	in	the	Wood	mystery	as	something	“the	press	

in	Vancouver	would	disinter”	(115)	every	ten	years;	he	associates	the	park	with	events	in	

the	“coming	of	age”	of	Canada,	situating	it	in	a	national	history	that	is	little	more	than	a	

sorry	record	of	government	abuses,	in	some	ways	condensed	into	the	single	image	of	

Siwash’s	living	in	a	pillbox	“from	which	the	authorities	once	thought	they	could	repel	

Japanese	invaders	during	the	dark	and	paranoid	days	of	Vancouver’s	World	War	II”	(24-5).	

Untethered	from	any	meaningful	notion	of	mainstream	Canadian	or	even	West	Coast	

culture,	local	food-sourcing	devolves	into	fetishes	for	local	eating,	foraging,	or	“roughing	it”	

in	Stanley	Park,	gestures	that	are	ultimately	viable	only	as	a	one-time,	situational	rejection	

of	Dante’s	global	entrepreneurialism.			

Accordingly,	Jeremy	comes	to	rely	on	that	more	authentic	form	of	ethnonationalism	

to	make	up	for	this	lack;	he	searches	desperately	for	an	ethnic	identity,	thinking	that	a	

grandfather’s	original	surname	might	hint	at	Jewish	heritage,	looking	up	“names	like	

Papierbuch	and	Papierczyk.	Papierovitch	and	Papierin.	Jews	all.	Jeremy	had	been	hopeful”	
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(37).	Unable	to	locate	any	clear	Jewish	ancestry,	he	settles	upon	France,	that	ethnicity-as-

nation	par	excellence,	studying	there	as	a	way	of	infusing	his	chosen	profession	with	the	

ethnic	undertones	that	“naturally”	accompany	it.	In	one	memory,	his	(French-Romani)	

mother’s	stewed	rabbits	resonate	with	a	former	partner	because	“they	were	good	and	

more,	they	were	intriguing”	(149).	In	the	Professor’s	camp,	a	former	journalist	from	the	

Czech	Republic,	Chladek,	functions	as	a	national	caricature;	he	talks	of	his	past	as	a	political	

dissident	in	between	gulps	of	“Becherovka,	a	medicinal	Czech	liquor	in	a	square	green	

bottle”	(193).	He	refers	at	one	point	to	a	demonstration	against	Communist	rule	that	

occurred	in	“a	park	at	the	centre	of	Prague”	called	“Stromovka:	the	place	of	trees.”	With	the	

demonstration	directed	against	the	Communists’	plans	to	“put	a	highway	through	the	

middle	of	it”	(234),	this	Czech	version	of	Stanley	Park	provides	the	solidarity	and	“set	of	

answers”	for	which	Jeremy	searches—in	the	hope	of	preserving	the	remnant	of	woodland	

in	the	centre	of	Prague,	protesters	“lit	candles”	and	sang	“sad	Czech	songs”	(234-35).	This	

swirl	of	national	images,	ethnic	pride,	and	civic	history	may	have	worked	for	Chladek	(it	at	

least	fuels	an	unproblematic	drunken	nostalgia).45	Stanley	Park,	at	any	rate,	fails	to	function	

in	the	same	way.	It	is	merely	a	temporary	refuge	from	Jeremy’s	everyday	milieu—a	milieu	

in	which	whatever	Frenchness	he	has	attained	becomes	fungible	as	soon	as	it	is	touched	by	

Dante’s	strategizing:	“Age	clusters	right	up	to	sixty-plus	take	Italy	over	France	every	time.	

Over	sixty	we’re	not	much	worried	about—they	don’t	like	France	or	Italy	or	dishes	that	are	

too	crunchy”	(256).		

                                                
45	In	fact,	the	demonstrations	Chladek	speaks	of	turn	out	to	have	been	engineered	by	the	
secret	police	for	the	purpose	of	facilitating	a	crackdown	(235).	This	detail	functions	at	once	
as	a	disavowal	of	nationalist	populism	and	a	further	valorization	of	the	possibility	of	a	
populism	unhindered	by	elites.	
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The	global	entrepreneur’s	appropriation	of	even	the	“special	effects”	of	white	ethnic	

identities	is	accompanied	by	Jeremy’s	loss	of	his	ethnic	talisman	on	a	drunken	nighttime	

romp	through	Stanley	Park	(122)	and	his	subsequent	bargaining	to	get	it	back	from	Siwash	

(334-35).	Although	nominally	representative	of	the	one	group	that	is	unquestionably	and	

meaningfully	connected	with	the	local	environment,	the	unpredictable	Siwash	is	

nevertheless	one	more	of	the	Professor’s	“new	arrivals”	(135)	to	the	park.46	After	hearing	

Siwash’s	assertion	that	the	most	accurate	map	is	that	which	situates	himself	and	Siwash	

Rock	at	the	centre	of	his	GPS	coordinates	(335),	Jeremy	trades	his	Fugami	for	the	Sabatier.	

Infused	with	the	power	of	Siwash’s	namesake,	the	knife	now	includes	within	it	an	

abstraction	of	First	Nations’	claim	on	a	connection	to	the	land:		

	 	 Between	them	glowed	the	GPS	verdict	on	the	matter—N	49.18.32	W			 	

	 	 123.09.18—and	around	them	stretched	the	infinite	coordinates	of	a		 	

	 	 familiar	landscape,	sweeping	away	in	all	directions.	Up	into	the	black		 	

	 	 forest	to	Caruzo.	Along	the	Cliffside	to	Chladek.	Through	the	trees	to		 	

	 	 all	the	others.	And	all	these	points	linked	clearly	to	this	one.	To	Siwash		

	 	 Rock	itself,	motionless	in	any	breeze,	only	acknowledging	the	wind		 	

	 	 with	the	slight	waving	of	its	single	hardy	tree.	(334)	

What	is	more,	this	new	fetishistic	displacement	of	meaning	onto	the	knife—following	

Jeremy’s	introduction	to	Siwash’s	self-location,	“Siwash	let	the	knife	fall	slowly	to	his	side	

                                                
46	A	supposedly	“authentic”	group	of	First	Nations	inhabitants	are	essentially	described	as	
ghosts:	“Cultural	holdouts”	who	are	“taking	a	last	stand	[in]	the	place	from	which	they	
cannot	be	driven”	(135),	speaking	a	language	that	consists	of	“an	entirely	unfamiliar	string	
of	sounds.	Like	insect	sounds.	Clicks	and	whirrs	pushed	from	behind	the	tongue,	hissing	
fricatives	spilling	into	the	still	air.	Popping	epiglottis,	singing	in	the	blue	night.	An	ancient-
sounding	tongue	that	mirrored	the	sound	of	cedar	branches	hitting	one	another	in	the	wind	
overhead,	or	the	sound	of	wave	slaps	on	algae-ed	stone”	(106-7).	
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and	stood	quite	still”	as	Jeremy	realizes	he	then	“knew	what	the	Professor	had	long	known:	

that	there	were	different	paths	into	the	same	wood”	(335)—occurs	as	part	of	a	bizarre	

experience	of	the	ramshackle,	Jacques	Cousteau-style	eccentric	adventurousness	that	often	

characterizes	representations	of	early	technological	and	scientific	modernity.	Inside	the	

pillbox,	“a	rounded	rectangle	of	thick	concrete	and	steel,	rusting,	moss	covered,	clinging	to	

a	rock	outcropping	on	the	cliff,”	Jeremy	finds		

	 	 A	tiny,	although	neatly	organized,	room.	There	were	stacks	of	books,	a			

	 	 narrow	cot,	two	benches	and	a	stool	for	sitting.	On	the	walls	there		 	

	 	 were	dozens	of	maps	taped	up,	overlapping,	flickering	in	the	light		 	

	 	 offered	by	many	candles	mounted	inside	soup	cans.	(332)	

This	experience	is	relevant	mostly	for	its	contribution	to	the	list	of	odd	personal	

experiences	that	make	up	Jeremy’s	narrative	of	self-discovery.	Jeremy’s	recovery	of	the	

knife	marks	his	having	completed	yet	one	more	stage	of	his	quest	to	put	down	roots.	Any	

knowledge	of	First	Nations	experience	is	incorporated	into	his	flirtation	with	family	history	

and	modes	of	ethnic	affiliation	that	are	comprehensible	only	as	phenomena	of	the	past.		

In	the	final	episode	of	the	novel,	the	debut	of	Gerriamo’s,	Jeremy	dazzles	the	

unknowing	post-national	fooderati	with	dishes	made	from	animals	caught	in	the	park.	His	

ironized	mission	statement	declares,	“We’re	beyond	international.	Beyond	globalized.	.	.	.	

We	are	the	restaurant	of	no	place”;	this	tongue-in-cheek	declaration,	however,	is	delivered	

by	someone	whose	gestures	of	local	food-sourcing	have	taken	him	on	a	quest	through	a	dull	

local	history	and	ultimately	functioned	as	a	single,	targeted	act	of	resistance	to	corporate	

attempts	at	gaining	control	of	local	culture	and	enterprise.	Meanwhile,	his	past	and	

continued	engagements	with	European	ethnic	and	national	cultures—repeated	because	
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they	are	the	closest	he	can	get	to	the	unproblematic	possession	of	an	identity—are	

themselves	made	fungible	and	stripped	of	the	ability	to	challenge	global	foodie-dom,	yet	

augmented	(via	the	knife	experience)	with	the	murmurs	of	vanished,	ghostly	First	Nations	

and	in	turn	used	as	fuel	for	that	final	act	of	self-realization	and	self-assertion.	This	personal	

narrative	adds	weight	to	Jeremy’s	(or	Gerriamo’s)	ironic	claiming	of	“Point’s	victory	over	

the	past	and	Kroc’s	victory	over	locale”	(364),47	as	his	wide-ranging	curation	of	parallel	

identities	but	also	those	that	make	up	an	evolution	of	affiliation—with	the	one	that	is	most	

central	to	the	Euro-Canadian	self,	ethnicity,	located	further	back	temporally,	while	others	

are	distanced	spatially	or	horizontally—places	the	Euro-Canadian	subject	at	the	forefront	

of	this	series	and	able	to	look	back	upon	and	approximate	selections	from	these	various	

modes	of	affiliation.	The	containment	of	his	resistance	within	this	exalted	subjectivity	is	

confirmed	by	the	novel’s	“solution”	to	the	conundrums	of	resistance	and	identity:	achieving	

a	meaningful,	authentic	entrepreneurialism	by	establishing	an	unregistered,	“floating”	

restaurant	whose	patronage	is	restricted	to	a	circumscribed	social	network	of	equally	

fashionable	and	responsible	foodiedom.		

So	while	Taylor’s	Vancouver	functions	as	both	a	node	in	a	global	economy	of	

hyperconsumption	and	urban	space	with	the	potential	to	create	radically	local	forms	of	

community,	it	inevitably	provides	a	venue	for	the	worldly	settler	subject	to	become	yet	

more	entirely	removed	from	liberatory	notions	of	Indigeneity	or	collective	struggle.	Its	

exaltation	of	the	white	settler-subject	as	having	possessed	and	yet	transcended	ethnic	

affiliation	casts	that	subject	as	specially	positioned	and	especially	able	to	explore	the	

                                                
47	Jeremy	is	referring	here	to	French	culinary	pioneer	Ferdinand	Point,	who	broke	with	
“French	formality”	and	“fat	and	weighty	flavours,”	“kick[ing]	free	of	the	past	and	floated	
somewhere	new	without	baggage”	(363).	Kroc	is	Ray	Kroc,	founder	of	McDonald’s.		
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interstices	of	local	and	global	and	the	distinctions	between	the	productively	antimodernist	

and	the	merely	fashionable.	It	is	notable	that	Jeremy’s	family	history	and	personal	

experience	constantly	mediate	his	relationship	with	these	identities	(a	process	Taylor	

explores	at	greater	length	in	his	later	foodie	writing,	discussed	below).	However,	this	

reliance	on	the	unimpeachably	personal	only	reifies	the	Euro-Canadian	subject’s	

transcendence	of	abstract	affiliations	and	concomitant	ability	to	dabble	in	commitments	to	

the	local	or	the	marginalized.	In	a	sense,	Taylor	suggests	that	there	are	too	many	spatio-

temporal	layers	between	the	Euro-Canadian	subject	and	what	she	desires—that	is,	an	

unproblematic,	generative,	and	sustainable	connection	to	one’s	surroundings.	What	is	up	

for	debate	is	whether	this	pessimism	itself	is	enough	to	mitigate	the	arguably	conservative	

or	neoliberal	bent	of	Taylor’s	maintenance	of	an	officially	multicultural	but	increasingly	

stratified	and	business-centric	urban	Canadian	status	quo.		

Stanley	Park	concludes	with	Jeremy’s	establishment	of	an	unregistered	restaurant	

where	a	“Byzantine	reservation	system”	is	the	“glue	that	[holds]	the	whole	thing	together”;	

that	is	to	say,	where	patronage	is	restricted	to	those	possessing	a	connection	with	

“[s]omeone	who	had	reserved	before.	An	insider.	A	friend	of	the	Food	Caboose”	(420-21).	

This	(indeed,	quite	neoliberal)	picture	of	the	hip	urbanite	whose	resistance	is	entirely	

contained	within	conceptions	of	entrepreneurialism	raises	the	questions	of	whether	the	

responsible	Euro-Canadian	has	anywhere	to	turn	other	than	the	niche	markets	of	the	

privileged	milieu	that	is	sustained	by	a	history	of	white	hegemony.	In	this	sense,	the	novel	

is	symptomatic	of	a	neoliberal	multiculturalism	in	which,	recalling	Thobani	once	again,	

non-European	cultural	identities	operate	within	a	foodie	culture	that	exoticizes	them	just	
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as	it	incorporates	the	upwardly	mobile	members	of	such	groups	into	the	structure	built	

upon	initially	Euro-Canadian	privilege	and	wealth.48		

Consuming	Beyond	Community	

Taylor’s	recent	nonfiction,	however,	may	be	even	more	pessimistic.	Despite	the	

success	of	Stanley	Park,	Taylor	has	recently	been	active	less	as	a	novelist	and	more	as	a	

writer	of	food	criticism.	Regardless	of	this	change	of	genre,	works	such	as	The	Cranky	

Connoisseur	(2010)	and	Foodville	(2014),	like	his	novels,	engage	with	idealized	notions	of	

the	past.	What	is	different	about	Taylor’s	food	writing	is	that	it	shifts	its	focus	away	from	

Stanley	Park’s	invocation	of	white	ethnic	identities	and	its	ultimate	embrace	of	the	Euro-

Canadian’s	supposed	rootlessness.	Instead,	The	Cranky	Connoisseur	and	Foodville,	in	

moving	towards	increasingly	particular	conceptions	of	personal	history,	in	a	sense	address	

the	flaws	of	Stanley	Park.	In	so	doing,	however,	Taylor’s	food	writing	is	even	less	idealistic	

than	his	debut,	as	it	recoils	from	even	that	vague	sense	of	a	nomadic	affinity	among	

conscientious	foodies	with	which	Stanley	Park	concludes.	Instead,	its	conception	of	self	has	

withdrawn	from	larger	or	more	abstract	notions	of	affiliation.	

Taylor’s	food	writing	is	also	relevant	for	its	location	at	the	logical	endpoint	of	Euro-

Canadian	explorations	of	self	in	that	it	supersedes	even	Taylor’s	self-conscious	treatments	

                                                
48	One	of	the	few	characters	that	are	marked	as	nonwhite	in	the	novel	is	Fabrek,	who	
himself	signifies	alterity	only	on	the	level	of	its	function	within	a	boutique	economy	that	
demands	novelty	and	innovation	in	the	guise	of	authenticity.	However,	Fabrek	himself,	who	
brings	his	expertise	in	falafel	making	and	“totally	illegal”	(318)	pop-up	restaurants,	
signifies	not	any	single	background	or	cultural	tradition	but	rather	an	urban	know-how	
that	is	vaguely	“ethnic”	in	the	broadly	American	sense.	When	Jeremy	initially	approaches	
him	with	his	plans	for	serving	radically	local	cuisine	at	the	opening	of	Gerriamo’s,	Fabrek	
protests	that	he	“was	taught	by	my	baba.	She	had	a	Hibachi	on	the	fire	escape	outside	the	
window	of	her	apartment.	She	made	dinner	there	every	summer	night	and	I	don’t	think	she	
every	put	beet	juice	on	a	goose”	(319).		
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of	white	ethnicity	by	being	attuned	to	the	tensions	within	Canada’s	ideology	of	official	

multiculturalism.	The	result	is	that	these	works	regard	the	identity	of	the	responsible	

foodie	as	restricted	to	actually	existing	personal	experience;	accordingly,	Taylor’s	search	

for	foodie	identity	in	these	works	finds	its	collective	element	only	within	the	limits	of	one’s	

closest	personal	relationships.	For	this	reason,	Taylor’s	look	at	the	drive	for	a	more	

conscientious	engagement	with	food	fashion	includes	a	dark	undercurrent.	In	constructing	

an	identity	based	primarily	on	such	personal	experiences	and	relationships,	Taylor	

inevitably	relies	on	an	almost	atavistically	restricted	notion	of	familial	pride	and	related	

self-interest.	This	affirmation	of	the	primacy	of	one’s	closest	private	relationships—

culminating,	as	I	will	illustrate	here,	in	the	nuclear	family—implicitly	discards	modes	of	

identification	and	affiliation	that	are	more	wide-ranging	and	that,	at	least	potentially,	

engender	a	sense	of	wider	social	obligation.		

The	Cranky	Connoisseur,	published	as	an	e-book	in	2010,	begins	by	asking	why	

present-day	foodies—Taylor	asks	readers	to	consider	“how	many	of	your	friends	wouldn’t	

describe	themselves	as	some	kind	of	foodie	now”	(7)—embark	on	ever	crankier	quests	to	

experience	gustatory	excellence.	Consisting	of	casual	conversations	with	sociologists,	

restaurateurs,	and	other	tastemakers,	The	Cranky	Connoisseur	combines	reportage	with	

references	to	Jacques	Lacan	and	René	Girard	(turned	to	for	their	complex	yet	parallel	

arguments	that,	in	general,	what	we	desire	is	influenced	by	what	our	peers	desire)	as	well	

as	ruminations	on	the	potlatches	practiced	by	the	Indigenous	inhabitants	of	the	Pacific	

Northwest	and	other	First	Nations.	Concluding	that	our	desire	for	the	food-fashionable	is	

bound	up	with	timeless	experiences	of	rivalry,	Taylor	describes	in	the	book’s	final	chapter	

his	decision	to	“travel	to	the	end	of	connoisseurship	one	way	or	the	other”	(48),	seeking	the	
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limits	of	the	drive	for	culinary	refinement.	After	serving	at	a	dinner	party	a	three-days-in-

the-making	culinary	masterpiece,	however,	he	notices	that	“Nobody	was	bonding	with	my	

chili—[Heston]	Blumenthal’s	chili.	I	was	already	letting	it	go.	Giving	it	back	to	the	man”	

(63).	At	this	point,	he	decides	to	approximate	an	experience	of	perfection	by	recounting	to	

his	guests	his	recreation,	with	his	then	four-year-old	son,	of	a	camping	trip	Taylor	himself	

had	taken	years	earlier	with	his	own	family.		

Published	four	years	later,	Foodville	comprises	a	similar	combination	of	the	

fashionably	ephemeral	and	the	deeply	personal.	The	book	begins	with	a	rumination	on	the	

shift	from	a	food	journalism	that	had	high	ethical	standards—a	profession	in	which	a	critic	

could	be	driven	to	suicide	by	allegations	of	accepting	money	for	writing	positive	reviews—

to	a	current	state	in	which	we	all	unabashedly	wish	to	“advertise	[our]	affiliation	with	the	

next	new	thing”	(14).49	Taylor	anchors	his	take	on	the	motivations	behind	attaining	food-

fashion	fame	in	passages	from	Enlightenment	philosophers	Bernard	Mandeville	and	Jean-

Jacques	Rousseau,	exploring	the	former’s	approval	of	the	way	luxury	products	stimulate	

envy	and	conspicuous	consumption	(thus	increasing	productivity	and	commerce),	and	the	

latter’s	lament	that,	in	spite	of	the	economic	benefits	of	this	dynamic,	“people	[are]	losing	

themselves	in	the	process”	(33).	Seeking	to	square	foodie	trends	with	the	notions	of	

authenticity	that	are	implicit	in	a	critique	such	as	Rousseau’s,	Taylor	intersperses	his	

consideration	of	food	enthusiasts	and	critics	with	details	from	his	own	family	history	and	

personal	memories	ranging	from	childhood	to	the	present;	the	book	ends	with	the	story	of	

an	exhausting	hike	across	Spain,	recounted	first	to	the	reader	and	then	to	Taylor’s	young	

                                                
49	Taylor	refers	here	to	Mike	Kalina,	a	popular	Pittsburgh	food	critic	from	the	1980s	and	
1990s	who	committed	suicide	in	1992,	possibly	due	to	emerging	allegations	that	he	had	
accepted	payments	in	exchange	for	positive	restaurant	reviews	(10-11).	
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son.	The	similarity	of	the	two	books’	conclusions	alone	suggests	that	The	Cranky	

Connoisseur	and	Foodville	both	seek	to	explain	the	competitive	drive	behind	foodie	culture	

by	relying	less	on	notions	of	cultural	heritage	than	on	individual	experiences	and	values.		

Taylor’s	food	writing,	in	being	made	up	of	anecdotal	and	documentary	prose,	is	well	

positioned	to	dive	deeper	into	the	individualism	at	the	centre	of	foodie	culture	as	well	as	

imagined	group	identities	in	general.	The	impulse	to	attain	a	deeper	understanding	of	food	

fashion	is	itself	a	way	of	resisting	the	ever-changing,	often	ephemeral	culture	of	a	post-

industrial	urban	centre	such	as	Vancouver;	in	this	sense,	it	is	not	entirely	different	from	

attempts	at	finding	Euro-Canadian	settler	heritage,	many	of	which	frame	this	desire	in	

broadly	North	American	values	of	individualism.	Accordingly,	the	refined	version	of	this	

search	that	appears	in	Taylor’s	food	writing	has	much	in	common	with	Lears’s	

antimodernism,	which,	to	reiterate	here,	the	latter	theorizes	as	a	range	of	late-nineteenth	

and	early-twentieth	century	attempts	to	“salvage	meaning	and	purpose”	by	embracing	

supposedly	pre-modern	cultures	(xiii-xiv).	Lears	is	useful	even	in	Taylor’s	twenty-first-

century	context	because	responses	to	a	modernity	perceived	as	standardized,	overly	

bureaucratic,	predictable,	censorious	of	spontaneity,	or	entirely	without	originality	very	

much	exist	in	the	era	of	globalization	and	mass	culture.50	Antimodernism	describes	the	

impulses	behind	searches	for	authenticity	that	occur	in	response	to	any	perceived	state	of	

“overcivilization”	(26),	whether	the	latter	condition	describes	unprecedented	technological	

development	or	an	environment	such	as	Taylor’s	globalized,	post-industrial,	and	ostensibly	

                                                
50	Lynda	Jessup	has	streamlined	the	definition	of	antimodernism	to	describe	an	embrace	of	
“a	desire	for	the	type	of	‘authentic,’	immediate	experience	supposedly	embodied	in	pre-
industrial	societies—in	medieval	communities	or	‘Oriental’	cultures,	in	the	Primitive,	the	
Traditional,	or	the	Folk”	(3).		
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post-national	Vancouver.	In	paring	back	his	search	for	a	specific	group	identity	such	as	

ethnicity,	Taylor	explores	an	antimodernism	that	is	more	fundamentally	a	part	of	fashion	

and	foodie	culture.	

Yet	while	Taylor’s	food	writing	attempts	to	adopt	a	detached	or	objective	tone,	his	

investigation	is	also	influenced	by	his	being	a	Canadian	food	critic.	His	exploration	of	the	

formation	of	individual	identity	out	of	consumption	habits	is	influenced	by	a	

multiculturalism	that	is,	as	Sunera	Thobani	has	noted,	dependent	on	the	“tenuous	and	

conditional	inclusion”	granted	to	racialized	immigrants,	who	are	nonetheless	sustained	as	

others	in	relation	to	a	“core”	Canadian	national	defined	by	whiteness	(18).	While	this	

aspect	of	multiculturalism	is	not	unique	to	Canada	(although	Thobani	is	at	pains	to	unpack	

a	configuration	in	which	racialized	subjects	are	largely	either	Indigenous	or	immigrants,	a	

dynamic	that	is	not	quite	the	same	in	the	United	States),	Taylor’s	food	writing	is	

nevertheless	permeated	with	a	perhaps	typically	Canadian	self-consciousness	about	such	

questions	of	diversity,	identity,	and	white	hegemony.	Although	it	rejects	the	notion	that	

food	is	an	unproblematic	indicator	of	group	identity,	it	is	also	the	product	of	a	

multiculturalism	that	constructs	racialized	subjects	as	the	bearers	of	given	collective	

identity	just	as	it	exalts	the	Euro-Canadian	core	of	the	nation	as	a	culturally	“blank”	group	

whose	members	are	defined	primarily	by	their	individual	characteristics.	

The	extent	to	which	Taylor’s	work	is	inflected	by	Canadian	conceptions	of	

multiculturalism	and	cosmopolitanism	becomes	clearer	when	one	considers	journalistic	

treatments	of	contemporary	food	fascination	that	hail	from	the	United	States.	Michael	

Pollan’s	The	Omnivore’s	Dilemma	(2006)	includes	a	similar	investigation	of	the	quest	for	

culinary	authenticity.	Pollan’s	study	of	this	phenomenon,	however,	leads	him	to	
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agricultural	and	other	food	sourcing	methods	commonly	described	as	local,	organic,	or	

sustainable—or	what	Pollan	calls	the	“pastoral	food	chain”—as	an	“industrial	organic”	

phenomenon	that	“might	appear	to	be	preindustrial	but	in	surprising	ways	turn	out	in	fact	

to	be	postindustrial”	(8).	His	version	of	authenticity	is	centred	on	healthier,	more	

environmentally	sustainable,	and	more	ethical	foodways.	He	ends	his	look	at	these	three	

contemporary	North	American	food	chains	with	his	own	experience	of	foraging	and	

assembling	the	“Perfect	Meal”—an	“adventure”	that	allowed	him	the	rare	opportunity	to	

“eat	in	full	consciousness	of	everything	involved	in	feeding	myself”;	finally,	he	opines,	“I	

was	able	to	pay	the	full	karmic	price	of	a	meal”	(9).		

Taylor	and	Pollan	conclude	with	similar	reflections	on	the	Perfect	Meal.	Yet	while	

Taylor	is	concerned	with	the	sum	of	the	personal	experiences	that	make	up	the	maturing	

author	figure	(and,	in	The	Cranky	Connoisseur,	mocking	via	repetition	the	notion	of	“the	

best	meal”	of	one’s	life	[32,	42]),	Pollan	foregrounds	a	particular,	planned	food-gathering	

exercise	that	ultimately	foregrounds	Pollan’s	tourist	status	in	the	foodie’s	(or	at	least	

forager’s)	métier.	Taylor,	however,	backed	up	by	his	fictional	investigations	of	the	role	of	

ethnic	culinary	traditions	in	the	multicultural	Canadian	city,	asks	slightly	different	

questions	about	the	more	fundamental	urges	behind	both	our	food	choices	and	the	abstract	

desires	that	underpin	them.	He	seems	mostly	uninterested	in	the	on-the-ground	

specificities	of	the	continent-wide	foodways	that	are	Pollan’s	subject.	Indeed,	the	path	that	

leads	to	Pollan’s	perfect	meal	is	marked	out	almost	entirely	within	the	very	Euro-American	

mass	of	mainstream	industrial	and	post-industrial	society	that,	in	Taylor’s	Canadian	

context,	is	thrown	into	a	fraught,	symbiotic	relationship	with	the	margins	it	creates	and	

maintains.	Accordingly,	Taylor’s	work	picks	up	where	Pollan’s	leaves	off,	as	it	focuses	on	
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the	cultural	niche	of	an	urban	bourgeoisie	that	is	distinctively	Canadian	precisely	for	the	

self-consciously	global	and	particularly	multicultural	hue	of	its	exploration	of	consumption.	

The	antimodernist	impulse	behind	this	exploration,	however,	is	inflected	by	Canadian	

multiculturalism’s	fascination	with	marginalized	group	identities	(and	culinary	practices)	

and,	most	importantly,	the	way	these	cultural	practices	are	often	appropriated	by	Euro-

Canadians	whose	cultural	“blankness”	allows	them	to	select	traditions	at	will	(as	is	the	case	

for	Jeremy	and	for	Stanley	Park’s	post-national,	entrepreneurial	elite).		

While	Taylor’s	work	registers	this	maintenance	of	white	hegemony,	my	argument	is	

not	that	his	food	writing	unwittingly	expresses	the	ideological	insidiousness	of	Canadian	

multiculturalism.	In	fact,	The	Cranky	Connoisseur	and	Foodville	probe	many	of	the	larger	

questions	posed	by	academic	critiques	of	foodie	culture,	and	the	books	themselves	serve	as	

a	markedly	Canadian	contribution	to	this	body	of	research.	In	her	introduction	to	Culinary	

Tourism	(2004),	Lucy	M.	Long	argues	that	in	food-related	cultural	practices	even	ostensibly	

collective	markers	such	as	ethnicity	and	region	function	only	in	relation	to	an	individual’s	

affective	responses	to	food—the	“‘felt’	meanings	of	a	food,”	or	“the	ways	in	which	it	

functions	emotionally,	psychologically,	and	socially	for	individuals	within	a	group,	and	the	

ways	those	individuals	experience	that	food”	(10).	Taylor	acknowledges	this	primacy	of	

individual	experience,	which	is	entirely	logical	given	that	his	earlier	fiction	probed	

precisely	the	individual	experience	of	ideas	of	group	identity.	And,	just	as	Kyla	Wazana	

Tompkins	reads	foodie	culture	as	having	historically	privileged	those	of	European	

descent—as	performing	an	“anxious	girding	of	the	boundaries	of	whiteness”	(2)51—

                                                
51	Tompkins	summarizes	critiques	of	contemporary	foodie	culture	as	“founded	on	
problematic	racial	politics	in	which	white,	bourgeois,	urban	subject	positions”	are	both	
articulated	via	the	“consumption	and	informational	mastery	of	foreign,	that	is,	non-Anglo-
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Taylor’s	work	too	engages	largely	with	privileged	Euro-Canadian	subjects	whose	curiosity	

never	quite	extends	as	far	as	that	privilege.	It	does,	however,	reflect	the	dynamic	Enoch	

Padolsky	finds	in	a	variety	of	Canadian	literary	writing	that	engages	with	food;	that	is,	the	

significance	of	cuisine	and	food	products	themselves	in	“locat[ing]	us	geographically	in	

particular	bodies,	buildings,	neighbourhoods,	communities,	and	cities”	(20).52	All	of	this	is	

to	say	that	Taylor’s	food	writing	is	attuned	to	the	problematic	nature	of	Euro-Canadians’	

appropriating	the	foods	of	other	cultures—a	topic	with	which	he	engages	in	Stanley	Park—

but	that	it	is	also	couched	firmly	in	this	privileged	milieu.		

Accordingly,	I	see	Taylor’s	food	writing	as	an	antimodernist	response	to	the	

“rootless”	nature	of	urban	North	American	consumer	culture—that	is	to	say,	a	search	for	

non-rational	notions	of	belonging	in	a	secular,	multicultural,	globalized,	urban,	and	largely	

individualistic	society.	But,	in	remaining	attuned	to	the	sensitivities	associated	with	the	

rootless	Euro-Canadian’s	search	for	authenticity—and	thus	steering	clear	of	valorized	

ethnic	identities	he	writes	about	in	Stanley	Park—Taylor’s	exploration	of	food	fashion	is	

wary	of	putting	stock	in	modes	of	identification	beyond	the	constricted	space	of	one’s	own	

lived	experience.	The	result	is	that,	from	this	point	of	view,	the	only	access	the	responsible	

(implicitly	Euro-Canadian)	foodie	has	to	a	larger	identity	outside	the	self	is	the	immediate	

family.	Somewhat	paradoxically,	then,	Taylor’s	consideration	of	such	problems	makes	for	

an	exploration	of	food	fashion	that	is	even	less	socially	engaged	than	his	previous	work.	His	

                                                
American	food	cultures”	and	performed	“through	romanticized	and	insufficiently	theorized	
attachments	to	‘local’	or	organic	foodways”	(2).		
52	Padolsky’s	survey	of	various	Canadian	literary	works	that	engage	with	food	suggests	an	
overall	theme	of	thoughtful	open-mindedness	rather	than	awareness	that	encompasses	
serious	self-critique;	in	his	words,	such	works	demarcate	“places	where	we	meet	others	as	
tourists,	allies,	or	foes,	and	where	history,	inter-group	relations,	psychology,	domination,	
and	national	and	global	forces	are	at	play”	(20).	
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retreat	from	the	idealism	of	larger,	more	wide-ranging	collective	identities	such	as	

ethnicity	or	nation	brings	with	it	an	accompanying	disavowal	of	the	empowering	potential	

of	bonds	that	are	affiliative	as	opposed	to	strictly	filial.			

And,	indeed,	The	Cranky	Connoisseur	and	Foodville,	both	of	which	employ	the	jadedly	

knowledgeable	tone	of	long-form	journalism,	take	Taylor	himself	as	their	subject	as	much	

as	they	do	the	foodie	culture	alluded	to	in	their	titles.	In	The	Cranky	Connoisseur,	Taylor	

refers	to	the	exhilaration	of	losing	“the	normally	possessive	feeling	I	have	towards	my	own	

money”	(32)	while	gambling	on	his	foodie	exploration	of	Las	Vegas;	he	immediately	

situates	his	own	experience	in	an	anthropological	context,	referring	to	Rene	Girard’s	

reading	of	the	potlatch	as	a	competition	to	achieve	prestige	based	on	displaying	one’s	

indifference	to	wealth—or,	engaging	in	rivalries	of	renunciation	as	opposed	to	

accumulation	(44).	Taylor’s	description	of	this	type	of	“conspicuous	giving-away”	as	a	

“personal	potlatch”	(33),	despite	the	insensitivity	of	comparing	the	habits	of	privileged	

urbanites	with	the	sacred	traditions	of	various	First	Nations	peoples,	indicates	that	his	food	

writing	is	concerned	more	with	his	own	experience	of	transhistorical,	ostensibly	

fundamental	elements	of	human	nature	than	with	particular	group	histories	or	identities.		

Accordingly,	The	Cranky	Connoisseur	turns	at	several	points	to	Rene	Girard’s	

conception	of	the	mimetic	nature	of	desire.	“Girard	thought	that	the	root	of	violence	

between	people	in	all	cultures	lay	in	just	this	insatiability,”	Taylor	summarizes;		

	 rivalry	escalating	to	frustration,	then	hostility.	Forget	that	in		 	 	

	 	 consumer	culture	we’re	not	competing	for	the	exact	object	or		 	 	

	 	 advantage	that	someone	else	possesses,	but	one	just	like	it.	As		 	 	

	 	 advertisers	know	very	well,	we	don’t	even	want	that	object	for	itself,		 	
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	 	 but	for	the	other	person’s	supposed	better	existence—more		 	 	

	 	 glamorous,	more	envied—to	which	we	believe	the	object	contributes		 	

	 	 and	for	which	it	stands	as	an	emblem.	(57-58)		

Structured	on	the	quest	for	“perfection”	in	the	form	of	an	impossibly	elaborate	Chili	Con	

Carne	dish,	The	Cranky	Connoisseur	ends	by	describing	Taylor’s	journey	to	the	limits	of	

mass-culture	experience	and	then	beyond	to	an	anti-consumerist	affirmation	and	

exaltation	of	the	self	as	experienced	individual.		

In	arriving	at	this	realization,	Taylor	invokes	Pierre	Bourdieu’s	well-known	

argument	that	good	taste	fulfills	“a	social	function	of	legitimating	social	difference”	(7),	

with	an	appreciation	of	fine	food	indicating	that	one	has	transcended	necessity	and	can	

indulge	in	“the	taste	of	liberty”	as	opposed	to	“the	taste	of	necessity,	which	favours	the	

most	‘filling’	and	most	economical	foods”	(Bourdieu,	Distinction	6).	Taylor	acknowledges	

this	dynamic,	but	he	is	not	in	thrall	to	it;	instead,	he	tries	to	salvage	some	larger	ethical	

commitment	from	his	participation	in	such	acts	of	distinction.	This	engagement	with	a	

constantly	evolving,	competitive	culture	recalls	Pheng	Cheah’s	ideas	about	resisting	the	

developed	West’s	“mass	culture,”	which,	as	discussed	at	the	beginning	of	this	study,	has	

severed	the	“redemptive”	qualities	of	culture	from	everyday	life	and	left	instead	a	vast	

array	of	consumer	choices	that	does	not	function	as	a	“genuine	[cultural]	organism”	(236).	

Cheah,	concerned	primarily	with	the	model	of	the	organic	nation,	concludes	that	this	model	

is	ultimately	not	a	long-term	means	of	liberating	a	population	from	the	oppressive	power	of	

consumer	culture	and	its	attendant	inequalities.	In	seeking	to	find	something	outside	or	

beyond	consumer	culture,	Taylor’s	food	writing	resists	the	oppressive	mass	culture	Cheah	

describes;	it	also,	however,	advances	Cheah’s	investigation	by	suggesting	that	such	
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resistance	must	occur	on	the	level	of	the	individual,	who	alone	possesses	agency	in	an	

increasingly	refined	culture	of	competitive	consumption.		

Yet	The	Cranky	Connoisseur’s	emphasis	on	the	individual	as	opposed	to	any	larger,	

more	abstract	collectivity	also	restricts	Taylor’s	quest	for	a	meaningful	sense	of	self	to	a	

sphere	of	personal	experience	that	inevitably	privileges	the	immediate	family.	The	book’s	

final	moment	of	transcendence	is	based	not	on	some	new-age	exultation	in	abstaining	from	

rituals	of	competitive	consumption,	but	instead	on	a	simple	memory—a	swim	Taylor	took	

in	frigid	waters	after	being	goaded	on	by	his	enthusiastic	four-year-old	son:		

	 	 I	ditched	the	towel	and	sprinted	for	the	waves.	Absolutely	bone-	 	

	 	 chilling,	hypothermia-in-seconds	I	would	have	thought.	But	once	I	was		

	 	 in,	fully	dunked	and	paddling,	my	head	next	to	his,	bobbing	around,		 	

	 	 laughing,	it	was	all	right.	It	was	more	than	all	right.	.	.	.	For	the	moment		

	 	 empty	of	objects,	aspiration	and	striving.	.	.	.	I	thought	about	this,		 	

	 	 laughing	with	my	guests	after	I’d	told	the	story	of	that	perfect	swim.		 	

	 	 There	was	no	peer	in	sight	or	mind.	No	beckoning,	idealized	version	of		

	 	 myself	brought	to	mind	by	a	celebrity	either.	.	.	.	[M]y	son	and	I	had		 	

	 	 bobbed	in	the	freezing	waves,	warmed	by	a	desire	that	came	to	us		 	

	 	 from	some	place	safely	beyond	rivalry.	From	deep	evolutionary		 	

	 	 memory,	sure.	From	family,	absolutely.	.	.	.	The	beach,	the	trees,	the		 	

	 	 birds,	the	sky.	The	kid	and	me.	The	moment	was	full.	(64-65)		

This	concluding	story	is	effective	for	the	emotive	simplicity	with	which	it	describes	a	

universally	comprehensible	yet	unassailably	genuine	personal	relationship.	But	it	is	

precisely	these	universal	particulars	that	suggest	Taylor’s	transcendence	itself	
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acknowledges	the	raw,	competitive	drive	Girard	finds	at	the	core	of	consumption	culture:	

in	this	case,	the	attainment	of	completion	implied	in	the	lineage	of	father	and	son,	a	bond	

that	is	cast	as	immemorial,	sacred,	and	in	a	category	apart	from	other	group	identities.		

Foodville,	too,	venerates	the	father-son	relationship,	but	it	also	brings	it	into	more	

direct	conflict	with	notions	of	a	larger	group	identity.	The	commentary	on	food	criticism	

that	occurs	at	the	beginning	of	the	book	sketches	a	picture	of	a	social	atomization	that	lacks	

any	element	of	even	the	most	self-consciously	reconstructed	identities,	such	as	those	of	an	

urban	North	American	searching	for	her	roots.	Instead,	Taylor	is	here	concerned	with	an	

atmosphere	in	which	“some	critics	write	positive	reviews	and	others	are	in	a	state	of	

perpetual	peeve,”	where	“it	makes	little	difference	to	either	restaurants	or	diners.	Because	

in	the	end,	each	critic	is	a	flavor,	a	dish	on	a	menu	that	readers	choose	based	on	mood	and	

taste.	The	critic	and	the	diner	have	themselves	become	the	subjects	of	contemporary	food	

criticism”	(21).	The	food	culture	Taylor	addresses	in	Foodville	cycles	through	distinct	fads	

and	fashions	too	rapidly	to	get	caught	up	in	the	ability	of	particular	cuisines	to	signify	

either	membership	in	a	particular	group	or,	as	Padolsky	has	it,	a	richer	relationship	with	

culture	or	place.	

Foodville	does,	however,	seek	to	ground	its	consumer-culture	commentary	in	a	

different	version	of	an	idealized	past.	At	one	point,	Taylor	states	that	“a	can	of	green	beans	

flown	in	from	Chile”	lends	one	dish	a	“1970s	super-authenticity	that	it	would	otherwise	

lack.	It	gives	the	meal	stability,	a	rootedness	in	the	pre-fashion	era.	The	plate	aspiring	to	be	

nothing	more	than	what	it	has	always	been”	(43).	Recalling	Cheah’s	argument	that	new	

things	themselves	now	form	a	version	of	culture,	Taylor	still	finds	resistance,	or	at	least	

refuge,	in	the	past;	however,	Chile	functions	here	not	as	a	nation-state	with	a	
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representative	culture,	but	rather	as	the	spatial	representation	of	a	moment	in	time	that	

invokes	a	simplicity	that	is	lacking	in	the	foodie’s	fashion-conscious	constellation	of	

ingredients.	For	this	reason,	other	examples	of	culinary	“rootedness”	are	cut	off	entirely	

from	cultural	formations	such	as	nation,	ethnicity,	or	region.	Taylor’s	statement	that	a	road	

trip	with	an	early	start	is	the	“one	strict	set	of	conditions”	under	which	eating	at	

McDonald’s	is	permissible	(40),	for	instance,	looks	for	simplicity	in	the	most	

quintessentially	placeless	cuisine	imaginable.	Similarly,	Taylor	more	than	once	makes	“a	

case	for	the	past,	for	history”	(44),	yet	he	does	so	in	a	manner	that	focuses	more	abstractly	

on	the	dialectical	nature	of	consumer	trends	(for	instance,	the	development	of	the	farm-to-

table	fetish	in	response	to	a	1970s-era	craze	for	the	world’s	finest	ingredients)	and	is	also	

conscientious	of	the	dangers	of	this	kind	of	antimodernism.	He	stipulates,	for	instance,	that	

his	case	for	the	past	is	“[n]ot	that	we	should	return	to	it,	but	that	we	might	do	well	to	

understand	it”	(44),	and	elsewhere	visualizes	his	attempt	to	get	back	to	basics	as	“try[ing]	

the	impossible,	to	punch	back	through	time”	(48).	The	circumspection	of	these	moments	

indicates	that	Taylor	is	wary	of	relying	on	ideas	of	lost	purity;	the	only	conception	of	the	

past	he	is	willing	to	trust	comes	from	his	own	memories,	which	he	is	eager	to	recreate	with	

and	for	his	son.	

As	part	of	this	back-to-basics	approach,	each	book	relies	on	both	personal	and	

familial	cooking	histories.	Although	the	authentic	experience	at	the	end	of	Foodville	takes	

place	in	Europe,	with	Taylor	hiking	through	Spain,	his	final	meal	of	boiled	potatoes—which	

are	“cooked	soft	and	served	steaming	in	their	cooking	liquid”	and	contain	“[n]o	evidence	of	

chorizo	but	for	the	residual	color	of	the	famous	sausage”	(55)—in	no	way	anchors	this	

authenticity	in	exotic	conceptions	of	Spanishness.	Instead,	the	meal	is	important	for	its	role	
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in	a	moment	of	personal	enlightenment;	in	fact,	one	of	its	most	significant	characteristics	is	

its	ability	to	subvert	Taylor’s	culinary	expectations.	Taylor	finds	satisfaction	not	in	any	

exemplary	incarnation	of	Spanish	cuisine	but	in	sustenance	at	the	end	of	a	long	hike	in	

which	utter	exhaustion	has	pushed	the	group	into	the	realm	of	bare	necessity:	the	meal	is	

“[f]illing,	yes.	But	also	satisfying.	A	meal	that	left	me	completed	for	the	moment,	in	search	of	

nothing	further”	(56).	Such	passages	almost	explicitly	abandon	notions	of	authenticity	that	

rely	on	particular	cultural	identities;	they	choose	instead	to	valorize	the	contingencies	and	

eccentricities	of	a	narrative	of	personal	growth.		

Rather	than	emphasizing	some	kind	of	open-ended,	always-under-construction	

conception	of	identity,	Foodville	too	anchors	this	narrative	of	self	with	references	to	the	

family.	Its	very	rumination	on	the	can	of	green	beans	from	Chile	emerges	from	a	lament	for	

the	simpler	recipes	and	dishes	of	Taylor’s	childhood.	This	section	begins	with	the	family	

history	invoked	by	a	set	of	old	recipe	cards:		

	 The	cuisine	to	which	they	bear	witness	is	a	strange	hybrid	one,	the		 	

	 	 result	of	my	strange	hybrid	background.	My	mother	was	a	German		 	

	 	 Jewish	refugee	after	the	war,	whose	family	ended	up	settling	in		 	

	 	 Ecuador.	My	Canadian	father	was	a	nomad	by	personal	choice,	living		 	

	 	 in	the	Philippines	and	traveling	through	Hong	Kong,	South	East	Asia,		 	

	 	 Europe	and	the	U.S.	before	taking	a	job	in	South	America,	where	he		 	

	 	 met	my	mother.	(41)		

Yet	instead	of	describing	the	resulting	family	meals	as	reflective	of	a	personal	experience	of	

migration,	Taylor	emphasizes	that,	once	established	in	Vancouver,	his	family	“ate	my	

mother’s	truncated	childhood:	spaetzle,	roulade,	long-simmered	pot	roasts,	buttered	
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carrots,	and	cookies	made	with	ground	almonds	and	hazelnuts	and	dusted	with	icing	

sugar”	(42).	Even	the	book’s	most	explicit	invocation	of	global	and	cosmopolitan	identities	

is	anchored	firmly	in	Taylor’s	parentage	and,	given	the	earlier	items	on	the	list,	haunted	by	

the	spectre	of	his	mother’s	ethnic	heritage	only	insofar	as	it	was	detectable	in	the	family’s	

everyday	culinary	realities.		

From	this	point	forward,	Taylor	further	intertwines	his	valorization	of	the	family	

with	the	virtues	of	personal	experience.	Describing	“two	different	recipes	for	beef	

stroganoff,	one	of	which	is	actually	made	with	hamburger,”	he	admits,	“That	last	item	there	

sounds	pretty	dreadful,	I	realize.	But	it	introduces	an	important	point	about	the	comfort	of	

family	recipes,	even	when	the	expertise	and	refinement	you	have	acquired	makes	you	well	

aware	that	a	given	dish	could	be	greatly	improved”	(41).	Instead,	he	continues	to	make	it	

“the	old-school	way.	And	the	stuff	is	good.	In	fact,	it	kicks	your	ass	in	a	very	particular	way.	

It	says	to	you:	What?	You	were	planning	to	refine	your	own	memories?”	(42).	It	is	worth	

mentioning	that,	when	Foodville	concludes,	with	Taylor	having	had	his	ass	kicked	by	the	

Basque	hills,	the	moment	of	self-discovery	that	is	brought	on	by	seemingly	bland	boiled	

potatoes	is	recalled	in	an	episode	where	this	memory	answers	the	question	of	what	has	

been	his	favourite	meal	to	date—a	question	asked,	yet	again,	by	Taylor’s	young	son	(61-

62).	

The	visceral,	proverbial	ass-kickings	that	yield	the	greatest	self-realization	are,	in	

both	The	Cranky	Connoisseur	and	Foodville,	unimaginable	without	reference	to	either	

parents	or	progeny.	But	while	Taylor’s	son	figures	into	the	most	resonant	of	such	moments,	

his	mother,	too,	plays	an	important	role.	Her	furnishing	a	series	of	ethnically	marked	

culinary	heirlooms	resembles	the	way	women	are,	as	Anne	McClintock	writes,	“constructed	
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as	the	symbolic	bearers	of	the	nation”	(354).	McClintock	argues	that	women	represent	the	

“atavistic	and	authentic	body	of	national	tradition”	that	is	a	foil	to	men’s	position	as	the	

“progressive	agent	of	national	modernity”	(359).	Taylor	recreates	this	dynamic	not	in	the	

realm	of	the	nation	that	is	McClintock’s	topic,	but	rather	in	a	cosmopolitan,	Canadian	

context	where	the	cultural	practices	of	his	mother	are	relevant	only	insofar	as	they	help	

define	Taylor’s	personal	present	and	future.53	In	other	words,	his	mother’s	bearing	of	

cultural	tradition	signifies	individual	identity	and	family	history	more	than	any	

meaningfully—that	is	to	say,	based	in	communal	or	societal	interactions	that	go	beyond	the	

household—German,	Jewish,	migrant,	or	diasporic	identity.		

What	is	more,	Taylor	does	not	simplistically	cast	women	as	symbols	and	bearers	of	

tradition;	indeed,	he	seems	to	acknowledge	the	androcentric	undertones	of	moving	beyond	

food	fashion	by	finding	meaning	in	a	personal	narrative.	One	of	the	funniest	moments	in	

Foodville	recounts	a	family	dinner	at	which	a	five-year-old	Taylor	becomes	enamoured	with	

the	daughter	of	his	father’s	Danish	friend;	Taylor	describes	the	girl	somewhat	vividly,	as	a	

“perfect	doll:	straw	blond,	green	eyes.	I	remember	she	wore	a	white	dress	with	a	red	ribbon	

around	her	waist”	(34-35).	As	part	of	this	same	description,	he	writes	that	her	name	“may	

have	been	Bridget,	or	Heidi,	I	don’t	remember”	(34),	and	then	twice	refers	to	her	as	

                                                
53	Also	relevant	to	Taylor’s	context	is	the	work	of	Floya	Anthias	and	Nira	Yuval-Davis,	who	
explicitly	make	the	case	that,	in	a	variety	of	“national”	contexts,	women	are	aligned	with	
notions	of	more	particular	notions	of	ethnicity,	the	everyday	traditions	and	cultural	
practices	of	which	they	signify	and	pass	on	within	process	of	modernization—for	instance,	
memories	of	German-Jewish	cuisine	in	Taylor’s	childhood	in	British	Columbia	(2).	
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“Bridget/Heidi”	(35,	52).	This	self-reflexive	flippancy	suggests	that	Taylor	may	be	aware	of	

the	stereotypically	masculine	elements	of	his	resolution	of	the	foodie’s	insatiability.	But	

instead	of	trying	to	step	outside	the	communion	of	father	and	son,	his	food	writing	uses	this	

relationship	to	approximate	or	even	redefine	collective	belonging.	

Still,	this	measured	search	for	solace	in	the	family	unit	also	implies	a	withdrawal	

from	wider	social	obligation.	Bourdieu’s	work	on	social	distinction	is	again	relevant	here,	

as	his	characterization	of	the	entry	into	and	maintenance	of	one’s	position	in	the	petit	

bourgeoisie	includes	a	contracting	constellation	of	family	and	affiliations.	Bourdieu	states	

that	“a	network	of	support	and	protection	which	will	always	provide	a	helping	hand,	a	loan	

or	a	job”	are	insufficient	indicators	of	social	capital	(337);	accordingly,	what	follows	is	a	

process	of	“limiting	his	family,	often	to	an	only	son,	on	whom	all	hopes	and	efforts	are	

concentrated”	(337-38).	Bourdieu	here	concerns	himself	with	economic	changes	under	

which	a	generation	of	a	portion	of	the	French	middle	class	was	forced	to	limit	material	

expenses	to	maintain	its	social	ambitions;	it	is,	of	course,	not	my	intention	to	compare	

Taylor’s	stated	or	actual	socio-economic	status	or	trajectory	with	that	Bourdieu	describes.	

It	is	notable,	however,	that	Bourdieu	finds	in	this	retrenchment	of	affiliations	a	

corresponding	conformity	“to	the	dominant	representation	of	legitimate	fertility,	that	is,	

procreation	subordinated	to	the	imperatives	of	social	reproduction”	(338).	Taylor’s	own	

milieu—that	of	the	savvy	urban	professional	of	the	Canadian	West	Coast—offers	a	

globalized,	privileged	echo	of	the	process	Bourdieu	documents	insofar	as	Taylor’s	focus	on	

his	son	(and	the	instilling	of	upper	middle-class	values	operating	in	the	background	of	

many	of	his	anecdotes)	signals	a	refined	taste	influenced	by	the	antimodernist	austerity	of	

foodie	culture	that	is	bound	inextricably	with	competitive	renunciation	of	wealth	and	
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possessions.	In	giving	up	any	search	for	larger	cultural	traditions—those	featured	in	

Stanley	Park	as	well	as	earlier	waves	of	food	fashion	more	generally—in	favour	of	

appreciating	the	aggregate	of	his	own	experiences	and	the	education	of	his	son,	Taylor	

restricts	his	view	to	the	immediacy	of	one’s	family	and	the	perpetuation	of	one’s	lineage.	

These	ideas	mediate	between	lived	experience	and	inheritance;	they	in	turn	keep	Taylor’s	

hunt	for	authenticity	clear	of	either	collective	nostalgia	or	an	entirely	atomized	conception	

of	selfhood.		

The	somewhat	troubling	result,	however,	is	that,	while	this	emphasis	on	the	familial	

is	not	necessarily	patriarchal	in	an	ideological	sense	as	much	as	anchored	in	the	facts	of	the	

gender	identity	of	Taylor	and	his	son,	it	nevertheless	cleanses	his	antimodernist	search	for	

authenticity	of	any	situated,	group-oriented	elements	that	are	inherently	oriented	toward	

social	formations	larger	than	the	individual	and	the	family.	It	registers	a	conservatism	that	

favours	the	immediacy	of	family	bonds	over	abstract	societal	ones,	thus	negating	the	

potentially	liberatory	ideas	of	community	that	are	capable	of	encompassing	larger—

potentially	infinite	as	opposed	to	clearly	finite—numbers	of	people.	Despite	its	

circumspection,	then,	Taylor’s	food	writing	is	shot	through	with	a	pessimism	that	one	does	

not	quite	encounter	in	Stanley	Park.	That	novel	suggests	that,	to	many	varieties	of	the	Euro-

Canadian	mind,	ethnicity	will	continue	to	live	on	as	a	method	of	anchoring	the	whims	of	

fashion	to	a	version	of	the	permanent	and	substantive	that	requires	no	cultural	

commitment	at	all.	But,	as	Cheah’s	study	attests,	even	this	potentially	dangerous	

antimodernism	contains	an	optimism,	or	at	least	a	romanticism.	Despite	their	

thoughtfulness,	incisiveness,	honesty,	and	numerous	flashes	of	optimism,	neither	The	

Cranky	Connoisseur	nor	Foodville	is	ever	so	idealistic.		
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Cheah’s	dense,	lengthy	treatment	of	the	viability	of	the	organic	nation	concludes	

explicitly	that	this	formation	ultimately	is	not	an	effective	means	for	the	postcolonial	

subject	to	actualize	her	freedom.	But	the	weight	of	Spectral	Nationality—the	painstaking	

means	by	which	it	unpacks	this	lost	potential—renders	the	text	elegiac	and	committed	to	

some	kind	of	meaningful	collectivity	that	can	result	in	individual	agency.	In	a	way,	even	

concluding	with	the	work	of	Cheah	seems	out	of	place	here.	In	the	urbanized,	cosmopolitan	

corners	of	twenty-first-century	Canada,	the	idea	of	liberatory	collectivity,	which	Cheah	

conceives	of	in	the	context	of	the	(often	violently)	decolonizing	world,	seems	like	an	

abstraction.	A	recent	history	of	a	relatively	smooth	multiculturalism,	with	its	systemic	

violence	operating	insidiously	rather	than	in	plain	sight,	is	itself	perhaps	responsible	for	

the	shifting	of	Euro-Canadian	antimodernism	from	symbolic	group	membership	to	the	

fusion	of	palpable	inheritance	and	present	experience	that	can	be	attained	only	in	the	

context	of	one’s	family.		

In	a	society	where	the	most	privileged	may	select	an	identity	and	display	it	on	one’s	

sleeve,	on	one’s	plate	or	in	one’s	glass,	it	is	perhaps	inevitable	that	a	considerably	restricted	

version	of	collectivity—the	experience	of	the	immediate	family	within	its	four	walls—is	the	

logical	refuge	of	the	individual	exhausted	by	rivalries	of	both	acquisition	and	renunciation.	

But	constricting	the	sphere	of	collectivity	to	an	almost	Darwinian	focus	on	the	perpetuation	

of	one’s	lineage	is	ultimately	little	more	than	a	refuge	in	its	literal	sense:	that	is,	a	

withdrawal	from	social	engagement.	That	withdrawal	may	be	still	more	cynical	than	any	

search	for	origins;	it	also	raises	the	question	of	whether	this	kind	of	retrenchment	to	the	

rational,	material	interests	of	the	self	and	the	immediate	family	is	really	all	the	socially	

responsible	Euro-Canadian	can	do.	If	so,	it	is	perhaps	time	to	consider	the	extent	to	which	
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even	our	most	expansive	and	progressive	conceptions	of	identity	may	themselves	be	

irreparably	tainted	by	the	essentialism	inherent	in	unavoidably	ethnic	conceptions	of	

nationhood.	
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Chapter	6:	Resisting	White	Hegemony:	SKY	Lee,	Eden	Robinson,	and	Dionne	Brand	

Having	presented	Timothy	Taylor	as	the	logical	conclusion	of	twentieth-century	

Euro-Canadian	engagements	with	the	nation,	I	explore	in	this	concluding	chapter	the	ways	

in	which	three	non-Euro-Canadian	writers	respond	to	and	challenge	the	centrality	of	Euro-

Canadian	experiences	of	transcending	and	thus	fixating	upon	ethnic	identity.	I	argue	that	

each	of	these	writers	posits	modes	of	belonging	that	at	once	challenge	and	reinforce	Euro-

Canadian	conceptions	of	ethno-nationalism	by	doing	precisely	the	opposite	of	what	

Taylor’s	work	does;	that	is	to	say,	consciously	rejecting	European-derived	conceptions	of	

ethnicity	while	seizing	on	potentially	liberatory	collective	bonds	as	an	antidote	to	the	social	

atomization	that,	if	we	regard	Taylor’s	work	as	at	least	to	some	extent	indicative	of	the	

possibilities	for	Euro-Canadian	engagements	with	identity	and	diversity,	emerges	as	an	

endpoint	to	the	development	of	conceptions	of	nation	in	Canada.	In	positing	supposedly	

new	identities	that	supersede	Euro-Canadian	conceptions	of	ethnicity	as	attached	to	

conceptions	of	national	identity,	however,	these	writers	construct	ethnicity	as	existing	in	

the	past,	at	an	earlier	stage	in	a	monolithic	evolution	of	affiliative	bonds—a	process	that	is	

in	reality	messy,	multifaceted,	and	highly	context-dependent.	What	is	more,	the	

globalization	two	of	these	writers	treat	as	the	primary	determinant	of	the	present	moment	

can	itself	accommodate	both	older	notions	of	ethno-national	identity	and	a	separate	

conception	of	ethnicity	as	one	among	a	range	of	selectable	identities	available	to	the	

cosmopolitan	subject.		

Finally,	I	hope	that	this	chapter	and	the	brief	conclusion	that	follows	shed	some	light	

on	the	current	fetishizing	of	identitarian	coordinates	as	real	and	authentic	even	when	they	

are	in	a	variety	of	contexts	explicitly	described	as	fluid	and	implicitly	construed	as	
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consciously	chosen.	Although	such	identities	ought	to	be	honoured	as	authentic	

(depending,	if	at	all,	on	any	kind	of	validation	by	members	of	the	relevant	identity	group),	I	

want	to	cautiously	suggest	that	the	legacy	of	essentialism	owing	to	Euro-Canadian	

perceptions	of	an	attachment	between	ethnicity	and	nation	may	open	up	the	possibility	

that	even	the	work	of	writers	of	colour	who	resist	broader	conceptions	of	nation	that	limit	

diversity	or	the	expression	of	individual	identity	may	indirectly	posit	a	harmful	

essentialism.	As	I	hope	to	illustrate	in	the	readings	that	follow,	the	frequently	liberatory	

and	radical	politics	of	recent	non-Euro-Canadian	fiction	implicitly	or	explicitly	refuse	

connections	of	nation	and	ethnicity	as	they	assert	a	variety	of	shifting	or	relatively	fixed	

identities	that	are	based	in	ethnicity	as	well	as	an	intersectional	matrix	of	particular	

cultural,	racial,	tribal,	or	sexual	identities.	In	erecting	such	challenges	to	the	nation	and	the	

trace	of	essentialism	it	has	left	in	the	Canadian	settler	context,	however,	the	three	writers	

discussed	here	at	times	pose	such	identities	as	at	once	constructed	and	natural,	thereby	

drawing	upon	the	very	contradiction	that	is	at	the	heart	of	the	conflation	of	ethnicity	and	

national	identity	that	structured	the	Euro-Canadian	settlement	project	in	the	first	place.	

Even	as	these	writers	produce	new	modes	of	resistance,	in	other	words,	their	challenges	to	

several	different	facets	of	the	nation’s	hegemony,	if	read	as	part	of	a	literary	tradition	long	

shaped	by	Euro-Canadians’	sometimes	opportunistic	reformulations	of	ostensibly	

authentic,	given	identities,	risk	reinscribing	a	subtle	essentialism	similar	to	that	which	

underpins	the	oppressive	structures	that	have	for	decades	disproportionately	benefited	

white	Canadians.	Accordingly,	I	follow	the	below	readings	with	a	brief	conclusion	that	

refutes	the	conception	of	origins	that	continues	to	haunt	even	the	most	well-intentioned	

critiques	of	the	nation,	arguing	that,	if	the	latter	has	any	currency	at	all	in	the	global	present	
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and	future,	it	is	to	guarantee	individual	rights	within	the	broader	linguistic	or	cultural	

characteristics	that	persist	in	the	national	community	yet	that	must	nevertheless	be	

regarded	as	continually	augmented	by	the	gradually	changing	demographics	of	any	truly	

internationally	connected,	open-to-the-world	society.	Progressive	critiques	of	whiteness	

remain	a	crucial	component	of	resisting	various	manifestations	of	oppression,	but,	as	I	

suggest	below,	such	critiques	ought	also	to	account	for	the	more	slippery,	sinister,	and	

adaptable	legacies	of	essentialism	that	result	from	the	centuries-long	reification	of	a	

supposedly	natural	connection	between	ethnicity	and	nation	and,	by	extension,	innate	

characteristics	with	cultural	and	political	affiliations.	

It	is	of	course	impossible	for	a	single	chapter	to	give	an	accurate	or	inclusive	

representation	of	contemporary	Canadian	novels	by	writers	of	non-European	descent.	

Nevertheless,	I	hope	that	the	lengthy	unpacking	of	Euro-Canadian	strategies	of	self-

definition	and	dominance	that	precedes	this	concluding	section	has	provided	a	useful	

framework	for	readings	of	texts	that	resist	these	constructions	from	multiple	locations,	

subject	positions,	experiences,	and	formal	commitments.	Accordingly,	I	will	outline	in	brief	

a	seminal	Canadian	novel	depicting	first,	the	locally,	historically,	and	ethnically	situated	

entity	that	is	Vancouver’s	Chinatown;	second,	the	intersection	of	First	Nations	identity	and	

the	Pacific	coast	as	a	geographical	entity	within	Canada;	and,	finally,	those	most	

quintessentially	urban,	transnational,	global,	and	ostensibly	fluid	identities	that	emerge	

from	Toronto,	Canada’s	largest	and	most	prominent	example	of	the	global	city	that	Homi	

Bhabha	regards	as	the	successor	to	the	nation	itself.	I	conclude	by	considering	the	extent	to	

which	these	authors,	despite	their	successes	in	subverting	the	Euro-Canadian	identitarian	

paradigm,	may	nevertheless	recreate	the	exclusionary	and	essentialist	structures	that	
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remain	from	the	construction	of	a	multicultural,	ostensibly	civic	model	of	nationalism	atop	

the	psychology	of	the	ethnically	defined	subject.		

Asian-Canadian	Vancouver:	SKY	Lee’s	Disappearing	Moon	Café		

	 SKY	Lee’s	Disappearing	Moon	Café	is	in	some	ways	the	quintessential	West	Coast	

Chinatown	novel.	Its	direct	engagement	with	tropes	of	family,	sexuality,	migration,	state	

coercion,	First	Nations	history,	and	racialized	identity	takes	place	within	an	ethnic	enclave	

that	signifies	a	particular	West	Coast	historical	situation	as	well	as	the	general	concept	of	

the	North	American	Chintatown.	Accordingly,	critics	have	focused	on	Lee’s	presentation	of	

Chinese-Canadian	identity	as	inclusive	of	“multiple	possibilities,”	including	those	based	on	

gender,	sexual,	or	ideological	coordinates	(Goellnicht	315)	as	well	as	its	resistance,	via	its	

invocation	of	spectrality	and	the	“dissolving/disappearing	architectural	foundation”	at	the	

centre	of	the	book,	to	static	conceptions	of	Canadian	multiculturalism	(Martin	85).	Such	

analyses	have	found	a	great	deal	of	nuance	in	Lee’s	navigation	of	Asian-Canadian	identity	as	

well	as	tropes	of	Canadian	and	West	Coast	diversity.	Still,	they	seldom	take	account	of	the	

“mainstream”	Euro-Canadian	national	bodies	in	which	these	complex	conceptions	of	self	

and	community	are	located	and	against	which	they	must	be	defined.	While	it	would	be	

missing	the	point	of	Lee’s	novel	to	shift	focus	away	from	the	histories	and	family	

connections	structuring	the	transnational	experience	of	Chinese	migrants	to	Vancouver,	I	

would	argue	that	the	rich	body	of	criticism	treating	these	themes	has	nevertheless	

neglected	to	locate	these	experiences	in	relation	to	the	backdrop	of	“mainstream”	British	

Columbian	society.	Particularly	relevant	in	this	regard	is	the	sense	that	this	picture	of	a	

region	of	ostensibly	unmarked	Canadian	society	privileges	certain	ideas	of	mobility—social	

and	literal—to	which	Lee’s	Chinese-Canadian	characters	aspire	yet	which	they	are	also,	in	
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their	testing	of	different	modes	of	affiliation	and	methods	of	traveling	and	(re)locating	

themselves,	specially	positioned	to	unsettle.		

And	indeed,	the	novel’s	much-discussed	depiction	of	moments	in	the	history	of	

Vancouver’s	Chinatown	is	as	notable	for	its	focus	on	the	particularities	of	Chinese-Canadian	

experience	as	for	its	location	of	this	milieu	in	relation	to	the	infrastructure	of	Vancouver	as	

well	as	the	paths	of	migration	in	and	out	of	both	the	city	and	the	Canadian	state.	The	novel’s	

treatment	of	the	head	tax	and	other	restrictions	on	Chinese	immigration	acknowledges	that	

the	relationship	between	these	entities	is	structured	by	notions	of	the	unmarked	modernity	

of	the	Euro-Canadian	subject	and	the	latter’s	shaping	of	mass	culture	and	social	mobility	for	

the	purposes	of	excluding	racialized	Others.	I	want	to	suggest	that	Lee’s	novel	draws	

attention	to	this	process,	using	various	modes	of	transportation	to	illustrate	the	

complexities	of	assimilation,	separateness,	participation,	consumption,	and	the	influence	of	

the	Euro-Canadian	model	of	national	identity	itself	even	on	modes	of	belonging	that	

explicitly	reject	the	latter	construction.	Specifically,	I	argue	here	that	the	seafaring	vessels	

and	airplanes	that	enable	the	most	important	migrations	in	Disappearing	Moon	Café	point	

to	an	inevitable	rejection	of	concepts	of	the	nation	that	bear	the	marks	of	Euro-Canadian	

hegemony.	Crucial	to	Lee’s	engagement	with	the	legacy	of	the	Euro-Canadian	hijacking	of	

modernity	as	based	on	transcendence	of	ethnicity,	however,	is	the	image	of	the	private	

automobile.		

Conceptions	of	a	(Euro-)Canadian	mainstream	have	long	been	bound	up	with	a	

wider	middle-class	prosperity	that	both	was	enabled	by	the	mass	production	and	

purchasing	of	automobiles	and	looked	to	the	latter	as	a	symbol	of	its	values	of	aspiration	

and	social	mobility.	Faye	Hammill	and	Michelle	Smith	describe	this	relationship	between	
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physical	and	social	mobility	in	their	study	of	six	“middlebrow”	Canadian	magazines	in	the	

early-	to	mid-twentieth	century,	arguing	that	“the	aspirational	culture	of	the	middlebrow”	

that	such	magazines	reflected	and	constructed	placed	special	emphasis	on	“Canadians	as	

potential	or	actual	transatlantic	tourists”	(14-15).	Catherine	Gudis’s	work	on	automobility,	

meanwhile,	finds	a	similar	relationship	in	the	more	specific	realm	of	travel	associated	with	

autonomous	motorists.	Writing	about	this	process	as	it	unfolded	in	the	United	States	in	the	

first	decades	of	the	twentieth	century,	she	describes	the	heightened	sense	of	simultaneous	

collectivity	and	autonomy	that	results	from	automobile	travelers’	ability	to	“choose	their	

own	views,	change	direction	at	will,	and	probe	distant	areas”	(59).	Notions	of	autonomy,	

rationality,	and	empirical	observation	and	exploration	come	together	in	the	figure	of	the	

automobile,	putting	into	action	for	mainstream	Canadian	society	those	same	supposedly	

universal	values	Eva	Mackey	sees	as	structuring	conceptions	of	a	Euro-Canadian	national	

core.		

Disappearing	Moon	Café	reflects	these	aspects	of	automobility,	both	in	its	direct	

references	to	the	automobile	and	its	references	to	other,	collective	modes	of	travel.	The	

different	means	of	transportation	in	the	novel	also	structure	modes	of	belonging	in	a	way	

that	emphasizes	either	the	final	destination	or	the	travel	experience	itself.	Lee’s	focus	on	

speed,	flux,	and	arrival	points,	for	instance,	expresses	a	rejection	of	territorially	anchored	

cultural	or	ethnic	identities,	as	is	evident	at	the	end	of	the	novel,	when	the	union	between	

Kae	and	Hermia	actualizes	the	individuality	and	sexually	transgressive	agency	that	is	the	

potential	of	the	cosmopolitan	subject.	The	novel	also,	however,	uses	mass	automobility	as	a	

foil	to	cosmopolitanism,	or,	more	specifically,	as	a	synecdoche	for	the	freedom	of	spatial	

movement	and,	to	a	lesser	extent,	social	mobility	granted	to	Vancouver’s	Euro-Canadians.	
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The	motorist’s	self-directed	mobility	gestures	toward	inclusion	in	a	nationally	defined	

space,	but	the	novel	also	makes	clear	that	its	Chinese	and	Euro-Canadian	characters	are	not	

granted	the	same	access	to	this	dynamic.	Disappearing	Moon	Café	thus	grapples	with	the	

enforcement	of	the	nation’s	racialized	boundaries	by	presenting	two	different	types	of	

mobility:	on	the	one	hand,	travel	that	renders	movement	as	abstract	(such	as	sitting	in	an	

airplane),	which	privileges	personal,	interior	experience	and	radical	individualism;	and,	on	

the	other	hand,	travel	via	the	automobile,	where	individual	action	takes	place	on	the	road,	

amid	other	similarly	autonomous	individuals,	and	thereby	emphasizes	membership	in	a	

national	collective	of	mobile	subjects.	The	paradox	that	results—in	which	collective	

transportation	is	represented	as	engendering	a	greater	sense	of	individuality	while	

individual	transportation	engenders	collectivity—reappropriates	the	imagery	of	second-

class	status	that	is	frequently	associated	with	mass-travel	vessels	such	as	the	train,	the	

ocean	liner,	and	the	airplane,	using	it	instead	to	reject	the	Euro-Canadian	(or	–American)	

model	of	mass	national	participation	and	anticipate	the	cosmopolitan	and	transnational	

identities	endemic	to	globalization.	

	 At	the	beginning	of	Disappearing	Moon	Café,	Gwei	Chang	hauls	loads	of	bones	

through	the	backwoods	of	British	Columbia,	where	they’re	put	on	a	ship	to	be	returned	to	

China.	The	bones’	journey	through	the	Canadian	West	Coast	landscape	is	most	relevant	for	

its	destination	point,	as	Gwei	Chang	notes	that	the	Chinese	associations	gave	no	“specific	

instructions	on	how	to	get	the	bones	to	Victoria.	The	assumption	had	been	that	the	first	

bone	searchers	would	find	their	own	way,	with	the	minimum	of	expense	and	manpower”	

(16).	Accordingly,	this	journey	immediately	inscribes	conceptions	of	homeland	and	return	

rather	than	a	narrative	of	integration:	“If	you	capsize	and	spill	your	cracked	brains,	that’s	
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O.K.	by	us,	but	if	you	lose	any	bones,	you’re	condemning	human	spirits	to	ten	thousand	

years	of	aimless	wandering”	(17).	Generations	of	Chinese	Canadians	“desperately	weav[e]	

tenuous,	invisible	threads	over	the	ocean,	to	cling	cobweblike	to	their	men	and	sons	in	the	

Gold	Mountains”	(26).	Meanwhile,	Kae’s	eventual	partner,	Hermia,	who	at	the	end	of	the	

novel	disconnects	herself	from	all	traditional	notions	of	community,	is	introduced	with	text	

that	reads	like	a	curriculum	vitae	in	its	listing	of	accomplishments	and	places	of	residence:	

“During	my	first	year	at	the	Peking	Language	Institute,	I	had	a	roommate,	an	overseas	

chinese	from	Switzerland	named	Hermia	Chow.	Today	she	is	Dr.	H.Y.L.	Chow,	M.D.,	Ph.D.,	

F.R.C.P.	(London)”	(38).		The	novel	thus	begins	with	an	arrival	that,	in	the	finality	of	the	

decision	and	its	determination	of	individual	opportunity	and	outcome,	is	inseparable	from	

departure;	it	ends	with	a	picture	of	cosmopolitan	identities	for	which	individualism—and	

its	uprooting	and	distancing	from	communities	of	family	and	ethnicity—is	actualized	via	a	

planned	succession	of	departures	and	arrivals.	Lee’s	emphasis	on	international	travel	via	

sea	or	air,	in	other	words,	reflects	her	characters’	exclusion	from	a	modern	Canadian	nation	

that	is	premised	on	a	mass	physical	and	social	mobility	available	to	European-descended	

subjects	and	that	in	turn	defines	itself	based	on	exclusionary	practices.	With	its	

marginalized	Chinese-Canadian	characters	experiencing	a	collective	identity	that	is	

restrictive	as	opposed	to	accommodating	of	individual	mobility,	the	novel	positions	

transnational	or	global	identities	as	the	means	of	resisting	and	transcending	this	

conception	of	nation.	

	 When	the	novel	does	narrate	terrestrial	forms	of	transportation,	it	is	notable	that	

these	instances	do	not	produce	the	same	effects	as	the	mass	automobility	unpacked	by	

Faye	and	Hammill,	which,	in	the	context	of	mainstream	Canadian	society—that	is	to	say,	
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the	broadly	middle-class	Euro-Canadian	society	of	the	mid-twentieth	century—mirrors	

Gudis’s	conception	of	the	United	States	as	a	nation	of	mobile	subjects.	Gudis	describes	the	

beginnings	of	mass	American	automobility	in	a	way	that	draws	attention	to	elements	of	

mobility	and	self-direction	that	exist	in	stark	contrast	to	either	the	restricted,	one-way	

ticket	of	the	novel’s	first	generation	of	Chinese-Canadians	or	the	constant,	yet	

professionally	prescribed,	peregrinations	of	Kae	and	Hermia:		

	 	 Being	able	to	travel	at	one’s	own	speed	.	.	.	gave	a	motorist	the	impression	of		

	 	 slowing	down	or	speeding	up	time	and	of	extending	or	shrinking	space	at		

	 	 will.	And	even	though	both	the	train	and	the	car	were	products	of	industrial		

	 	 technology,	motorists	could	claim	a	closer	connection	to	nature,	and	a	more		

	 	 palpable	sense	of	place:	they	were	nearer	to	the	ground,	and	could	feel	the		

	 	 wind	blowing	in	their	hair	or	the	change	in	terrain	and	climate	of	driving		

	 	 from	“pines	to	palms,”	deserts	to	mountains.	(41)		

Regarding	the	tension	between	an	ostensibly	individual	experience	and	the	fact	that	large	

groups	of	people	are	having	the	exact	same	experience,	Gudis	explains:	“Even	the	full	

knowledge	that	one	was	part	of	the	automobile	masses	did	not	squelch	the	sense	of	

independence.	Automobility	allowed	one	to	imagine	being	part	of	a	collective,	yet	still	

offered	social	atomism”	(46).	In	this	sense,	tropes	of	automobility	again	support	Mackey’s	

conception	of	a	core	Euro-Canadian	collectivity	that	defines	itself	based	on	an	embodiment	

of	supposedly	universal	values	of	“rationality,	efficiency,	equality,	and	economic	progress”	

(160).	

	 This	paradox	of	collectivity	and	individuality	makes	sense	in	light	of	automobility’s	

economics.	Gudis	writes	that,	ultimately,	“the	democracy	envisioned	by	outdoor	
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advertisers	was	one	of	dollars	and	egalitarian	audience	attention.	By	locating	their	

audience	as	any	mobile	population,	billboard	advertisers	claimed	they	addressed	everyone	

equally.	Every	person	walking,	riding,	or	driving	down	the	street—any	street—constituted	

its	audience”	(47).	In	Disappearing	Moon	Café,	however,	automobility	itself—the	starting	

point	of	such	a	process	of	mass	individualization—is	repeatedly	foreclosed.	“Having	

recently	broken	up	with	my	steady,	Terry	Paling,”	Kae	has	lost	her	“cosy	ride	home	every	

day”;	she	turns	to	her	family:	“Morgan	was	actually	my	uncle,	even	though	I	wasn’t	

supposed	to	know	that”	(64).	Compare	Gudis’s	picture	of	the	collective	autonomy	that	

results	from	mainstream	automobility	with	Kae’s	explicit	connection	of	Morgan’s	stalled	

social	mobility	with	his	lemon	of	an	automobile.	“Morgan,	at	twenty-nine	years	old,	you’re	

too	old	to	be	a	perpetual	student,”	she	images	herself	telling	him;	“and	I	don’t	care	how	

graduate!	And	besides,	I	just	don’t	feel	like	push-starting	that	stupid	ancient	Morgan	you	

drive	when	it	conks	out.”	Her	episode	of	self-indulgent	venting	ends	with	the	words,	“Cute!	

A	Morgan	driving	a	Morgan—both	wounded,	helpless	dinosaurs”	(64).		

What	is	more,	Lee’s	narrative	is	littered	with	broken	down	automobiles:	Mr.	Niu	

speaks	of	a	Japanese	fruit	peddler’s	truck	breaking	down:	“he	climbs	out	to	fix	it,	thereby	

slowing	down	the	traffic.	As	he	is	kneeling	beside	his	truck,	this	huge	white	woman	.	.	.	

suddenly	jumps	out	of	a	car.	She	starts	beating	him	with	her	heavy	purse.	.	.	.	The	driver	of	

the	car,	perhaps	her	husband,	just	sits	behind	the	wheel	and	watches.	Then	she	jumps	back	

in,	and	they	drive	off”	(71).	Morgan	destroys	his	car	by	driving	“under	a	’48	Ford	pickup	

which	had	gone	dead”;	in	the	crash,	his	“nose	hit	the	dashboard	with	a	sickening	thud.	I	lost	

consciousness”	(87).	Featuring	a	loss	rather	than	a	heightening	of	consciousness,	this	scene	

indicates	the	extent	to	which	the	social	ideology	of	mass	automobility	is	denied	to	Lee’s	



 

 206	

main	characters.	The	parts	of	the	novel	that	take	place	in	the	1920s—a	key	decade	in	the	

history	of	Fordism—also	foreground	its	characters’	exclusion:	“These	days,	Ting	An	had	no	

other	ambition	than	to	stay	crouched	in	a	pedlar’s	wagon	behind	a	clip-clopping	horse	and	

stare	blankly	into	a	pearly	grey	fogbank”	(115);	“Don’t	suppose	you	brought	along	one	of	

the	new	trucks,	A	Ting?”	(116).	Ting	An’s	“clip-clopping”	through	streets	that	were	

beginning	to	be	populated	by	automobiles	keeps	him	within	Chinatown’s	geographical	

boundaries.	His	only	prospects	for	wider	travel	are	bound	to	work	assignments:	“It	wasn’t	

as	though	Ting	An	didn’t	ever	have	a	wandering	heart.	Sure,	he’d	like	to	leave	this	

Chinatown,	go	up	north,	maybe	work	in	a	logging	camp	for	a	while”	(116).		

In	fact,	for	Lee’s	Chinese	characters,	references	to	automobility	just	as	frequently	

indicate	the	oppressive	qualities	of	the	very	Canadian	state	whose	free-market	economy	

and	prosperity	benefited	its	Euro-Canadian	population	asymmetrically.	At	one	point	

Morgan	insists	on	borrowing	Keeman’s	car	even	though	he	doesn’t	have	a	licence;	later,	as	

they	drive	in	one	of	Suzie’s	parents’	successive	new	cars	and	are	stopped	by	the	police,	

Suzie	states	that	“It	was	dark	countryside	around	us,	and	we	were	about	to	get	caught	at	

the	border”	(197);	“The	way	those	[Vancouver]	cops	swooped	down	on	us.	.	.	The	hordes	of	

cops	caught	him	in	the	parking	lot	.	.	.	pinned	him	down	like	a	dangerous	animal”	(198).	

Another	reference	to	Chinese-Canadian	participation	in	the	economy	of	automobility	

results	from	the	disintegration	of	the	family	unit,	when	Chi’s	family	“tearfully	split	up	to	

find	employment	where	they	could,”	in	which	arrangement	Chi	moves	to	Vancouver	and	his	

“mother	and	two	brothers	moved	out	to	Saskatchewan,	where	they	operated	a	Texaco	

garage	on	a	long	lonely	stretch	of	the	TransCanada	for	years”	(129).	Fong	Mei,	meanwhile,	

begins	having	children	and	“learned	to	drive	a	car”;	after	being	detained	by	immigration	
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services,	however,	and	never	attaining	acceptance	into	mainstream	Canadian	society,	it	is	

logical	that	her	next	step	is	taking	“her	share	in	the	family	business	and	turn[ing]	it	into	the	

most	lucrative	one	of	all—real	estate”	(134).	Her	only	“automobile	journey”	requires	

“[m]uch	preparation	and	planning”	(153)	and	takes	place	as	part	of	the	aborted	attempt	to	

bring	Keeman	Woo	to	Chinatown	where	he	can	be	passed	off	as	Fong	Mei’s	son.	

Accordingly,	she	sends	her	daughter	Beatrice	(Kae’s	mother)	to	“one	of	the	best	British-run	

young	ladies’	finishing	academies	in	Hong	Kong”	(139).	This	dissolution	of	the	standard	

coming-of-age	narrative	that	is	structured	by	the	subject’s	induction	into	the	automobile	

economy,	like	the	isolated	garage	that	functions	as	a	last-resort	form	of	subsistence	

employment	for	some	remnants	of	the	Chi	family,	indicates	that	not	everyone	has	equal	

access	to	the	ostensibly	universal	prosperity	and	collectivity	enabled	by	mass	automobility.	

	 Given	these	drive-by	assaults	and	breakdowns,	it	is	fitting	that	Chapter	4	is	entitled	

“Ties	to	the	Land—A	Ticket	Out”	(121).	Anticipating	the	novel’s	concluding	gesture	toward	

an	inevitably	transnational	Chinese-Canadian	identity,	this	section	begins	with	Kae’s	

staccato	narration,	in	which	ellipses	followed	by	exclamations	form	a	“narrative	of	arrivals”	

rather	than	a	complete,	spatio-temporal	narrative:	“When	I	was	little,	I	refused	to	go	to	

sleep	because	I	had	to	stay	up	to	wait	for	.	.	.	it,	I	guess!	An	event	or	whatever!”	(121).	She	

comes	of	age	and	begins	driving,	but	her	few	descriptions	of	it	emphasize	destination	and	

escape	as	opposed	to	the	agency	of	the	driving	experience	itself:	“I’d	driven	three	thousand	

miles,	six	days	of	speedometer	fatigue,	to	sit	on	barstools	with	[Morgan],	filthy	cavelike	

arches	over	us.	.	.	.	Then	I	left	him	for	dead	in	that	dead	city-arena.	Sped	out	of	that	scene	in	

my	little	red	Mustang	time	capsule”	(160).	She	describes	driving	the	Mustang:	“It	was	like	

something	unthrottled	in	my	head,	and	the	vehicle	flew	through	space	that	wasn’t	distance	
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and	didn’t	matter	any	more.	The	TransCanada	a	satin	ribbon	trance.	It	beckoned	me	on	and	

on”	(161).54	The	driver’s	“ecstasy”	here	arises	from	her	disconnection	from	her	

surroundings—“space	that	wasn’t	distance.”	Rather	than	approximating	a	leisurely,	open-

ended	form	of	temporal	control	via	the	driver’s	ability	to	accelerate	or	decelerate	at	will,	

the	journey	is	significant	for	its	collapse	of	the	spatio-temporal	distance	between	

destination	points	that	fit	into	her	emerging	goals.	

Fittingly,	the	next	paragraph	marks	Kae	as	the	product	of	a	transnational	family	

whose	past	has	been,	and	whose	future	is	expected	to	be,	structured	by	such	rigorous	

planning	as	opposed	to	the	aimlessness	of	the	mobility	afforded	to	the	driving	subject:	

“Wait	a	minute!	I	went	back	to	my	bank,	then	I	went	home,	left	Chi	(my	parents	were	in	

H.K.)	a	daring	note	that	said	I	would	phone	from	wherever	I	was	going	to	be	that	evening”	

(161-62).	Increasingly	from	this	point,	images	of	Chinese-Canadian	characters’	use	of	the	

automobile	signify	the	family	obligations	from	which	the	younger	generation	is	eager	to	

extricate	itself,	such	as	when	Beatrice	complains	about	“piling	Suzie,	Keeman	and	herself	all	

back	into	that	old	jalopy	to	go	back	to	her	mother’s	to	explain”	(178)	or	waits	in	a	

stationary	car	as	her	family	members	argue	(194).55	Although	she	talks	about	purchasing	

her	own	car	after	Morgan’s	crash,	Kae	progresses	quickly	to	next	step,	where	the	

heightened	sense	of	individuality	engendered	by	collective	transportation	mirrors	a	

rejection	of	pre-existing	values.	She	exclaims,	“I’m	the	fourth	generation.	My	actual	life,	and	

                                                
54	This	passage	also	refers	to	her	“sheer	ecstasy	in	the	car’s	hypnotic	rhythm	of	freedom”	
(161),	in	a	sense	updating	Gudis’s	descriptions	of	the	sensation	of	freedom	to	mirror	
automobility’s	evolution	in	tandem	with	later	youth	culture.		
55	Similar	examples	include	a	ride	back	to	Keeman	and	Beatrice’s	apartment,	which	takes	
place	“in	a	total	silence	that	sucked	at	us	like	a	vacuum.	I	kept	thinking	the	whole	passenger	
compartment	of	the	car	might	collapse	inward,	onto	our	heads”	(196).		
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what	I	do	in	it,	is	the	real	resolution	to	this	story.	The	onus	is	entirely	on	me”	(210).	Kae’s	

section	ends:	“now	I	know	I’m	ready	to	make	another	journey”	(210)—to	Hong	Kong,	a	

destination	very	different	from	one	associated	with	mass	automobility.	The	chapter	then	

disintegrates	into	a	series	of	letters,	telegrams,	and	overseas	phone	calls	about	journeys	by	

airplane—a	transoceanic	form	that	matches	the	transnational	content.		

This	rejection	of	family	is	juxtaposed	with	a	brief	epilogue,	in	which	the	exclusivity	

of	a	cultural	community	forecloses	the	freedom	that	Kae	and	Hermia	actualize	with	their	

departure.	What	they	have	left	behind	is	a	Chinatown	in	which	Kelora	is	left	for	dead,	Ting	

An	is	rejected,	and	familial	relations	are	faked	or	denied	to	adhere	to	a	pre-existing	social	

order.	Contrary	to	Goellnicht’s	argument	that	the	ending	of	Lee’s	novel	emphasizes	the	

“multiple	possibilities	for	Chinese-Canadian	identity”	(315),	then,	it	seems	that	Canada’s	

Chinatown	participates	in,	perhaps	because	it	is	constrained	by,	an	understanding	of	nation	

that	cannot	shake	cultural	or	ethnic	origins	so	easily.	Indeed,	another	brief	step	in	Kae’s	

process	of	goal-based	self-actualization	explicitly	rejects	emphases	on	travel	as	opposed	to	

destination	by	equating	the	motorist	with	the	diary-keeping	subject:	“In	writing,	I	feel	like	a	

drunk	weaving	all	over	the	road”	(185);	shortly	afterwards,	a	telegram	from	Hermia	

doubles	down	on	this	mockery	of	the	slowly	evolving	writing	subject:	“WOULD	YOU	

RATHER	LIVE	A	GREAT	NOVEL	OR	WRITE	ONE	stop”	(216).		

Lee’s	emphasis	on	collective	transportation	thus	fosters	a	greater	personal	

autonomy	that	leads	to	radical	departures	and	a	sincerity	of	self;	it	explicitly	rejects	the	

supposedly	mainstream	Canadian	collectivity	enabled	by	participatory	social	and	auto-

mobility.	While	Disappearing	Moon	Café	does	not	take	as	its	central	topic	the	Euro-

Canadian	citizenry	that	forms	the	“core	ethnicity”	of	Canada’s	primary	construction	of	
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nation,	then,	it	implies	that	this	construction	continues	to	emphasize	descent	rather	than	

consent,	both	outside	Chinatown	yet	perhaps	within	it	as	well.	Disappearing	Moon	Cafe	thus	

succeeds	in	resisting	the	idea	of	normalized	modernity-as-whiteness,	but	it	is	at	the	same	

time	compelled	to	recognize	the	dominance	of	this	model,	if	only	as	an	increasingly	

obsolete	phase	of	a	familiar	historical	periodization	of	affiliation	that	sees	the	empowered	

global	subject	as	superseding	her	national	predecessors.	

Blood	and	Sport:	Eden	Robinson’s	Monkey	Beach	

I	turn	here	to	the	work	of	Eden	Robinson	because	it	is	both	exemplary	of	several	key	

themes	in	First	Nations	writing	and	unique	in	that	it	seems	to	go	out	of	its	way	to	avoid	

addressing	such	themes	using	identifiably	Indigenous	characters	or	situations.	Accordingly,	

criticism	on	Monkey	Beach,	Robinson’s	most	discussed	novel,	uncovers	patterns	of	

resistance	to	settler	colonialism	while	also,	via	her	indirect	treatment	of	First	Nations	

subject	matter,	questioning	the	extent	to	which	her	characters	can	be	placed	

unproblematically	into	identity	categories	based	on	either	experiences	of	racialization	or	

the	ethnic-national	groupings	at	the	centre	of	Euro-Canadian	conceptions	of	self.	After	

connecting	criticism	that	engages	with	this	indirectness	with	some	readings	of	the	other	

types	of	oppositionality	that	run	through	Robinson’s	works,	I	suggest	that	Monkey	Beach	

engages	with	settler-colonial	conceptions	of	identity	by	alternately	concealing	and	

revealing	clear	markers	of	First	Nations	identity;	it	thus	challenges	from	within	and	yet	

must	make	implicit	reference	to	a	Eurocentric	perspective	on	group	identity	and	solidarity.		

Kit	Dobson	argues	that	Robinson’s	novel	challenges	the	sum	of	her	readers’	

expectations,	enabling	the	text	to	subvert	a	variety	of	formal	and,	as	I	will	address	at	

greater	length	below,	political	traditions.	Dobson	refers	specifically	to	Robinson’s	“practice	
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of	avoiding	ethno-cultural	demarcation,”	building	on	several	similar	arguments	and	

concluding	that	Monkey	Beach,	while	at	times	referring	directly	to	First	Nations	cultural	

practices,	nevertheless	“challenges	its	categorization	in	its	embrace	of	popular	culture,	

pushing	it	towards	a	more	universal	or	generally	North	American	register”	(60).56	This	

unique	engagement	with	the	specificity	of	ethnic	identities	is	a	larger	part	of	the	text’s	

opposition	to	settler-colonial	ideology	than	is	sometimes	acknowledged.	Many	critics	

emphasize	Robinson’s	radical	rethinking	of	specific	literary	traditions	as	opposed	to	the	

novel’s	engagement	with	a	more	nebulous	(and	pervasive)	idea	of	mainstream	culture	and	

experience.	Both	Jennifer	Andrews	and	Jodey	Castricano,	for	instance,	read	Monkey	Beach	

using	the	framework	of	the	Gothic,57	and	Shelley	Kulperger	reads	the	novel	alongside	Jane	

Urquhart’s	Away,	claiming	that	Robinson	provides	“a	largely	responsive	and	necessarily	

corrective	antidote	to	the	more	Romantic	elements	in	Away”	(77).	While	these	subtexts	

certainly	exist,	I	believe	that	they	function	as	subtle	textual	layers	within	the	novel’s	more	

immediate	engagements	not	with	literary	genres	but	rather	with	everyday	mass-culture	

experiences.	Julia	Emberley,	meanwhile,	argues	that	Robinson’s	novel	resists	all	forms	of	

representation	to	highlight	the	limits	of	a	text’s	“potential	to	rehearse	representational	

                                                
56	Dobson	cites	Vikki	Visvis’s	argument	that	Robinson’s	“ambiguity	and	ambivalence”	make	
for	“constantly	shifting	configurations	of	the	Native	world”	(53)	as	well	as	Cynthia	Sugars’s	
analysis	of	the	novel’s	frustration	of	readers’	desires	to	view	Robinson’s	characters	“on	the	
basis	of	their	ethno-cultural	identity”	(78).	
57 Andrews	argues	that	Robinson	reverses	the	Canadian	Gothic	tendency	of	portraying	
indigenous	locales	as	unexplored	by	depicting	these	same	spaces	as	culturally	vibrant	(20-
21),	while	Castricano	claims	that	the	text’s	inversion	of	the	Gothic	stages	“the	displacement	
of	the	twin	ghosts	of	the	European	Gothic	and	psychoanalysis	with	the	effect	that	each	
appears	haunted,	even	inhabited,	by	the	other,”	thus	enabling	a	uniquely	indigenous	
“politics	of	memory”	(812). 
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violence”	(72).58	I	am	not	convinced	that	the	novel	is	so	radical;	I	believe	Monkey	Beach’s	

multifaceted	resistance	ought	to	be	read	for	its	willingness	to	engage	with	concepts	of	the	

ethnically	defined	nation	as	well	as	the	unmarked,	everyday	“patriotism”	of	mainstream	

Canadian	life	as	opposed	to	its	outright	rejection	of	history	or	truth.	Reading	its	resistance	

to	settler-colonialism	while	keeping	in	mind	its	simultaneous	reference	to	and	concealment	

of	markers	of	First	Nations	identities	reveals	the	extent	to	which	the	novel’s	oppositionality	

nevertheless	acknowledges	the	very	notions	of	origin	that	distort	Euro-Canadian	

conceptions	of	self	and	multiculturalism	more	generally.	

I	therefore	extend	Dobson’s	and	Kulperger’s	findings	by	applying	them	not	only	to	

issues	of	readership	and	Indigenous	cultural	memory	and	politics,	but	also	to	constructions	

of	Canadian	multiculturalism	that	frequently	deny	racialized	subjects	the	connection	

between	ethnicity	and	nation	that	is	ascribed	to	Euro-Canadian	subjects.	I	argue	that	

Robinson	denies	that	the	nation	can	be	reduced	to	ethnicity	while	also	affirming	indigenous	

identity	within	and	against	the	nation.	She	acknowledges	the	extent	to	which	a	Euro-

Canadian	mindset	persists	in	that	Indigenous	people	are	marked	as	parallel,	ethnically	

defined	groups,	but	her	depictions	of	First	Nations	identity	also	expand	on	such	

conceptions	of	ethnicity,	presenting	them	as	elastic	and	valuable	in	a	First	Nations	context	

only	insofar	as	they	are	productive	of	trans-ethnic	solidarity	in	the	face	of	continued	settler	

colonialism.		

Much	of	Robinson’s	work	revolves	around	characters	who	are	relatively	unmarked	

                                                
58 Emberley	claims	that	Robinson	does	so	via	the	novel’s	“structural	organization,”	which	
recalls	the	“Haisla	Spirit	Canoe	journey”	(70);	the	result	is	that	Robinson’s	“narrative	use	of	
memory	situates	it	as	part	of	the	cognitive	web	of	Indigenous	knowledges	that	move	the	
question	of	‘historical	truth’	beyond	the	need	to	supply	evidentiary	veracity”	(80). 
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on	the	level	of	cultural	identity	(except,	perhaps,	on	the	level	of	class).	Robinson’s	later	

novel,	Blood	Sports,	takes	this	strategy	to	its	logical	conclusion,	presenting	subjects	as	

unmarked	or	universal	and	thus	replicating	Mackey’s	notion	of	a	blank,	Canadian	cultural	

core	of	individual,	consuming	subjects.	Monkey	Beach,	however,	does	not	go	quite	so	far;	it	

not	only	engages	with	specific	First	Nations	cultures	and	traditions	but	also	presents	these	

as	being	to	some	extent	parallel	with	the	ethnic	differences	ascribed	to	Euro-Canadian	

groups.	Additionally,	the	omnipresent	Indigeneity	reinforced	by	the	novel’s	paratext	and	

external	narrative	(which	will	be	discussed	at	length	below),	serves	as	a	reminder	that	the	

trans-ethnic	category	of	Euro-Canadian	identity	exists	in	contrast	to	the	continued	

markedness	of	a	contemporary	First	Nations	identity	whose	pan-	or	fragmented	ethnic	

identities	are	rendered	not	as	degrees	of	diversity	within	an	unmarked	mainstream,	but	

rather	as	often	unremarked	(or	even	unnoticed)	categories	of	a	broader	racialized	and	

marginalized	identity	category.	Despite	the	tendency	of	some	of	her	work	to	avoid	clear	

descriptions	of	specific	First	Nations	groups,	then,	Robinson	is	not	unproblematically	

positing	the	gathering	of	such	ethnically	marked	groups	into	a	single	overriding	identity	

category.	Instead,	her	sporadic	exploration	of	the	historical	elasticity,	relationality,	and	

even	intangibility	of	such	groupings	is	a	foil	to	the	process	by	which	the	Euro-Canadian	

subject	evolves	from	ethnically	distinct	to	unmarked	and	mainstream.		

The	first	words	of	the	novel	are	proof	of	Robinson’s	indirect	articulation	of	First	

Nations	identity	on	the	level	of	both	the	narrative	and	the	textual	object.	The	second	

sentence	of	Monkey	Beach	mentions	crows	that	“speak	to	me	in	Haisla”	(1),	the	first-person	

pronoun	being	the	at	this	point	unnamed	narrator;	the	third	sentence—“La’es,	they	say,	

La’es,	la’es”—renders	a	Haisla	word	in	italics	that	present	it	as	alternately	a	non-English	
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language	or	instance	of	onomatopoeia.	Immediately,	then,	Haisla	identity	is	described	

indirectly,	while	the	fuller	expository	and	diegetically	oriented	paragraph	that	follows	ends	

with	a	consistently	inaccurate	clock	that	is	shaped	like	Elvis	and	about	which	a	still	only	

partially	identified	“We”	always	joke	“that	it’s	on	Indian	time”	(2).	Such	descriptions	are	

indirect	and	almost	impressionistic	as	opposed	to	narratively	expressive	of	any	kind	of	

First	Nations	subjectivity,	yet	they	also	reclaim	Euro-Canadian	stereotypes	as	a	means	of	

articulating	individual	cultural	identity	with	larger	notions	of	mainstream,	implicitly	Euro-

Canadian,	experience.	Shortly	afterwards,	Lisa	describes	the	strictly	demarcated	territories	

that	are	the	hallmark	of	the	geographically	contiguous	conception	of	the	nation-state,	

including	territory	that	is	“claimed	by	both	the	Haisla	and	the	Tsimshian	nations—this	is	

called	an	overlap	and	is	a	sticky	topic	of	discussion”	(4).	The	words	“this	is	called”	once	

again	distance	the	narrative	voice	from	both	unproblematically	claimed	First	Nations	

identity	as	well	as	the	logic	of	unambiguously	territorialized	land	claims	that	are	the	prism	

through	which	the	Canadian	state	envisions	(and	withholds	accommodation	and	

decolonization	of)	Indigenous	title.		

This	external	context	is	accompanied	by	the	social-textual	realities	of	Robinson’s	

position	as	a	First	Nations	writer	(and,	more	immediately,	the	paratext	of	the	bestselling	

and	Giller-	and	Governor-General’s	Award	nominated	novel).	It	is	also	worth	noting	that	

while	virtually	all	of	Robinson’s	critics	are	quick	to	point	out	her	Haisla	identity,	Robinson	

admits	to	being	of	mixed	Haisla	and	Heiltsuk	parentage	(Dobson	57).	This	disjunction	

between	a	simple,	paratext-ready	descriptor	and	a	more	complex	picture	of	personal	

identity	itself	sheds	light	on	Robinson’s	subtle	yet	comprehensive	disruption	of	the	way	

external	or	ostensibly	universal	identitarian	categories	are	applied	to	First	Nations	
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subjects.	Moreover,	the	omnipresent	Indigeneity	that	is	associated	with	the	sum	of	the	

novel’s	textual	details	further	emphasizes	the	disjunction	between	First	Nations	identity	

and	the	ethnic	categories	out	of	which	Euro-Canadian	conceptions	of	cultural	identity	

continue	to	be	constructed.	This	larger	knowledge	hangs	over	the	narrative’s	frequently	

indirect	markers	of	Indigenous	cultural	identity,	which	are	implicitly	juxtaposed	with	both	

larger	(that	is	to	say,	patriotic	or	state-based)	invocations	of	mainstream	Canadian	

experience	as	well	as	somewhat	more	specific	articulations	of	a	broadly	Euro-Canadian	

subjectivity.		

On	the	level	of	narrative,	such	indirect	articulations	of	First	Nations	identity	and	

historical	experience	take	two	principal	forms	throughout	the	rest	of	the	novel.	Most	

frequently,	this	identity	is	presented	through	the	prism	of	other	overriding	identity	

categories,	including	the	familial.	Following	the	opening	passage,	Haisla	words	appear	in	

the	novel	almost	exclusively	when	Lisa	and	Ma-ma-oo	collect	Oolichans	or	berries,	or	else	

undertake	other	everyday	responsibilities.	These	instances	of	the	passing	on	of	First	

Nations	traditions—both	via	simple	descriptions	of	actions	as	well	as	more	explicitly	

didactic	moments,	such	as	when	Ma-ma-oo	explains	that	Oxasuli	is	“[p]owerful	medicine.	

Very	dangerous.	It	can	kill	you,	do	you	understand?	You	have	to	respect	it”	(151)—take	

place	through	the	prism	of	a	grandmother-daughter	bond.	This	educative	element	

ultimately	folds	such	events	into	mainstream	experience	and	articulates	Haisla	identity	as	

in	dialogue	with	both	other	cultures	generally	as	well	as	conceptions	of	mainstream	

Canadian	experience,	such	as	when	Ma-ma-oo	sings	in	Haisla,	then	in	English,	later	

describing	the	history	of	the	bilingual	song	in	a	way	that	shrouds	notions	of	family	origins	

in	uncertainty.	“Your	great-grandfather	Hector	made	that	song	when	his	wife,	Eleanor,	
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died,”	she	says,	providing	little	in	the	way	of	cultural	markers	for	these	names	and	thus	

seizing	on	the	importance	of	family	over	comparatively	abstract	modes	of	identification	

such	as	tribe,	ethnicity,	or	race.	She	concludes	by	stating	simply,	“Oh,	he	had	a	beautiful	

voice”	(174).		

In	addition	to	the	familial,	this	first	method	of	indirect	articulation	uses	as	a	

refracting	device	larger	notions	of	mainstream	Canadian	or,	more	accurately,	North	

American	identity.	When	Uncle	Mick	complains	about	having	to	file	taxes,	for	instance,	he	

articulates	First	Nations	identity	as	a	trans-ethnic	or	para-tribal	identity	category	that	

exists	in	opposition	to	the	bureaucratic	machinery	of	the	Canadian	state:	“The	whole	

fucking	country	is	on	Indian	land.	We’re	not	supposed	to	pay	any	taxes	on	or	off	reserves”;	

“This	whole	country	was	built	on	exploiting	Indians	for—”	(30-31).	Notably,	Mick’s	

reference	to	“[t]his	whole	country,”	even	more	for	its	emphasis	on	wholeness,	conceives	of	

Canada	not	as	a	nation	but	as	a	state	whose	authority	is	visible	primarily	in	the	machinery	

of	tax	collection.	Such	views	are	influenced	by	Mick’s	time	as	a	member	of	AIM	in	the	

United	States,	an	experience	that	also	combines	the	quotidian	details	of	a	personal	history	

with	a	larger,	pan-	or	trans-ethnic	organizational	framework,	such	as	when	an	old	friend	

claims	Mick	“just	joined	AIM	to	get	in	my	sister’s	pants”	(72).	The	role	of	the	United	States	

is	relevant	in	shaping	Mick’s	engagement	with	Indigenous	issues	in	that	it	incorporates	into	

the	latter	(and	into	the	novel	generally)	an	American	political	dynamic	in	which	state-

sanctioned	oppression	of	Indigenous	peoples	led	to	the	formation	of	the	American	Indian	

Movement,	a	seminal	moment	in	Indigenous	political	organization	that	was	nevertheless	

symbiotically	connected	to	civil	rights	and	Vietnam-war	mass	mobilizations.	The	role	of	

AIM	in	shaping	Mick’s	conception	of	Indigenous	identity	thus	itself	illustrates	the	extent	to	
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which	a	broadly	North	American	“mainstream”	experience	takes	precedence	in	the	novel	

over	conceptions	of	either	Indigenous	or	Euro-Canadian	ethnicity	or	nationhood.	Even	

Robinson’s	references	to	that	most	visceral	and	traumatizing	example	of	the	collective	

suffering	of	First	Nations—experience	in	Canada’s	residential	schools—unfold	within	the	

strict	bounds	of	either	family	relationships59	or	Lisa’s	archetypal	story	of	a	rebellious	

student	questioning	the	textbook	knowledge	regurgitated	by	her	teacher	(68-69),	with	the	

historical	denigration	of	Indigenous	peoples	by	European	settlers	itself	receiving	no	further	

discussion	by	parents	or	teachers.		

This	single	flashpoint	takes	on	meaning	due	to	its	being	left	to	signify	implicitly	

while	the	majority	of	the	novel’s	narrative	is	centred	on	far	less	fraught	manifestations	of	

mainstream	society	and	culture.	The	result	of	this	relatively	consistent	chain	of	events	

being	infrequently	interrupted	by	conflicts	between	everyday	Canadianness	and	the	

Indigenous	cultural	practices	of	the	family’s	private	lives	is	a	fusion	of	Indigeneity	and	

mainstream	non-ethnic	“Canadian”	experiences	that	gives	a	clear	picture	of	neither	

formation.	Nor	does	the	novel	rely	on	Indigenous	thematic	or	formal	influences	in	the	way	

that	the	novels	of,	say,	Thomas	King	do;	it	instead,	as	the	above	critics	show,	folds	various	

literary	precedents—if	anything,	predominantly	European-	and	Euro-American	ones—into	

a	text	that	foregrounds	both	the	links	between	and	the	separateness	of	Indigenous	and	

                                                
59	One	moment	of	conflict	demonstrates	the	indirect	articulation	of	Residential	School	
experience	in	terms	of	both	plot	and	syntax,	with	Lisa’s	cousin,	Tab,	mentioning	the	trauma	
only	at	the	end	of	the	series	of	familial	dynamics	with	which	she	begins	her	tirade:	“You’re	
really	lucky	that	your	dad	was	too	young	to	go	to	rez	school.	And	Aunt	Kate	too,	because	
she	was	married.	Just	Mick	and	my	mom	went	and	it	fucked	them	up”	(254).	
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blandly	patriotism-	(not	nationalism-)	infused	Canadianness.60	These	refractions	of	

Indigenous	experience	through	prisms	of	non-national	organizational	structures	and	

everyday	experiences	of	state-led	or	mainstream	socialization—that	is	to	say,	social	

experiences	that	are	relatively	uninflected	by	cultural	or	ethnic	particularity—present	an	

alternative	to	the	process	by	which	ethnic	identity	gives	way	to	a	racially	defined	“core”	

nation,	as	in	the	case	of	Euro-Canadian	discourse.	

The	second	method	of	indirect	articulation	emphasizes	a	larger	Haisla	identity,	but	

it	does	so	in	a	way	that	emphasizes	the	relational	and	elastic	elements	of	that	identity.	The	

clearest	example	of	this	method	comes	when	Lisa’s	free-indirect	discourse	details	the	

(implicitly	pre-contact)	Oolichan	trade	in	the	region:		

		 the	Haisla	used	to	trade	them	with	other	villages	for	things	that	were	rare	in		

	 	 our	area,	like	soapberries.	In	the	past,	most	of	the	groups	spoke	different		

	 	 languages,	so	a	trade	language	called	Chinook	was	created,	which	combined		

	 	 the	easiest-to-pronounce	words	in	the	languages	into	a	pidgin,	a	patois.		

	 	 Oolichan	is	the	Chinook	word	for	the	fish,	but	in	Haisla	they’re	called	jak’un.		

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (92-93)		

This	description	of	a	hybrid	trade	language	presents	(via	the	vague	“[i]n	the	past”)	a	

potentially	pre-contact	replication	of	both	European	conceptions	of	related	ethnic	groups	

as	well	as	an	affinity	among	such	groups.	Its	depiction	of	separate	societies	unified	by	a	

system	of	trade	functions	as	a	mirror	for	perceptions	of	European	groups	as	unified	

according	to	conceptions	of	race	while	nevertheless	divided	into	groups	that	have	

                                                
60	In	a	sense,	this	dynamic	resembles	both	Salverson’s	unresolved	duality	of	nations	as	well	
as	the	elastic,	intra-Indigenous	identity	(or	interaction	of	mainstream	and	para-tribal	
identity)	Robinson	presents	as	an	example	of	such	partial	or	failed	syntheses.	
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remained	distinct	despite	a	history	of	interaction	regular	and	complex	enough	to	have	

influenced	the	development	of	so-called	national	languages.	Robinson’s	depiction	of	these	

relationships,	however,	replicates	or	begs	comparison	with	these	Euro-Canadian	

conceptions	of	cultural	markers	just	as	it	problematizes	such	a	process	by	presenting	the	

links	between	such	groups—that	is	to	say,	the	qualities	of	overlap,	hybridity,	and	

elasticity—as	generative	of	a	trans-ethnic	solidarity	and	particularity	that	is	absent	in	

conceptions	of	a	core	Euro-Canadian	whiteness.	What	is	more,	this	idea	of	a	relational,	

elastic	Haisla	identity	eventually	strengthens	the	personal	and	matrilineal	preservation	of	

this	identity	when	Ma-ma-oo	tells	Lisa	the	story	of	a	Haisla	falling	in	love	with	a	Heiltsuk	as	

the	two	pick	berries	(161).	

This	method	of	articulation	also	explicitly	situates	Haisla	identity	as	parallel	with	

those	European	ethnicities	that	are	conceived	as	underpinning	national	groupings	and	

signifying	the	diversity	and	commonality	structuring	later	twentieth-century	conceptions	

of	whiteness;	accordingly,	it	complicates	the	novel’s	implicit	yet	strategic	denials	of	First	

Nations	identities	as	parallel	with	the	ethnicities	at	the	centre	of	European	nation-states.	At	

another	point,	Lisa	reflects	on	larger	conceptions	of	the	Haisla	language	that	has	so	far	been	

presented	only	in	single	words	or	short	phrases	that	are	integrated	into	English-language	

dialogue:	

	 In	much	the	same	way	that	Spanish	is	similar	to	French,	Haisla	is	similar	to		

	 	 the	language	spoken	by	the	people	in	Bella	Bella	and	the	people	in	River’s		

	 	 Inlet.	If	you	know	one	language,	the	other	is	fairly	easy	to	pick	up	because	the	

	 	 grammar	and	sounds	and	vocabulary	are	comparable.	Haisla,	however,	is	as		

	 	 different	from	English	as	English	is	from	Arabic	or	Irish.	(194)		
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The	comparison	of	Haisla’s	distance	from	English	with	the	latter’s	distance	from	Arabic	

identifies	Haisla	as	a	language	within	a	distinct,	implicitly	non-European	language	family,	

therefore	reproducing	the	arrangement	of	ethno-linguistic	groups	within	a	larger,	often	

racialized	grouping	that	characterizes	the	European	experience	of	cultural	and	linguistic	

diversity	and	affinity.		

Rather	than	offering	a	straight	comparison	of	the	two,	however,	the	novel,	because	

of	its	preceding	description	of	Haisla,	probes	the	inaccuracies	and	productive	slippages	that	

result	from	comparisons	of	specific	First	Nations	identities	and	conceptions	of	European	

ethnicity.	This	description	initially	mentions	languages	in	the	context	of	European	

“discovery,”	referring	to	the	distortion	of	the	Haisla’s	autonym	by	these	outsiders:		

	 Early	explorers	traveling	through	the	Douglas	Channel	were	probably			

	 	 daunted	by	both	the	terrain	and	the	new	languages	they	encountered.	Haisla		

	 	 has	many	sounds	that	don’t	exist	in	English,	so	it	is	not	possible	to	spell	the		

	 	 words	using	English	conventions.	The	language	of	the	people	in	Kitamaat		

	 	 Village	is	commonly	called	Haisla.	The	actual	word	for	the	Haisla	language	is		

	 	 Xa’islak’ala,	to	talk	in	the	manner	of	Xa’isla.	(193)	

It	goes	on	to	provide	instruction	for	pronouncing	the	true	term	by	referring	to	European	

languages:			

	 	 To	say	Xa’isla,	touch	your	throat.	Say	the	German	“ach”	or	Scottish	“loch.”		

	 	 When	you	say	the	first	part,	the	“Xa,”	say	it	from	far	back	in	your	throat.	The		

	 	 apostrophe	between	the	syllables	signals	both	an	emphasis	and	a	pause.	Say		

	 	 “uh-uh,”	the	way	you’d	say	it	if	you	were	telling	a	child	not	to	touch	a	stove.		

	 	 Put	that	same	pause	between	the	first	and	last	syllables	of	Xa’isla.	Haisla	is		
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	 	 difficult	for	English	speakers	to	learn	partly	because	most	English	sounds	are	

	 	 formed	using	the	front	of	the	mouth,	while	Haisla	uses	mainly	the	back.	(193)	

The	autonym,	in	not	being	italicized	here,	is	marked	as	a	consciously	described	element	of	

identity	(as	opposed	to	a	part	of	everyday	speech,	like	the	italicized	Haisla-language	words	

above);	it	in	some	ways	stands	apart	from	the	rest	of	the	text.	In	taking	a	step	back	in	this	

way,	this	section	presents	First	Nations	identities	as	parallel	with	European	ethnicities	yet	

also	foregrounds	the	artificiality	of	doing	so.	Along	with	the	above,	somewhat	arbitrary	

reference	to	Irish,	which	emphasizes	the	otherness	of	the	Irish	language	as	a	result	of	its	

historical	proximity	to	and	suppression	by	the	English	language	(a	distinction	it	shares	

with	Haisla	and	other	First	Nations	languages),	this	focus	on	imprecise	comparisons	among	

language	families	and	inter-cultural	relationships	shifts	the	focus	from	rigid	taxonomies	to	

their	inflections	by	asymmetrical	power	relations	and	exchange	within	both	a	European	

and	an	Indigenous	context.	This	section	therefore	positions	Haisla	in	relation	to	other	

linguistic	and	ethnic	groupings	without	losing	sight	of	the	postcolonial	context	in	which	

this	identity	category	is	forced	into	contact	with	European	conceptions	of	cultural	diversity	

even	as	its	elasticity	is	emphasized	and	presented	as	a	framework	in	which	to	imagine	

possibilities	of	Indigenous	solidarity.		

It	is	in	such	a	framework	that	Lisa’s	stories	of	the	Haisla’s	historical	reputation—

“We’re	famous	for	that,	you	know”;	“We	were	masters	of	the	psych-out.	When	the	Haida	or	

the	Tsimshians	paddled	down	the	channel,	they	knew	they	were	coming	into	the	territory	

of	some	of	the	greatest	shamen	who	ever	lived.	That’s	how	we	survived”	(221)—both	

emphasize	innate	characteristics	and	virtues	in	a	way	that	resembles	the	chauvinism	of	

classical	ethno-nationalism	and	draws	attention	to	enduring	trans-Indigenous	
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relationships.	The	novel	thus	acknowledges	the	taxonomic	efficiency	of	regarding	

ethnicities	as	underpinning	nations	and	existing	in	relationship	with	one	another	as	

members	of	racial	or	linguistic	families,	but	it	uses	examples	of	Indigenous	equivalents	of	

such	to	shift	the	emphasis	of	such	systems	toward	relationality	and	exchange	as	well	as	the	

asymmetrical	power	relationships	that	once	influenced	distinctions	of	European	

ethnicities—evident,	for	instance,	in	the	well-known	historical	fact	that	the	Irish	were	not	

always	regarded	as	white.	What	is	more,	Robinson’s	depictions	of	the	historical	

relationships	between	Indigenous	groups	emphasize	elasticity	both	within	this	group	as	

well	as	with	notions	of	a	hegemonically	Euro-Canadian	but	nevertheless	universally	

experienced	Canadian	mainstream;	the	result	is	that	she	draws	attention	to	the	inter-tribal	

or	inter-ethnic	potential	for	an	Indigenous	consciousness	and	solidarity	that	is	greater	than	

either	the	whiteness	of	the	Canadian	majority	or	the	valorized	conceptions	of	ethnicity	that	

may	survive,	however	ironized,	in	the	antimodernist	soul-searching	of	Taylor’s	foodies.		

Ultimately,	these	relationships	exist	in	contrast	to	lived,	ever-evolving	experiences	

of	the	Canadian	mainstream.	Near	the	end	of	the	text,	the	narrative	digresses	to	describe	an	

All-Native	basketball	tournament	that	takes	place	in	Prince	Rupert:	

		 During	the	All-Native,	the	village	is	deserted.	Everything	grinds	to	a	halt.		

	 	 Radio	stations	tune	in	to	the	Northern	Native	Broadcast.	Excitement	mounts.		

	 	 Basketball	teams	with	no	hope	of	winning	get	themselves	knocked	out	quick		

	 	 so	they	can	spend	the	rest	of	the	week	partying.	The	teams	with	a	real	chance	

	 	 of	winning	live	like	monks	during	Mardi	Gras.	They	are	in	bed	before	ten,		

	 	 don’t	drink,	don’t	smoke,	aren’t	even	supposed	to	have	sex.	Any	player	who		

	 	 deviates	from	this	is	soundly	lectured,	and	then,	if	the	team	is	serious	is		
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	 	 penalized	by	being	taken	out	of	a	game.	(286)		

The	tournament	showcases	both	the	competing	units	of	parallel	First	Nations	groups	(and	

thus	resembles	conceptions	of	European	ethnicity)	as	well	as	the	physical	activity,	

generative	communal	functions,	and	official	and	unofficial	rules	and	competitive	strategies	

that	emerge	as	a	result	of	the	interaction	between	these	groups.	Accordingly,	this	explicit	

mention	of	trans-ethnic	First	Nations	exchange	contrasts	with	one	of	the	book’s	few	overt	

references	to	white	identity,	in	which	Lisa	dismissively	mentions	that	one	of	the	few	

Valentine’s	Day	cards	she	receives	is	from	“this	white	girl	who	gave	cards	to	everyone”	

(232).	The	basketball	tournament	exists	in	stark	contrast	to	the	image	of	a	Euro-Canadian	

student	who	is	marked	racially	(but	not	ethnically),	taking	part	in	a	commodified	Western	

holiday	in	a	way	that,	in	eliminating	the	hierarchy	of	affection	that	results	from	distributing	

valentines	selectively,	drains	whatever	meaning	may	still	have	been	carried	by	this	

quintessentially	mainstream	North	American	ritual.	This	comparison	is	emblematic	of	

Robinson’s	challenge	of	conceptions	of	nation	in	their	ad	hoc,	on-the-ground	Canadian	

reality;	that	is	to	say,	the	complex	blend	of	state-centric	patriotism	with	undertones	of	a	

hegemonic	white	culture	that	prizes	notions	of	historical	ethnic	variety.		

The	novel	therefore	brings	alternate	Indigenous	histories	and	experiences	in	contact	

with	the	contradictory	yet	inescapable	constructions	of	Canadian	national	life	that	

structure	the	everyday	experience	of	the	present	and	to	some	extent	ensure	that	

identities—whether	racialized	or,	in	Mackey’s	words,	Canadian-Canadian—are	given	and	

static	despite	their	complexity	and,	in	the	case	of	First	Nations,	historical	elasticity.	Monkey	

Beach	explores	the	interstices	of	histories	of	colonialism	as	they	are	visible	in	the	present;	

it	exposes	historical	as	well	as	lived,	present-day	alternatives	to	an	understanding	of	
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discrete	ethnicities	underpinning	nations,	which	in	the	Canadian	context	erode	to	expose	

white	or	racialized	identities.	In	emphasizing	the	elastic,	relational,	and	liberatory	elements	

of	First	Nations	ethnicity	in	the	past	and	present,	however,	Monkey	Beach	largely	preserves	

the	ethnicity-within-race	arrangement	that	defines	Euro-Canadian	conceptions	of	an	ethno-

nationally	varied	whiteness.	The	novel	therefore	is	not	as	radical	as	some	critics	claim;	

instead,	its	radicalism	exists	in	the	subtlety	with	which	it	pushes	at	Euro-Canadian	

conceptions	of	nation	and	provides	a	more	nuanced	picture	of	these	assumptions.		

Transnationalism	in	Reverse:	Dionne	Brand’s	What	We	All	Long	For	

	 In	contrast	to	these	two	more	historically	oriented	works,	Dionne	Brand	is	very	

much	preoccupied	with	the	future.	I	end	here	with	her	2004	Toronto	novel,	What	We	All	

Long	For,	for	two	reasons.	First,	this	much-discussed	work	is	regarded	as	a	quintessential	

urban,	non-European,	transnational,	and	diasporic	Canadian	novel;	like	much	of	Brand’s	

work,	it	is	located	at	the	centre	of	formations	of	Canadian,	Caribbean,	Commonwealth,	and	

ostensibly	global	literature.	Second,	despite	all	of	Vancouver’s	multicultural	particularities,	

Toronto	is	still	regarded	by	many	as	the	epicentre	of	English-speaking	Canada’s	role	amid	

the	migrations	that	characterize	our	present	moment	of	globalization.	Relatively	free	from	

the	larger	geographical	influences	and	identities	of	the	Pacific	coast	and	ensconced	as	the	

capital	of	that	most	quintessentially	unmarked	territorial	entity,	Ontario,61	Toronto	

perhaps	offers	the	clearest	window	onto	the	global	city’s	function	as	a	site	facilitating	a	

cosmopolitan,	postcolonial	stage	beyond	the	inherently	split,	heterogeneous	nation;	or,	in	

Homi	Bhabha’s	words,	a	space	of	narratives	that	are	based	on	“the	return	of	the	diasporic”	

                                                
61	It	is	worth	recalling	here	that	Mackey’s	field	work	is	based	entirely	on	those	unabashedly	
Ontarian	towns	that	signify	the	Anglo-Canadian	“mainstream”	in	perhaps	its	purest	form.	
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and	that	will,	“by	living	on	the	borderline	of	history	and	language,”	translate	cultural	

difference	into	a	form	of	solidarity	outside	of	the	nation	(243-44).	

	 What	We	All	Long	For	has,	in	little	more	than	a	decade	since	its	publication,	inspired	

a	staggering	amount	of	scholarly	output;	what	seems	like	it	could	be	a	wealth	of	critical	

articles	and	chapters,	however,	is	at	times	frighteningly	uniform,	with	most	critics	praising	

the	novel’s	endorsement	of	fluid	identities,	describing	the	latter	as	“new	articulations	of	.	.	.	

longing”	(Brydon	96),	the	disruption	of	“old	notions	of	grounded	selfhood	and	belonging”	

(Dobson,	“Struggle”	89),	or	“flexible	notion[s]	of	cultural	identity”	(Rosenthal	253).	There	

is,	however,	a	moment	of	slippage	in	the	novel	that	many	articles	either	ignore	or	seem	to	

have	trouble	grappling	with:	the	World	Cup	parade	scene.	Michael	Buma	seizes	on	this	

moment	in	his	examination	of	the	novel’s	“unwieldy	national”	(12),	arguing	that	this	scene	

stands	apart	from	Brand’s	dominant	theme	of	fluid	identity,	instead	“betray[ing]	the	

difficulty	of	moving	beyond	national	categories”	as	well	as	“the	continued	efficacy	of	these	

categories	in	an	ostensibly	post-national	world”	(17).	Other	than	Buma,	however,	those	

who	acknowledge	the	persistence	of	static	identities	in	the	novel,	such	as	Emily	Johansen,	

who	argues	that	the	novel	emphasizes	collectivities	that	are	“not	unrooted	or	free-floating”	

but	“firmly	located	in	the	physicality	of	Toronto”	(49),	do	so	only	by	isolating	particular	

situations	in	a	present	resulting	from	those	same	transnational	movements	at	the	centre	of	

the	aforementioned	critical	consensus.		

	 Despite	this	consensus,	then,	I	believe	much	of	this	criticism	misses	the	mark	

because	it	falls	into	the	binary-logic	debate	of	whether	the	nation-state	will	continue	to	be	

the	dominant	form	of	social	organization	in	the	global	era	or	whether	it	will	disappear	amid	

the	movements	and	pressures	of	transnational	capital	and	the	unprecedented	migration	of	
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the	postcolonial	worker.	Michael	Hardt	and	Antonio	Negri	pithily	sum	up	the	fruitlessness	

of	this	conversation	with	their	dismissal	of	“useless	debates	that	pit	the	continuing	

importance	of	nation-states	against	the	processes	of	globalization	as	if	the	two	were	

mutually	exclusive”	(223).	As	a	corrective,	I	regard	the	novel’s	World	Cup	scene	as	my	final	

example	of	a	non-Euro-Canadian	writer	both	acknowledging	the	continuing	hegemonic	

power	of	(and	yet	using	this	power	as	a	means	of	reacting	against)	an	ethnically	defined,	

Eurocentric	conception	of	national	identity.	What	We	All	Long	For	is	in	an	awkward	

position	because	its	emphasis	on	the	co-emergence	of	Toronto’s	local	particularities	and	

the	city’s	role	as	a	node	in	a	system	of	transnational	migrations	must	also	regard	many	

diasporic	or	immigrant	subjects	as	themselves	the	bearers	of	an	ethnically	defined	

nationalism.	It	is	no	coincidence	that	the	World	Cup	scene,	in	which	an	almost	heavy-

handed	picture	of	South	Korean	national	pride	that	in	some	ways	resembles	the	

chauvinistic	euphoria	of	far-right	nationalisms	of	the	past,	blends	international	soccer’s	

seemingly	harmless	display	of	pride	for	one’s	origins	with	the	novel’s	more	consistent	

depictions	of	intersectional	and	evolving	diasporic	identities	that	are	contingent	as	much	

on	individual	circumstances	as	on	the	group	migrations	that	inevitably	shape	the	

cosmopolitan	subject’s	personal	history.		

Despite	being	an	aberration,	then,	the	parade	scene	is	the	fulcrum	of	the	novel’s	

picture	of	the	global	city.	It	depicts	the	ongoing	presence	of	the	ethnic	model	of	nationalism	

as	well	as	the	danger	that	even	those	racialized	subjects	on	whom	unmarked	Canadianness	

depends	may	indeed	be	at	risk	of	repeating	this	history.	Brand’s	global	citizens,	in	standing	

apart	from	the	parade’s	manifestation	of	ethnic	nationalism,	to	some	extent	invoke	Hardt	

and	Negri’s	recommendation,	at	the	close	of	Commonwealth,	that	a	just	community	must	
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consist	of	subjects	who	have	liberated	themselves	not	only	from	global	capital	and	the	

nation-states	that	do	its	bidding,	but	also	from	“the	subordination	of	identities”	by	

transcending	the	latter	through	“monstrous	processes	of	self-transformation”	(383).	Yet	

while	many	of	Brand’s	characters	enact	the	abolishment	of	such	coordinates	insofar	as	the	

latter	signify	ethnic	traces	that	influence	Euro-Canadian	conceptions	of	nation,	What	We	All	

Long	For	is	in	fact	structured	by	a	dual	contradiction.	First,	as	Buma	realizes,	the	newly	

prevalent,	intersectional	identities	of	Brand’s	cast	of	characters	emerge	from	a	system	of	

transnational	migrations	that	places	such	implicitly	post-national	identities	directly	

alongside	the	unabashedly	ethno-national	ones	they	are	supposed	to	have	superseded	in	

the	context	of	the	global	city,	such	as	in	the	display	of	Korean	pride	at	the	World	Cup	

parade.	Second,	Brand	posits	intersectional	identities	as	being	fixed	coordinates	in	a	

recognized	matrix	of	identitarian	categories	and	demanding	clear	articulation	at	particular	

points	in	time	even	as	they	are	acknowledged	to	emerge	as	part	of	a	process	of	constant	

redefinition.	The	paradoxes	that	come	along	with	an	ideology	of	fluid	identity,	expressed	in	

the	novel	via	the	trope	of	perpetual	movement,	indicate	a	larger	contradiction	at	the	heart	

of	Brand’s	picture	of	Toronto;	that	is,	a	desire	to	inhabit	a	cutting-edge	futurity	while	also	

denying	the	notions	of	progress	and	social	development	upon	which	the	Euro-Canadian	

conception	of	a	bond	between	ethnicity	and	nation	is	premised.	The	result,	and	the	

question	with	which	I	will	leave	off,	is	whether	this	enlightened	reshaping	and	

rearticulating	of	identity	is	entirely	different	from	Taylor’s	exalted	Euro-Canadian	subject’s	

ability	to	select	from	among	various	stages	in	an	ostensibly	universal	evolution	of	affiliative	

bonds.	
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	 Indeed,	several	of	Brand’s	critics	rely	on	Saskia	Sassen’s	economic-	and	migration-

based	definition	of	a	global	city	(3).	Dobson	reads	the	novel	through	Sassen’s	lens	of	cities	

shaped	by	“the	internationalization	of	financial	systems	and	the	dissolution	of	

manufacturing	in	the	West”	and	“increasingly	interconnected	in	broad,	transnational	

systems	that	exceed	the	connections	between	nation-states”	(“Struggle”	91).62	Brand’s	

characters,	however,	as	well	as	her	numerous	textual	intricacies	pointing	to	

multidirectional	and	multivalent	flow,	often	deny	such	broad	notions	of	transnational	or	

fluid	identities	emerging	as	the	endpoint	of	a	narrative	that	has	moved	past	the	nation.	Her	

multiple,	crosscutting	identities	instead	call	to	mind	Arjun	Appadurai’s	examination	of	“the	

ways	in	which	[global]	flows	are	in	fundamental	disjuncture	with	respect	to	one	another”	

(46).	Appadurai	also	asks	whether	“some	of	these	flows	[are],	for	a	priori	structural	or	

historical	reasons,	always	prior	to	and	formative	of	other	flows,”	and	suggests	that	their	

relationships	“will	be	radically	context-dependent”	and	require	new	“theories	of	cultural	

chaos”	to	be	understood	(47).	While	more	nuanced	than	a	narrative	taking	malleable	

cosmopolitan	identities	as	its	endpoint,	Appadurai’s	schema	itself	relies	on	a	conflation	of	

time	and	progress.	His	desire	for	chaos	does	not	seem	to	square	with	his	retaining	of	

Marxist	historicism;	his	model	brings	to	mind	fragmented	pieces	of	a	progress	narrative	

commingling	as	part	of	a	postcolonial	worldview	that	sees	mixture,	movement,	and	

hybridity	as	part	of	a	global	playing	field	that	has	left	behind	notions	of	linear	progress	and	

                                                
62	In	Transnational	Canadas,	Dobson	recapitulates	his	argument	with	two	short	caveats	that	
speak	as	much	to	the	possible	overestimation	of	Toronto’s	globality	as	to	the	strength	of	his	
original	reading.	He	states	that	such	fluidity	is	relevant	“whether	or	not	[Toronto]	is	
thought	of	as	a	global	city”	(Transnational	184)	and	concedes	that	Brand’s	view	may	indeed	
involve	“a	certain	amount	of	Toronto-centrism”	(183).	
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an	organized	evolution	of	affiliative	bonds,	as	envisioned,	for	instance,	by	Margaret	

Laurence.		

	 In	slightly	different	ways,	Appadurai,	many	of	the	above	critics,	and	Brand	herself	all	

appear	to	be	afflicted	by	that	condition	Fredric	Jameson	has	labeled	the	“end	of	

temporality.”	Jameson	establishes	perceptions	of	globalization’s	high-speed	

communicativity	as	the	cause	of	a	“shrinkage	of	existential	time	and	the	reduction	to	a	

present	that	hardly	qualifies	as	such	any	longer,	given	the	virtual	effacement	of	.	.	.	past	and	

future”	(“End”	647).	He	also	places	Deleuze’s	schizophrenia—which	influences	Dobson’s	

argument	for	Brand’s	characters’	remaining	in	motion	(“Struggle”	90)—within	this	

“stripping	away”	of	temporality	and	leaving	one	alone	with	a	“unique	present”	that	“no	

longer	belongs	to	any	.	.	.	biographical	self	or	private	destiny”	(“End”	649).	The	“experience	

of	the	space	of	the	city	itself”	(“End”	637)	becomes	the	ideal	setting	for	this	mode,	and,	as	

Jameson	writes	elsewhere,	a	formation	in	which	the	challenge	is	to	“jumpstart	the	sense	of	

history	so	that	it	begins	again	to	transmit	feeble	signals	of	time,	of	otherness,	of	change”	

(“Future”	573).	Brand	and	her	critics	want	nothing	more	than	to	see	that	hegemonic	

structure	of	a	biographical	past	and	future	destiny	“blast[ed]	apart”	(Fellner	235),	just	as	

they	envision	a	Toronto	that	has	emerged	as	the	novel,	almost	futuristic	space	in	which	that	

smashing	apart—that	stripping	away	of	past	and	future	that	allows	for	a	multiplicity	of	

experiences	and	highly	particular	modes	of	identification—at	last	comes	into	view.63	What	

We	All	Long	For	demonstrates	this	contradiction	with	a	fetishistic	denial	and	embrace	of	

                                                
63	Fellner	indeed	proposes	that	Brand’s	mapping-by-bicycle	“blast[s]	apart”	Toronto’s	
“narrative	of	progress”	(235),	just	as	Brydon	writes	that	What	We	All	Long	For	marks	the	
“dead	end”	of	“Modernity’s	belief	in	continuous	progress	and	growth”	(110).	Neither	
article,	however,	seems	to	reconcile	these	statements	with	the	progressivist	underpinnings	
of	its	core	argument.	
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temporal	progress	that	creates	a	static,	endless	present.	This	process	is	evident	in	the	

novel’s	tropes	of	circulation	(in	which	constant	movement	stands	apart	from	temporal	

progression),	formal	avoidance	of	articulating	a	future	moment,	and	ultimate	depiction	of	

Toronto	as	outside	of	history.	

	 What	We	All	Long	For	indeed	relies	on	movement	as	one	of	its	chief	tropes;	it	is	the	

skewed,	reversing	elements	of	these	movements,	however,	that	undermine	Sassen’s	

narrative	of	becoming-global.	Quy,	a	Southeast	Asian	refugee,	“trade[s]	in	everything	from	

plastic	hair	combs	to	liberated	Ford	Broncos	from	New	York”	(285),	for	instance,	while	

Jackie’s	mother	works	a	“godawful	job	in	the	comb	factory”	(263)	in	“the	sweatshop	they	

call	this	city”	(212).	Here,	the	flows	of	people	and	goods	defining	global	cities	run	

backwards,	and	this	spatial	heterogeneity	challenges	Sassen’s	linear	narrative	of	

industrialized	nations	transforming	into	global	nodes	due	to	the	collapse	of	manufacturing	

in	the	West.	Brand	also	depicts	a	reversal	of	the	dominant	movements	of	capital	with	Carla,	

the	bike	courier.	Though	working	on	the	fringes	of	the	same	models	of	business	that	have	

enabled	Sassen’s	globalization,	Carla	is	most	often	depicted	riding	“[a]gainst	the	flow”	of	

rush-hour	traffic	(32).	And	while	Astrid	M.	Fellner’s	cogent	analysis	of	the	cyclist	as	

flâneuse	underscores	Carla’s	“queer	interrogations	of	space”	(235),	Fellner’s	emphasis	on	

creation	and	new	forms	of	identification	still	privileges	Toronto	as	the	latest	point	on	some	

scale	of	progress—a	space	that	exists	beyond	other	spaces,	the	flâneuse	eking	out	a	liminal	

existence	here	and	here	only.	Carla’s	movements	against	such	flows	are	not	restricted	to	

her	bike	rides,	however.	She	takes	Mondays	off,	for	instance,	to	“go	in	the	opposite	

direction	of	the	world	hustling	past	her.	.	.	.	Mondays,	she	preferred	to	walk”	(41).	It	is	not	

Carla’s	act	of	cycling,	but	rather	her	negotiation	of	the	flux	of	business	that	determines	her	
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position	within	a	narrative	of	globalization.	Carla	necessarily	participates	in	the	street-level	

migrations	of	commerce	and	metaphorical	motion,	but	she	just	as	often	resists	outright	

interpellation	by	these	forces	as	a	result	of	the	assertion	of	the	nuances	of	a	particularized	

subjectivity.		

This	tension	between	linear	progress	and	a	heterogeneity	of	experience	is	also	

evident	in	Brand’s	interweaving	of	the	circulations	of	late	capitalism	and	the	infrastructure	

of	the	city.	Jackie’s	clothing	store	bills	itself	as	a	retailer	of	“post-bourgeois	clothing”	(99);	

most	significantly,	however,	it	is	located	“on	the	border	where	Toronto’s	trendy	met	

Toronto’s	seedy,”	Jackie	having	anticipated	“that	the	trendy	section	would	.	.	.	creep	toward	

[them]	and	sweep	the	store	into	money”	(99).	Functioning	not	as	a	trope	of	liminality	but	

rather	a	representation	of	the	class-	and	commerce-directed	metamorphoses	of	the	city	

itself,	the	store	here	represents	both	participation	in	the	consumption	model	of	late	

capitalism	and	an	attempt	at	cultural	authenticity.	All	social	formations	and	re-formations	

are	regulated	by	this	model:	the	Paramount,	where	“a	select	group”	(95)	could	access	“a	

crap	game	downstairs	and	.	.	.	get	reefer	and	blow”	(94),	invokes	an	underground,	

speakeasy-style	environment.	Once	it	closes,	Jackie’s	parents	go	to	the	Duke	of	Connaught,	

suggested	by	its	name	to	be	little	more	than	that	ubiquitous	“British”	pub	of	the	North	

American	city.	The	Paramount	is	eventually	converted	into	a	liquor	store	(183),	the	site	of	

its	once-distinct	cultural	experience	now	a	government-regulated	point	of	sale	for	alcohol	

that	is	to	be	consumed	in	private	space.	For	Jackie	and	her	parents,	the	shifting	of	late-

capitalist	patterns	of	consumption	governs	the	constant	movement	in	search	of	cultural	

authenticity,	firmly	placing	this	perpetual	circulation	in	a	framework	of	historical	

development.		
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Brand	also	characterizes	the	city	as	a	body;	along	with	her	emphasis	on	circulation,	

this	tendency	brings	to	mind	Jameson’s	statement	that	the	reduction	to	the	present	“is	also	

a	reduction	to	something	.	.	.	more	material”	and	can	thus	“be	formulated	in	terms	of	a	

reduction	to	the	body	as	a	present	of	time”	(“End”	651).	The	novel’s	images	of	the	“muscles	

of	highways	and	streets”	(31)	and	Carla’s	reversed	circulation	“through	the	neck”	of	the	city	

(32)	add	to	this	dynamic,	marking	Toronto	as	a	site	defined	by	movement	set	apart	from	

temporal	progression.	

And	yet	the	form	of	What	We	All	Long	For	in	some	ways	disrupts	its	primary	

narrative	and	depictions	of	Toronto	as	at	the	vanguard	of	world	progress.	Quy’s	sections	of	

first-person	narrative	are	separated	from	the	rest	of	the	text	and	challenge	a	singular	

understanding	of	globalization,	with	Quy	refusing	to	place	his	journey	in	the	context	of	

international	events:	he	declares	that	he	“knew	nothing	about	big	politics”;	“I	knew	only	

small	things”	(78).	This	purely	experiential	narrative	also	refers	to	the	fact	that	Quy	and	his	

partner	“had	territory	.	.	.	monopolies	.	.	.	wars	.	.	.	alliances,	until	a	schism	broke	out”	(284).	

This	language	questions	linear	models	of	temporality	by	speaking	to	the	continued	

relevance	of	notions	of	nation,	religion,	or	economic	alliance	that	globalization	has	

ostensibly	left	behind.	Additionally,	his	departure	from	that	archetypal	global	node,	

Singapore,	in	favour	of	“the	testicle	of	Malaysia”	(201),	in	reinscribing	the	nation,	subverts	

the	linking	of	city	to	body:	that	raw	“testicle”	of	national	territory	remaining	after	the	

prototypical	city-state’s	separation	from	Malaysia	is	as	relevant	to	Quy’s	story	as	are	the	

global	centres	of	financial	capitalism	whose	role	in	circulations	of	people	and	capital	is	

elsewhere	represented	with	bodily	imagery.		
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Quy	does	not	endorse	fluidity	as	a	productive	mode	of	being,	however,	as	the	

paradoxes	in	his	story	underscore	the	duplicity	of	his	transformations.	Early	on	he	states	

that,	in	Pulau	Bidong,	“identity	was	watery,	up	for	grabs”	(9).	Further	undermining	the	

story	of	the	loss	of	a	son	is	his	immediate	assertion	that	he	“had	diamonds	in	the	belt	

around	[his]	waist”—“almost	all	of	my	parents’	savings”	(6).	Whatever	kernel	of	familial	

piety	exists	in	Quy’s	story	is	undermined	by	his	status	as	an	object	of	value	and	exchange,	

and	it	is	these	market	forces	that	free	him	from	the	camp	and	place	him	in	alliances	with	a	

series	of	“monks”	whose	manipulation	of	global	flows	and	“transactions	.	.	.	in	identity”	

(287)	have	brought	about	his	“watery”	status.	This	duplicity	is	also	evident	on	the	level	of	

form,	as	circular	logic	and	contradiction	saturate	Quy’s	sections:	“What	happened	next?	

What	happened	next	happened”	(10).64	Quy	represents	the	viability	of	alternate	globalities,	

but	he	also	discredits	fluidity	as	a	productive	mode	of	cultural	identification,	as	it	is	the	

forces	of	late	capitalism	that	determine	his	malleability.		

The	same	circularity	of	reasoning	that	qualifies	Quy’s	narrative	seeps	into	What	We	

All	Long	For’s	larger	form.	In	his	final	chapter,	he	muses,	“one	morning	I	sat	on	the	subway	

train	and	I	heard	a	laughter	and	it	reminded	me	of	when	I	was	little,	and	right	away	I	knew	

it	would	be	easy	to	disappear	here”	(309).	These	lines	link	the	novel’s	conclusion	to	its	

opening	description	of	the	city,	in	which	“a	man	who	hardly	understands	English	at	all	.	.	.	

hears	the	tinkle	of	laughter”	on	the	subway	(4).	The	trope	of	arrival	here	is	thematized	as	

standing	outside	the	novel’s	narrative	time,	with	Quy	presented	as	an	abstract	or	

                                                
64	See	also	the	instances	of	repetition	and	circular	logic	on	74,	75,	196,	and	201.	And	while	I	
do	not	have	space	here	to	do	this	episode	justice,	Quy’s	story	about	“the	master	who	made	
the	servant	swear	never	to	tell	his	stories	to	anyone	else”	(139)	essentially	warns	of	the	
danger	of	treating	stories	as	reality—only	for	Quy	to	conclude	by	asking,	“who	would	make	
up	a	story	like	that?”	(141).	
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prototypical	immigrant	figure	whose	appearance	in	the	city	occurs	at	once	in	the	past,	the	

present	moment,	and	the	future;	further,	at	the	very	centre	of	Quy’s	circularity	is	a	piercing	

reflection:	“Time.	All	of	them	have	time.	I	had	waiting.	They	have	their	friends	and	this	city.	

I	had	shit”	(137).	The	linear	time	of	the	narrative	here	irrupts	into	the	cyclicality	

enveloping	Brand’s	narrative,	with	Quy	coming	into	being	outside	the	temporality	of	global	

flows	yet	nevertheless	finding	himself	in	Toronto,	that	destination	for	the	fraught	identities	

and	experiences	of	the	immigrant.	The	setting	of	this	formal	aporia	on	the	subway	

reinscribes	the	trope	of	movement	without	progress,	pointing	to	Brand’s	anxiety—or	keen	

awareness—regarding	Toronto’s	status	at	the	end	of	the	temporal	progress	of	the	

immigrant	narrative.	To	whatever	extent	he	undermines	such	a	unified	narrative,	Quy	also	

acknowledges	that	he	is	outside	it	until	he	lands	in	Toronto	and	starts	the	temporality	of	

the	novel’s	events.		

Quy’s	final	ambiguity	of	individual	identity	solidifies	his	role	as	representative	of	

alternative	globalities,	cautionary	tale	of	late-capitalist	fluidity,	and	perpetual	arrival	into	

cosmopolitan	temporality.	I	agree	with	Rosenthal’s	assertion	that	Quy	“remind[s]	us	that	a	

borderless	definition	of	identity	harbors	the	danger	of	erasing	humanism	and	moral	

responsibility”	(253);	however,	I	take	issue	with	her	statement	that	it	is	ultimately	

“irrelevant	whether	Quy	really	is	Quy”	(255).	I	would	suggest	that	the	final	question	of	his	

identity	reinscribes	the	novel’s	fetishistic	engagement	with	temporality.	By	the	novel’s	end,	

the	only	tangible	thing	about	Quy	is	his	arrival—or	the	arrival	of	someone—and	the	fact	

that	it	obliterates	the	notion	of	a	stable	past	only	by	placing	the	immigrant	in	a	present	

articulated	in	an	endless	circulation	below	the	city	and	around	the	events	of	the	novel	itself.	

Brand	attempts	to	resolve	this	conundrum	by	holding	us	in	a	present	moment,	a	threshold	
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at	which	Toronto	has	become	a	site	of	global	identities.	A	glimpse	beyond	this	constant	

coming-into-being,	however,	would	suggest	that	Torontonians	as	a	collectivity	have	

developed	beyond	those	other	identities	and	processes	littering	the	multiple	globalities	

that	Appadurai	himself	can	only	imagine	as	a	shattered	and	chaotic,	yet	linear,	narrative.	

Following	Brand’s	denial	and	formal	reinscription	of	a	singular	globality,	the	novel’s	

World	Cup	scene	places	Toronto	at	once	within	a	world	of	nation-states	and	beyond	it.	

Accordingly,	many	critics	have	found	this	episode	difficult	to	explain.	Some	downplay	its	

reemerging	national	identities	and	choose	to	focus	on	this	moment’s	similarities	with	

global	protests	(Smyth	283).	As	mentioned	above,	however,	Buma	argues	that	the	episode	

indicates	that	moving	beyond	conceptions	of	nation	may	not	be	quite	as	imminent	as	many	

theorists	of	globalization	suggest.	This	scene	certainly	indicates	that	“much	continues	to	be	

at	stake”	(Buma	24)	in	the	negotiation	of	the	national	and	post-national	in	Canada,	but	it	

also	indicates	that	Brand’s	group	of	Torontonians	are	affected	by	this	reversion	to	the	

nation-state	due	in	part	to	their	very	existence	in	ostensibly	post-national	urban	space.	

Brand’s	main	characters	do	have	a	vexed	relationship	to	the	nation,	as	their	parents	

desire	only	that	they	be	“that	desired	ineffable	nationality:	Western”	(67).	With	the	World	

Cup	celebration,	however,	these	characters	are	surrounded	by	Korea	Town	residents	for	

whom	national	identity	remains	very	strong—Toronto	residents	who	do	not	appear	to	

have	reached	that	stage	of	cultural	flexibility	championed	by	Brand’s	critics.	A	closer	look	

at	the	scene	suggests	that,	once	again,	what	fluidity	does	exist	is	linked	to	the	power	

structures	of	late	capitalism.	Tuyen	“love[s]	World	Cup”;	she	“wasn’t	Korean,	of	course,	but	

World	Cup	made	her	feel	that	way.	No	Vietnamese	team	had	made	it,	so	today	she	was	

Korean”	(204).	At	this	point	Tuyen’s	nationality	is	indeed	not	important;	her	race,	however,	
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is,	as	she	has	been	co-opted	by	the	machine	of	World	Cup	celebration	that	reorganizes	

racial	and	other	identities	into	national	ones	as	the	progression	of	the	tournament	requires.	

Meanwhile,	non-Asian	characters	such	as	Carla	are	left	“waving	a	Korean	flag”	(209),	that	

omnipresent	World	Cup	souvenir	standing	for	or	ironically	nourishing	a	distinctly	nation-

based	jingoism.	

Once	again,	truly	fluid	identities	are	denied;	in	placing	her	characters	outside	this	

parade	of	nations	yet	within	Toronto,	however,	Brand	subverts	a	national	progress	

narrative	just	as	she	positions	Toronto	as	that	“empty”	space	in	which	such	pageantry	can	

play	out.	In	accordance	with	Appadurai’s	chaotic	globality,	national	identities	that	Sassen’s	

model	casts	as	outmoded	remain	relevant	here.	Brand	posits	a	multiplicity	of	modes	of	

identification	that	may	well	be	perpetually	in	process,	but	these	both	include	direct	

articulations	of	ethno-national	identity	and	refer	to	the	latter	as	one	of	the	modes	of	

affiliation	being	reshaped	by	global	capital	and	migration	to	the	world	city.	Toronto	is	thus	

specially	positioned	as	the	site	at	which	the	selection	and	reinterpretation	of	these	

identities	can	occur.	As	such,	the	novel’s	final	historical	moment	is	one	of	recoding	located,	

specific	identities	into	new	patterns	in	Toronto’s	empty	space:	new	patterns	that	

simultaneously	reaffirm	the	strength	of	“old”	categories	of	belonging	as	much	as	the	

necessity	of	seeking	to	deconstruct	the	latter.	
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Chapter	7:	Conclusion	

Whether	or	not	one	agrees	that	the	nation	continues	to	be	relevant,	some	residual	

geopolitical	anxiety,	transposed	into	an	era	of	global	flows,	continues	to	seethe	beneath	

Brand’s	urban	spaces.	What	We	All	Long	For	certainly	presents	a	groundbreaking	view	of	

Toronto	as	a	place	of	possibility,	and	her	critics	seem	equally	progressive.	Erasing	the	

contradictions	inherent	in	positioning	transnational,	urban	identities	at	the	forefront	of	

world-historical	movements	while	also	presenting	the	city	as	a	zone	of	equitable	

possibility,	however,	risks	positioning	the	North	American	urbanite	at	the	top	of	some	

global	hierarchy	of	development,	just	as	the	authors	throughout	this	study	implicitly	or	

explicitly	do	with	the	thoughtful	Euro-Canadian.	This	same	hierarchy	structured	the	work	

of	Margaret	Laurence,	whose	depictions	of	African	countries	on	the	eve	of	their	own	

independence	are	nevertheless	tainted	by	the	central	role	she	gives	to	a	universal	process	

of	development	in	determining	the	evolution	of	collective	and	individual	identity.	While	the	

recent	works	outlined	in	the	previous	chapter	make	important	strides	in	questioning,	

expanding,	or	resisting	notions	of	given	ethno-national	identity,	Brand’s	exaltation	of	the	

transnational	urban	subject	suggests	that	they	are	doing	so	as	part	of	a	literary	and	

intellectual	culture	that	remains	plagued	by	conceptions	of	national	unity	that	acknowledge	

and	perhaps	emulate	Benedict	Anderson’s	“open-to-the-world	plurals”	(29)	while	in	fact	

remaining	fixated	on	the	ethnically	defined	group.	While	Brand	likely	invokes	such	

identities	as	part	of	a	postcolonial	tradition	of	strategic	essentialism,	it	is	nevertheless	

worth	noting	the	potentially	dangerous	results	of	emphasizing	essential	or	naturally	

occurring	identity	in	the	wake	of	the	search-for-the-self	tropes	that	have	been	tailored	
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through	successive	generations	of	Euro-Canadian	authors	fixated	on	the	bond	between	the	

rusticity	of	ethnicity	and	the	modernity	of	nation.	

Anne	McClintock’s	Imperial	Leather	(1995)	concludes	with	a	rumination	on	the	

inability	of	the	present	to	theorize	itself,	with	the	result	being	that	we	fail	to	“intervene	in	

the	unacceptable”	by	remaining	“becalmed	in	a	historically	empty	space”—“a	perpetual	

present	marked	only	as	‘post’”	(396).	In	a	sense,	this	formulation	applies	to	the	self-

described	Euro-Canadian	subject	of	the	twenty-first	century.	American	critics,	most	notably	

Werner	Sollors,	decades	ago	explored	the	selectability	of	ethnic	traits	that	was	coming	to	

define	discussions	of	modern	and	contemporary	American	literature.	What	makes	the	

Canada	of	the	present	different	from	the	situations	described	by	these	American	scholars,	

however,	is	the	continued	willingness	of	Canadian	literature,	as	Jonathan	Kertzer	has	

illustrated	so	compellingly,	to	narrate	into	existence	some	kind	of	Canadian	collectivity	

through	which	social	justice	can	be	accommodated.		

Identity	politics	is,	given	the	election	of	Donald	Trump,	currently	at	the	centre	of	

discussions	of	North	American—and	Euro-American—identity.	But	just	as	the	electoral	

rebellion	of	disgruntled	white	Americans	threatens	to	plunge	the	continent	into	a	

regressive	economic	protectionism	and	reasserted	cultural	chauvinism	(a	dynamic	that	

was	for	a	brief	time	eagerly	replicated	by	Trump’s	Canadian	imitator,	Kevin	O’Leary),	so	too	

do	progressives,	with	our	continuous	redefinition	of	ourselves	according	to	ever-more-

particular	identity	categories,	perhaps	risk	repeating	the	mistakes	of	Euro-Canadian	

nationalism.	For	the	authors	in	the	preceding	chapters	of	this	study,	this	fixation	on	given	

identity	was	structured	by	notions	of	ethnicity	and	nation,	which	in	North	America	have	

been	converted	to	an	overarching	whiteness	that	perceives	itself	as	singular	in	its	
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transcendence	of	ethnicity	and	thus	at	the	cutting	edge	of	processes	of	development,	

innovation,	and	identity.	And	while	Brand’s	push	to	redefine	identity	as	beyond	the	nation	

and	in	a	constant	state	of	revision	is	liberatory	given	its	context,	its	own	redefinition	of	

even	inescapable,	racialized	identities	in	relation	to	an	ever-increasing	array	of	selectable	

categories—categories	that	are	increasingly	called	upon	as	shorthand	for	a	set	of	personal	

experiences	that	cannot	be	questioned	and	may	thus	circumvent	further	discussion	or	

debate	of	an	issue—may	at	bottom	not	be	so	far	from	the	retrograde	fragmentation	of	the	

Euro-Canadian	searching	for	roots	in	Scotland	or	finding	a	Celtic	antimodernism	that	

shared	the	battlefield	at	Batoche	with	First	Nations	subjects	who	continue	to	be	

marginalized	by	the	Canadian	state’s	pursuit	of	prosperity	and	profits.	Despite	the	range	of	

critiques	of	the	oppressive	qualities	of	the	Canadian	state,	our	fixation	sometimes	seems	to	

be	on	finding	liberation	using	the	same	identitarian	tools	that	rebranded	an	ethnically	

defined	nation	as	inclusive	and	open	to	the	world.		

However	progressive	they	may	be,	then,	the	identity	politics	shaping	present	

discourse	may	be	based	on	identitarian	coordinates	that,	despite	being	open	to	reassembly,	

nevertheless	rely	on	vaguely	essentialist	validations	of	ultimately	subjective	experience.	

Instead	of	succumbing	to	new	tribalisms,	the	responsible	Canadian	author—of	any	

background,	but	perhaps	most	especially	those	who	are	the	inheritors	of	the	centuries-old	

project	of	insidiously	normative,	unmarked,	and	yet	essentialist	whiteness—must	

acknowledge	that	if	the	category	of	nation	has	any	currency	at	all	in	an	increasingly	diverse	

Canada,	it	is	to	guarantee	individual	rights	within	the	linguistic	and	cultural	frameworks	

that	exist	on	the	ground	and	yet	will	over	the	course	of	time	evolve	in	accordance	with	the	

exercise	of	individual	and	group	rights.	Progressive	critiques	of	whiteness	must	remain	at	
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the	centre	of	responsible	considerations	of	nation	and	collective	identity,	but	such	critiques	

must	also	be	ready	to	take	on	the	more	slippery,	sinister,	and	adaptable	legacies	of	

essentialism	that	result	from	the	centuries-long	reification	of	a	supposedly	natural	

connection	between	ethnicity	and	nation	and	that	may	reappear	to	position	innate	

characteristics	as	the	key	constituting	factor	of	the	evolving	cultural	and	political	identities	

of	our	present	and	future.	So	while	the	works	with	which	I	conclude	this	study	do	not	quite	

validate	Michael	Hardt	and	Antonio	Negri’s	radical	call	to	abolish	identity—to	“leav[e]	

behind	who	you	are,	and	construc[t]	a	new	world	without	race,	gender,	class,	sexuality,	and	

the	other	identity	coordinates”	(Commonwealth	371)—it	is	nevertheless	worth	keeping	in	

mind	that	failing	to	escape	the	constructions	and	divisions	out	of	which	Euro-Canadian	

hegemony	was	first	built	would	indeed	seem	to	keep	us	becalmed	in	a	perpetual	present	

that	is	marked	as	much	by	endlessly	reassembling	essentialisms	as	it	is	by	any	“post.”		
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