
In the wake of colonialism and the transatlantic slave trade, the insidious systems of racism 

have brought destruction and brought grief and loss to the oppressed. Wesley Enoch’s and 

Deborah Mailman’s play “The 7 Stages of Grieving” and Fred D’Aguiar’s novel “The Longest 

Memory'' depict that while grief and loss pain individuals and communities alike, society 

must overcome this trauma collectively in order to move forward. Grief and loss are 

presented by D’Aguiar, Enoch and Mailman to be the result of a racist system that is heavily 

influenced by greed. Individuals and communities suffer as the system strips away their 

identity and culture, leading them into a cycle of intergenerational suffering. Ultimately, this 

cycle can only be broken if the oppressed and oppressors alike reconcile their grief and 

losses. Despite different approaches, both texts show that grief and loss must be recognised 

and reconciled to repair the damages of the past. 

Both texts demonstrate how the traditional racist views of the dominant white societies allow 

for and perpetuate the continuous suffering and grieving of both Indigenous Australians and 

African slaves. The Virginian Publication serves as a reliable source of information for slave 

owners, the entries promote a sense of discussion on slaveholding but ultimately stimulates 

the traditional racist views and prejudice standpoint of the white society. The Virginian 

actively encourages plantation owners into harsher punishments and treatments by 

passionately “argu[ing] for restraint” against “our inferiors”. Although Mr Whitechapel 

believes in “treat[ing] [his] [slaves] like equals”, we see how this type of behaviour is 

reprimanded and ostracized by the other plantation owners as he “face[s] the ridicule of [his] 

peers” for believing so. It is this destructive ideology that pushes Sanders Junior into a 

crazed state of racial superiority that we see the extreme whipping and eventual death of his 

own blood, Chapel. Ultimately, this “pointless death” pushes Whitechapel over the edge to 

the point that he is unable to “cry, [as] [he] [cannot] do that anymore '' because he is 

physically unable to put his body through any more emotional or physical grieving. However, 

the texts differ in the way they portray the traditional views and beliefs of the white society. 

The Virginian Editorial both promotes and encourages the racist views of the dominant white 

society, we see similarly through the play how those same historically traditional views of 

white society are expressed through the scene “Mugshot” as “The Woman finally breaks out” 

and expresses her grief as she cries out who “Boonie” really was, as opposed to how the 

white society portrayed him. The everywoman character in the play tells of her experiences 

of grief to the point where she feels “nothing”, this grief is exhibited through a range of 

scenes and the discussion of history which outlines the severe impact that European arrivals 

in Australia had on the Indigenous Australian’s. “She stops herself” from continuing because 

the dominant culture has “taught [her] to cry silently” to mask her pain and has essentially 

“denied [her]” of grieving. Ultimately, she “Returns to the written word” which proposes the 

dominance of the white society's views and how those views are held higher than 

Indigenous people. Thus, it is these historically traditional racist views that are prevalent in 

both texts that continuously encourages the suffering and grieving of both marginalised 

groups.  

The oppressed characters from both texts lose a sense of themselves and what it is to be 
human as the characters struggle to grasp and overcome loss within worlds that they are 
heavily disadvantaged in. The novel shows through its removal of basic human rights 
amongst African slaves, the difficulty they face in processing the stripping of their freedom 
and identity. D’Aguiar shows how Cook was silenced and trapped by her oppressors after 
being horrifically raped by Sanders Senior with “no one to tell”, she feared for her 
relationship with Whitechapel as he had lost “a pure wife”. She seemingly struggles with the 



loss of her purity consequently feeling “worthless”, with nowhere to turn she “wanted to die”. 
Oppression has stripped her of all basic human rights and freedom, ultimately everything 
has been taken from her and she struggles to process the loss of her purity, the last thing left 
of her. Likewise, we see through the play how this same difficulty of accepting the loss of 
identity has been portrayed through the character “Aunty Grace” as she struggles to 
reconnect with her land and culture by chaotically “fill[ing] [her] suitcase with red earth”. 
Enoch and Mailman demonstrate how the chaotic sweeping of red earth into her suitcase 
was used to illustrate the trouble she has had with attempting to reconnect with the culture 
and identity she had lost. Aunty Grace is only known “through nan’s collection of 
photographs” and “wasn’t really family”, depicting the way she has struggled to retain that 
connection with her culture. Therefore, it is clear the authors of both the play and novel wish 
for its audience to understand how difficult it is for both Indigenous Australians and Africans 
slaves to process and understand this emotional, physical and psychological loss while 
being under the strict guidelines of oppression.  
 
Whilst both texts have circular endings, it is evident that the grief and loss experienced by 

the indigenous people throughout the play has come to some resolution and there is hope 

for a better future. However, the novel ends much like it begins with a sense of 

hopelessness. Throughout the play, Enoch and Mailman both allude to the importance of 

turning thinking into action “to wonder is to think. To wander is to walk'' by ending the play 

with the walk for reconciliation in Sydney in 2000, walking over the bridge symbolically 

closes the cultural divide between both the white and Indigenous Australians. Leaving the 

audience with a sense of hope and optimism for the future, noting that ‘we can’t go back 

now’. The play suggests that Australia is heading in the right direction towards equality, 

through celebrating the ongoing progress the Indigenous people have made through the 5 

stages of grieving and 7 phases of Aboriginal history. Thus, it is evident that acceptance and 

some sense of closure “catharsis and release” is forthcoming. However, in contrast D’Aguiar 

concludes through Whitechapel questioning whether the oppressive system of slavery will 

always “continue to rule our nights”. The obedience to slavery has led Whitechapel to 

approve of slavery as a normal way of life, essentially enforcing the entrenched views of his 

oppressors, subsequently making it harder to “unravel this knotted mess”. Ultimately Enoch 

and Mailman denote the start of a journey onwards through the collective progress of 

society, while this is contrasted through the pessimistic view of Whitechapel wondering when 

the start will be. Whitechapel is stuck within the early stages of grieving, as society is against 

him and therefore death seems to be the only solution to his ongoing grief. 

Enoch and Mailman and D’Aguiar are similarly aligned in the way in which they depict the 

impact of grief through the effects of traditional views entrenched by racial injustice and 

discrimination. Both text display how devastating the consequences of both slavery and 

colonisation are upon Indigenous Australians and African slaves, which results in immense 

struggling to understand and come to terms with their loss. Although both texts differ in the 

way their characters respond to their suffering and how they choose to act upon the 

intergenerational grief they have experienced, both texts portray that we must collectively 

overcome grief and loss as a society in order for humankind to move forward into a better 

future. 

 

 

 


