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Abstract:  
As the strength of nation-states seems to have declined in the face of globalizing forces and modern discourses 
which disavow the fixity of their frontiers, the question emerges whether national identification is vanishing 
alongside the structures that support it. Certainly, the exclusivist restrictions and homogenizing tendencies 
inherent to nationalism must be redressed in order to accommodate the socio-cultural transformations that 
are taking place in an increasingly borderless world. In terms of emotional attachment, however, it cannot be 
denied that the nation provides one of the most salient contexts in which to locate notions of belonging and 
identity constructions. This paper offers a literary analysis of Jean McNeil’s novel The Interpreter of Silences, in 
order to illustrate the phenomenon I call “moments of nationalism”. I argue that, rather than disappearing 
altogether, national identification materializes temporarily in strategic individual and collective positionings. As 
overarching national narratives fail to incorporate the multiplicity of cultures and identities they intend to 
encompass, nationalism can no longer be read as a permanent, stable identity marker. Moments of 
nationalism are, on the contrary, ephemeral, and their articulation is mediated by intersections with the 

intranational context of the local-regional and the transnational context of the global. 
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Introduction 

Recent discussions on globalization, transnationalism and diasporas often point out that 
nationalism, understood as a framework for individual and collective identification, has lost some of 
its previous pervasiveness. Following mainly Benedict Anderson’s deconstructive approach to the 
nation as a natural, stable unit, some scholars have sought to destabilize the entity of the nation-
state, especially as a result of globalization processes (see Paul Gilroy 1993; Arjun Appadurai 1996; 
Johannes Lenhard 2009). These debates have raised new ground for contestation, as it is obvious 
that nationalism is far from dead (as the recent political climate in Britain, the United States, or 
Spain, for instance, may come to demonstrate). On the other hand, nationalism’s inclusive/exclusive 
impositions in terms of a single culture and a single identity associated to the idea of a single nation 
are necessarily to be redressed. To this, the regional or local level has to be added, a social and 
geographical dimension that often permeates cultural productions, at times superseding that of the 
nation. This paper aims at determining and describing processes of national identification which 
emerge within this complex interplay of global, local and national factors; the result of which I call 
“moments of nationalism.” Through the exploration of a novel by Nova Scotian writer Jean McNeil, 
The Interpreter of Silences (2011), I argue that nationalism, in the sense of national identity, cannot 
be a permanent state of mind, nor an ontological frame of reference to which individuals or 
communities turn for durable self or collective definitions. Instead, moments of nationalism emerge 
at intersections with the local and the transnational, as temporary products of the socio-cultural 
entanglement between these levels of geographical division and identity comprehension. This novel 
is ideal to analyze the representation of moments of nationalism: the main characters are a family of 
Scottish descent, which, in Nova Scotia places them within the center of a historical and cultural 
milieu that identifies the region with the Scottish tradition. However, while being in a hegemonically 
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privileged position as regards ethnicity, or even class (in the case of the protagonist), the novel 
shows inconsistencies in processes of identification with local, national, and transnational contexts 
and cultural referents that will serve the purpose of illustrating the transience and malleability of the 
national identity. 
 
The Shortcomings of the Nation-State and the Affective Appeal of Nationalism 

Zygmunt Bauman has argued that “in our own times of ‘liquid’ modernity […] not just individual 
placements in society, but the places to which the individuals may gain access and in which they may 
wish to settle are melting fast and can hardly serve as targets for ‘life projects’” (125). In this modern 
era of hyper-information, then, both subjectivities and the very spaces where subjects move are 
prone to the dissolution of fixed points of identification. The very physical structures which support 
society (at least in Western or Westernized contexts) offer a series of possibilities which depart from 
static notions of identity and instead thrive in the movement and circulation of identity markers. 
Nation-states, and nationalism (as a form of emotional appeal) seem no longer to participate in 
dynamic processes of identification. The ontological bases for nationalist sentiments appear to be 
outmoded in the face of modernity, mainly because nations often bring together one territory, one 
culture and one identity.  

To see culture as occupying a “seemingly unproblematic” (Gupta and Ferguson 6) divided space; 
to have space fractured into neat compartments containing seamless cultures implies the 
assumption that cultures are essentially pure, susceptible of being holistically defined in territorial 
terms. “The nation,” John McLeod argues, “is always imagined as a finite space, occupying a certain 
terrain, inclusive of a particular people, ‘us’ rather than ‘them’” (101). Nationalisms operate by 
ignoring the fundamental creole component in cultures that complicates not only the nation-state’s 
own spatial and political configurations, but also its claims to power, to dominate and create 
hierarchies and to include/exclude certain sectors of society from its premises. The creole 
component upsets immediate and unproblematic identifications between cultures and nations. 
Furthermore, as Arjun Appadurai has noted, far from being a spontaneous phenomenon, culture can 
be seen “as the process of naturalizing a subset of differences that have been mobilized to articulate 
group identity” (15). On the other hand, rather than containing only one single (creole) culture, 
“[m]ost modern nations consist of disparate cultures which were only unified […] by the forcible 
suppression of cultural difference” (Hall 296). There are important implications in recognizing that 
cultures are hybrid, plural and intentionally modified and shaped. It affects the ways in which 
identities are constructed, since the factors of creoleness, plurality and artificiality destabilize any 
straightforward conjunction between culture and territory. Nationalism and national identity are 
based on the alleged solidity of cultural narratives, of the history and the myths that support and 
help perpetuate themselves. As modernity gradually grasps the creole, plural, and artificial nature of 
culture, authority and appropriation are defeated, the power structure of nation-states weakened.  
Affective allegiances to and identifications with the nation are deeply influenced by the fissures in 
the equation between culture and nation. As Robin Cohen puts it, “dominant, formerly 
monochromatic, cultures have themselves become criss-crossed and sometimes deeply subverted 
by hybridisation and creolization” (382). Even old-established nations in Europe, or “younger” 
nations with strong nationalist narratives such as the United States face similar challenges which, 
albeit not always recognized, often debunk absolutist claims to the nation’s homogenizing forces. 
This shift in political and cultural perspectives has led critics to suggest that “the nation-state, as a 
complex modern political form, is on its last legs” (Appadurai 19). Is this the same as to affirm that 
nationalism no longer contributes to the development of individual or collective identities? It cannot 
be denied that geography, in the sense of place, still remains one of the most salient variables that 
convey identity. That identity is bound to place is often expressed in terms of the nation to which 
one belongs, following perhaps the inertia exerted by territorial division. It is not uncommon to hear 
“I am Portuguese” or “I am Indian” uttered as markers of self-definition. David McCrone and Frank 
Bechhofer suggest that “national identity is a mechanism for giving people a sense of individual and 
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collective worth” (10). Nationhood is used as a recurrent referent to define individuality, and 
geography and culture are still arguably tied together in the collective imaginary to a great extent. 
How can this be the case, given the aforementioned inconsistencies? The answer this paper offers to 
the paradox of nationalism as insufficient, yet accessible tool to express identification, lies in factors 
which are both external and internal to the concept of the nation. These are the levels of the 
transnational (the global) and the intranational (regional or local). It is only through relational 
contact with the transnational that moments of nationalism, understood as emotional filiation, 
emerge. These moments are regulated, in turn, by local and regional factors, to the point that one 
cannot exist without the other. Thus, going back to the example of the person who says “I am 
Portuguese” or “I am Indian,” the actual, tangential meaning of these moments of nationalism is 
contingent on the intra- and transnational circumstances surrounding them.  

Nationalism appeals to a fundamental longing for belonging and this underlies the construction 
of national discourses. As Stuart Hall maintains, “[t]he allegiance and identification which, in a pre-
modern age or in more traditional societies, were given to tribe, people, religion, and region, came 
gradually in Western societies to be transferred to the national culture” (296). With the emergence 
of the nation-state, the imagined, but also physical and geographical space of identification has 
expanded to fit their borders. Often, critics separate the political (legal, economic, and so on) and 
the emotional (manifested in feelings of attachment and belonging) aspects of nation-states. 
Anthony Smith refers to this distinction in his seminal National Identity when he says that, “if a 
nation, however modern, is to survive in this world, it must do so on two levels: the socio-political 
and the cultural-psychological” (70). In Timothy Brennan’s words, the term “nation” “refers both to 
the modern nation-state and to something more ancient and nebulous - the ‘natio’ - a local 
community, domicile, family, condition of belonging” (45). However, it is important to bear in mind 
how these spheres inform each other. It is precisely this “nebulous” emotional pull of the nation, 
which, due to its elusive nature, is hardly acknowledged as the one factor that keeps nation-states 
alive in this era of globalization. Affective allegiances to the contours of the state need to be 
assessed in order to discern how identity-identification incorporates (or not) those national 
attachments: how they are mediated, experienced, regulated. Amartya Sen refers to the importance 
of context when it comes to an individual’s affiliation to different identity categories. He proposes 
that “the person may have to decide on the relative significance of the different affiliations, which 
could vary depending on the context” (29). While his insights are certainly useful in thinking about 
national identity as transient and dependent on contextual regulations, two factors have to be taken 
into account. The first is that national identity cannot always be influenced or changed according to 
a person’s preference or choice. The degree of agency to identify with or feel attachment to a nation 
is highly restricted by elements outside the individual’s intentions. While there might be certain 
flexibility, as in the case of hyphenated identities, a person who was born, for instance, in Spain, with 
no ties whatsoever to, say, Russia, could not claim, a priori, to have a Russian identity. Also, and 
partly as a result of this restriction, moments of nationalism, as understood in the present study, 
emerge in dialogue with global and local contexts mostly as part of an unconscious process. 
Transnational and intranational (or regional) experiences define and determine the emotional 
expression of national affiliations, and nationalism only does come into being through these tangible 
experiences. One essential factor that contributes to the brevity of national identification lies in its 
own unattainability and impossibility. As artificial discourse and imagined community, the affective 
manifestations of nationalism and the nation are necessarily ephemeral. 
 
Colonialism, Regionalism and the Audacity of Canadian Nationalism 

Translating these debates and theoretical frameworks to the territory of Canada is indeed both a 
challenge and a fertile starting point. As a relatively young nation (confederation took place in 1867 
and it was not until 1982 that it obtained full independence from Britain), it has never fully 
participated in the mirage of the nation’s might and authority, as other European or European-based 
nations, long established for centuries, might have experienced. Nationalism was not promoted as 
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such in Canada until the 1960s and 1970s. In terms of Benedict Anderson’s insights of the nation as 
an imagined community, this is the period in Canadian history when nationalist symbols necessary to 
maintain and reinforce the idea of a coherent nation, such as the flag or the national anthem, are 
created. Literature, as Marie Vautier has pointed out, played an essential role in the construction of 
this national ideology, as it served “to reimagine the world in a post-European and postmodern 
manner” (21). The literature of writers like Margaret Laurence or Hugh MacLennan, the nationalist 
critical work by Northrop Frye or Margaret Atwood, are often read as postcolonial reactions against 
British literary and ontological models, and as the basis to forge an autonomous sense of 
Canadianness. These efforts, however, did not go far beyond this point, and gradually, what can only 
be called an identity crisis settled in. Questions, rather than assertions, populate Canadian literary 
and cultural criticism (see, for example, Is Canada Postcolonial? edited by Laura Moss, 2003). 
Scholars have repeatedly pointed out the sense of being lost, of something missing: for so long 
adhered to the British Empire, a lack of a self-narrative of the nation is such missing factor. On the 
other hand, proximity to the United States has also been mentioned as a crucial element in the 
hindrance of Canada’s sense of itself. George Elliott Clarke mentions that, as a matter of fact, Canada 
has never ceased to be a colonized nation: it was colonized by Britain in the past and is currently 
colonized by the United States (35). A national discourse thus seems to flounder in the midst of this 
feeble foundations, and slips through eager fingers attempting to grasp it.  

Another complex question is Canada’s regional division. Certainly, an overarching national 
identity, which included the particularities of all its regions, must be an artificial creation (even more 
so than in other, more geographically concentrated nation-states). A fundamental element that 
problematizes the imagining of Canadian unity is its geographical vastness. Critics have frequently 
commented on the fact that the extensive territory of Canada and the isolation of its regional 
territories provokes marked differences, which is one of the main impediments to the construction 
of a common identity. As Robert Fulford maintains, “history strives earnestly to teach us its enduring 
lessons, but in Canada geography is our real teacher, the one to which we must listen with the 
greatest care. It is geography which sets the tone of Canadian life just as it sets the rules of our 
working lives and governs our economic relations with other countries” (51). 

Regardless of the structural and systemic elements that are undeniably directed to the 
administrative or institutional synthesis of the diverse regions (such as parts of the legislation 
system, the national broadcast media, et caetera), Canada is mostly defined in terms of its pervasive 
regional differences. As a result, Donald Savoie argues, “the process of national integration, it seems, 
has been brought to a halt; things national are either no more, or in a serious state of disrepair” 
(203). The political and cultural detachment of Quebec is perhaps the most conspicuous dimension 
of this internal division, because it transcends the conflict from the physical frontiers to a cultural 
domain.  

Historical and economic factors also contribute to this fragmentation, as Savoie points out, 
because there has been a very markedly unequal development of Canadian regions (as opposed to 
the equally vast territory that composes the United States), with the majority of economic and 
political power concentrated in central Canada (Savoie). The processes of marginalization and 
economic underdevelopment that ensue within peripheral regions result in the construction of 
localized socio-political areas as is the case, for example, of Atlantic Canada (Phillip Buckner 8). The 
collapse of the structure of the nation-state itself under the burden of international monopolies and 
globalizing pressures also affects the salience of regional identities: on the face of continental 
assimilation, national identity weakens and regionalism emerges as a way to balance the neocolonial 
situation in which Canada finds itself with respect to the United States (Marchak 90). These complex 
historical circumstances and political forces translate into the area of culture and literary production.  

Canadian literature gravitates towards the regional mode of identity representation. As Herb 
Wyile argues, the focus on a literary regionalism may be read as a strategy of resistance against 
“totalizing formations of a national literature” (”Regionalism” 140). The hegemonic magnetism of 
literary productions in Ontario inevitably provokes the marginalization of literatures that do not 
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conform to canonical models, a tendency that is combated through regionalism by the emphasis on 
more particular forms of cultural expression. Aesthetic and ontological values are thus decentralized 
and diversified. However, Wyile also issues a warning of the risks that dominant discourses on 
regionalist literatures may pose for literary representations that do not conform to those models. 
Thus, he maintains, 
 

in asserting a more localized literary sensibility and/or in reacting to a perceived Ontariocentrism in 
English Canadian literary culture, numerous critics writing about regionalism and/or regional 
literatures have repeated the same totalizing gestures on the regional level, either through a 
problematic environmental determinism […] or through the repetition of the strategies of thematic 
criticism in defining a regional literature. (”Regionalism” 142) 

 
Thus, Canada remains, as Diana Brydon puts it, “a nation suspicious of nationalisms” (49), 

especially so in the current global climate of the decline of the structure of the nation-state as 
economic unit and as framework through which to define individual and collective identities. The 
conflation of nationalism with one form of ethnically dominant culture and political institutions, 
which is, in the case of Canada (as in many Western nations) the majoritarian white ethnicities, 
excludes other groups from the possibility of belonging. As both literature and critical scholarship 
demonstrate, this exclusion does not only affect individuals or communities who have a relatively 
short presence in Canada, but also those with a much longer history of settlement (such as 
Africadians, or groups of Black Canadians whose settlements date as early as the eighteenth 
century), on the grounds that their perceived racial otherness erases that history. It is for these 
reasons that the transnational modes of identification and cross-cultural representations emerge, in 
order to offer an alternative to the inherent constrictions of hegemonic nationalisms. In terms of 
race, as David Goldberg suggests, “[t]he state – and nation-state especially, where nation here 
becomes the cultural reproduction of hegemonic consensus to state administrative mandates – is all 
about institutionally reproductive homogenization” (30); but this homogenizing tendency is not 
limited to race and seeks to cover regional, class and gender differences. Canada posits an uneven 
terrain of analysis in that its regional divisions create ambivalent contexts of identification that 
complement, overlap or clash with national identifications. The Maritimes is a case in point, being 
one of the most marginalized and stereotyped regions in Canada, so that even though it historically 
and culturally contributes to the formation of a broad sense of Canadian nationalism it does so at 
the expense of often finding itself at the periphery of national narratives. Wyile suggests that “the 
region suffers and still suffers from a double standard in economic policy: what’s good for central 
Canada is ‘national,’ and what’s good for Atlantic Canada is ‘regional’” (Wyile, Anne 12). Thus, 
regional particularism operates to a point in which regional interests may directly interfere or clash 
with national ones. Furthermore race, class and gender add to this complex network of subjectivities 
and connections on levels of identification that vary from the very local to the global.  

It is not surprising that, in the face of the tensions created by these identity discrepancies on the 
one hand, and the homogenizing tendency of the nation-state that functions to subsume these 
differences under a seamless hegemonic discourse, the attempt to delimit and to sustain the 
boundaries of Canadian nationalism proves an audacity. This suggests the question of whether the 
nation-state model should be totally disposed of, or rather, if it is more realistic and useful to 
conceive a national structure that is capable of preserving the multifaceted plurality of this 
postcolonial, global society. As Cynthia Sugars posits, the fact that “the vector of the nation 
continues to have profound psychic resonance for Canadians […] need not imply a robotic adherence 

to essentializing and dictatorial conceptualizations of the nation” (“Can the Canadian Speak?” 117). 
In the calling into question of the nation’s exclusionist constructions, Canada, as an ample and 
multifaceted “contact zone” (Pratt 34), offers unique and fertile historical and cultural coordinates in 
which to map an alternative, inclusionist approach to nationalism. Canada emerges as a complex 
nation, product of colonial, postcolonial and neo-colonial relations, shaped by Indigenous peoples, 
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settlers, settler-invaders, ethnic minorities, diasporic and settled diasporic groups; each of these at 
times overlapping categories being simultaneously separated or intertwined by class, gender, 
sexuality or religion among others. Despite structural and ontological backlashes, national 
identification, understood as the affective dimension of nationalism derived from the geographical 
enclosing of culture and identity narratives, is not radically eliminated from the picture. The 
remainder of this paper is devoted to explore how experiences of nationalism are mediated by the 
local and the global in The Interpreter of Silences. 
 

The Intersection of Intranational and Transnational Contexts in Literature 

The main character in The Interpreter of Silences, Eve, is often presented as unproblematically 
Canadian, although the exact delimitations of what this identity constitutes are left unclear. One of 
the most outstanding narrative mechanisms employed to allude to the existence of a separate 
Canadian identity is through the contrast with and the points of view of characters from the United 
States. Margery Fee and Lynette Russell, in dealing with questions of whiteness and indigenous 
identities in Canada and Australia, write: “Canadian nationalists formed in the 1960s, like me, simply 
defined themselves in opposition to Americans (implicitly white, supportive of the war in Vietnam, 
imperialist, capitalist owners of Canadian resources, etc. etc.)” (190). This novel offers a glimpse of a 
similar definition of Canadianness which contrasts with the notion of American identities. One of the 
main contexts in which Americans are opposed to Maritimers’ lifestyles is the general identification 
between Americans and the tourism industry (although it is occasionally extended to other groups, 
like the Germans). The isolated landscapes in which local people have to toil to survive are 
consumable commodities to American tourists who spend outrageous fortunes to have their 
holidays in Cape Breton. Commenting on the theme of the tourist industry being oriented to an 
American market, Eve remarks that “[t]he Yacht Club had been transformed from its original shack 
into a glassy structure with a restaurant and offices. The Yacht Club was for visiting Americans, 
wealthy mainlanders or the island’s captains of industry” (McNeil 42). These Americans and upper-
class people are arguably of Scottish descent like the main characters in the novel, but they are 
completely different from them: “These people had the same last names as Eve and her father, but 
still managed to look like another species, standing on the decks of their boats with their thin-soled 
deck shoes, their hard brown legs encased in canvas shorts. Eve has never set foot in the yacht club” 
(McNeil 42). Differences of nationality and class work here to create separate identities in a context 
which suggests an a priori seamless and common identification. The fact that the opposition 
between Canada and the United States is based on differences that exist in an apparent sameness is 
also recorded in one of the first conversations between Noel, an American man, and Eve, when he 
says: “I’m still trying to get a handle on why Canada is so different (…) [f]rom the States. Everything 
seems so similar – it looks the same, really, but yet it’s completely foreign;” to which Eve attempts 
an explanation: “Well, there’s the usual suspects: a parliamentary system, the social contract – 
based on European socialism more than frontier capitalism. But I think it’s that Canadians have a 
nearly pathological common sense. You’re not burdened by that” (McNeil 50).  

This at times fictitious line that separates both cultures is also explored through the Americans’ 
point of view. On one occasion, Noel and his girlfriend Rachel, also American, are driving through 
Nova Scotia and stopping at gas stations where “they bought unfamiliar brands of chocolate bars 
and potato chips – Crispy Cream and Humpty Dumpty – delighted that Canada was, after all, a 
different country” (McNeil 212). Here, Canadianness is ironically articulated through the presence of 
exotic consumable products, in a world where globalization erases difference by establishing the 
same brands and corporations everywhere. A distinct cultural identity is thus reduced to the 
inconsequential display of distinct products. This is reflective of an anxiety of similarity Cynthia 
Sugars refers to when she says that Canada “might be too like the US to stand out in clear cultural or 
linguistic contradistinction to it and may therefore not be considered exotic or different enough” 
(“Worlding” 33). The contrast between Canada and the United States operates on a flimsy but 
stubborn level. It gains strength in a passage when, after having a nearly deathly accident on a boat 
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ride where Eve was driving, Rachel threatens to sue her. This is an attitude that Noel deplores as “so 
American, threatening to sue when instant satisfaction was not forthcoming” (McNeil 273), which 
indicates both the presence of differences and the characters’ awareness of them. There is a clear, if 
only brief, underlying intention to define Canadianness as a unique and specific culture and national 
identity. The intersectionality between the local and the transnational contexts (that is, the presence 
of the Americans in Cape Breton) provides one of the most conspicuous examples in the novel of a 
fleeting moment of nationalism. Personal identification of the main character with Canada is born 
here from contrast, from the temporal opposition with a perceived external difference.  

This, however, is not the only way in which Canadianness surfaces in the text. Eve’s sense of 
belonging is divided between what she feels is her natural relationship to Cape Breton, the one that 
limits her possibilities to lead a successful life, and the life she forges for herself in the urban context 
of Toronto. These tensions are constantly shaping her perception of the world and influence her in 
the taking of personal choices. For instance, it is mentioned that after majoring in Geology her first 
impulse was to become a scientist, but she could not adapt to fieldwork routines because they 
reminded her of her time in Cape Breton: “Her fault was to be too ornamental, too dazzled by form. 
She hated the outdoor life as well – shorts, muddy knees, sunburn. It was too much like her 
upbringing in the cabin” (McNeil 292). She goes on to become a gem-sourcer for a jewellery 
designer. This way she enters the realm of fashion shows, cosmetics, travelling, magazines and 
glamour. In her years between childhood and adolescence she often read Vogue, fascinated by its 
contents:  
 

She is unaware that in fifteen years’ time she will be a bit-player in this haughty, disembowelled 
world. She will call Condé Nast’s Hanover Square offices in London to speak with women named 
Miranda and Isabella, negotiate editorials for Caroline, text message Deborah Turbeville’s assistant to 
arrange a shoot involving Louise Quinze furniture and teak escritoires. (McNeil 71) 
 

The presence of the Canadian city is introduced as the context of Toronto, where the protagonist 
moves after leaving Cape Breton and where she has been living until the present time of the 
narration. From the familiar and immediate space of her childhood home the city seems to recede 
into a distant and ghastly world. She reviews in her mind scenes of her life with her husband:  
 

she sees them moving through a pallid city, bank towers breathing through their tops, plumes of 
smoke into a crisp linen sky, Llewelyn reads Toronto Life, scouting out the latest restaurants. Trattoria 
this, bistro that. I am such a foodie, he says. She is becoming resentful of this diminutive, consuming 
world. They go to restaurants where they eat mysterious substances wrapped in banana leaves, 
nouveau tamales, yucca fritters on the side, grilled crab, various kinds of aioli: mint, basil, lemon. 
(McNeil 87) 

 

This focus on the urban as a display of consumable commodities coheres with Edward Soja’s 
description of the city as both product and site of production of capitalism and global confluences. In 
his words, the “coalition of capital and the state worked effectively to replan the city as a 
consumption machine, transforming luxuries into necessities, as massive suburbanization created 
expanded markets for consumer durables” (101-102). Eve’s experiences of the city are articulated 
through this process of material consumption and production; similarly her cosmopolitan self is 
represented in a global framework that parallels the negotiation of economic transactions that take 
place in the city, a framework that departs from organic relationships to the land that prevail in the 
rural area of Cape Breton: “Meanwhile her life is a shifting patchwork of countries, textiles, minerals, 
products. In the past four years she has done it all: illegally source stones, open-pit mining, fashion 
journalists, the requisite temperamental photographers, minor forms of bribery, Fair Trade, Unfair 
Trade” (McNeil 88). International dimensions interlock with the national expressed as the urban, the 
Canadian state performing as one of multiple points of convergence of which the global network is 
composed. When she is travelling abroad, she “longs for her espresso maker and her hot Trinity 
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Bellwoods flat;” however, “the graphic prosperity of the city alienates her; she can’t help thinking 
that real life is lived in more messy, exigent places. She is never quite content anywhere” (McNeil 
88). Furthermore, her perception of Toronto as her home is compromised by physical and emotional 
distance. Whereas details from Cape Breton remained vivid for years in her mind, after three months 
away from her house and husband she feels that the contours around their shapes have become 
blurred in her memories: “Home. Could that really be home? Toronto, Lew. She was already 
forgetting what her apartment looked like. Was the ficus tree by the window or by the door? What 
kind of bed did she own?” (McNeil 285). Eve’s reluctance to adhere to any of these contexts serves 
as a mechanism to avoid a hierarchical relationship between them. Her restless non-belonging 
points towards different spaces that never constitute holistic units of identification, rather, rural 
Cape Breton, urban Toronto, and transnational environments of airports and trade deals are all read 
as incomplete, with the subject, Eve, traversing each of the adjacent dimensions and incorporating 
into her own experience and construction of national identity the various (im)possibilities of each 
space. This character has the possibility to move within different geographical places and cultural 
spaces, and to assume equally diverse vantage points in her processes of identity construction. 
Caught between the global and the local, the nation here “becomes a liminal form of social 
representation, a space that is internally marked by cultural difference and the heterogeneous 
histories of contending peoples, antagonistic authorities, and tense cultural locations” (Bhabha 299). 
Rather than serving as a permanent or fixed marker of identity, Canadianness, understood as 
temporal within a liminal space, is therefore adapted and transformed according to Eve’s needs. Her 
sense of being Canadian is not a constant referent of identification, and it even seems at times to be 
a category empty of meaning. It is instead contingent on the spaces she inhabits and the positions 
she adopts within them. 
 

Conclusion 

Nations, with their inevitably imagined foundations and the artificiality of national discourse, 
cannot but fail to provide a stable, homogeneous point of reference to define the heterogeneous 
groups that inhabit them. Appadurai contends that “electronic mass mediation and transnational 
mobilization have broken the monopoly of autonomous nation-states over the project of 
modernization” (10). While this may be the case on several socio-political levels, and indeed 
modernity must necessarily address the rigidity of nation-states, I argue that it is precisely the 
circulation of differences facilitated by globalization which in the long run provides some of the 
more fertile grounds on which nationalism as sentiment may flourish. Whereas the transnational 
provides a space that often breaks fixed boundaries, both geographical and cultural, the importance 
of these boundaries, operating in national terms, should not be overlooked. As this paper has aimed 
to demonstrate, national affiliation is not overridden by globalization. National identification must 
certainly be understood as temporary, yet real. The literary analysis of this novel illustrates the 
importance of this transient attachment. One indicator of the relevance of nationalism is the fact 
that this novel is inevitably placed within the context provided by national borders, and its narratives 
are intrinsically connected to the socio-cultural and historical discourses of the nation-state in which 
they are located and from which they spring. Whereas on an individual or personal level—even on a 
collective level—Canadianness fails to provide a solid and stable source of identification, the 
characters in this novel—and especially the protagonist—are represented at different points as 
performing an attachment to the nation. A sense of belonging is often articulated in regional or local 
terms, while transnational referents offer spaces of contrast and opposition from which the national 
identity temporarily emerges. The interplay of these elements provides the context of what I believe 
must be the strategy to understand the emotional dimensions of nationalism, that is, as moments or 
instances of national identification, highly flexible and contingent on circumstances of positionality, 
race, class, gender and other differences.  
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