COMPARE HOW CHARACTERS IN THE TWO TEXTS ARE USED TO
ILLUSTRATE THE IDEA OF BELONGING.

Wesley Enoch and Deborah Mailman’s play ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ explores how
indigenous history since European settlement has been fraught with loss and destruction,
and how contemporary life for Indigenous Australians is not free from this pain. Comparable
to this is Fred D’Aguiar’s The Longest Memory, a novella embedded in the pre-Abolition era.
In each work though, there are overlapping themes and common experiences of suffering,
trauma, exclusion and the divisions that occur when people are separated from their culture
and their families. These are also stories of belonging, though; stories of resistance to that
division, of unity and of the strength of marginalised people to find a sense of connection in
spite of the attempts at erasing their culture, history and identity. Both texts demonstrate
how false stories created by oppressors regarding the oppressed cause the oppressed to
lose their sense of belonging in society. Furthermore, ‘The Longest Memory’ and ‘The 7
Stages of Grieving’ both depict protagonists who are subject to horrific treatment by the
dominant cultural group causing them to lose their sense of belonging. However, the two
texts also explore how characters can defy their circumstances of alienation and oppression
and forge their own sense of belonging through resilience. Ultimately, it is in the characters,
richly crafted, though through very different mechanisms, that the texts bring to life the
stories of belonging and the strength of the need to do so.

‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ and ‘The Longest Memory’ imply a lack of belonging is caused by
oppressors who fabricate stories regarding the oppressed. Set in the pre-abolition era,
D’Aguiar conveys the common and accepted stories about slaves through the ‘Gentlemen’s
Club’. The plantation owners use their beliefs that ‘God is not for [slaves]’ and how they are
‘different from slaves in intelligence and human before god’'. D’Aguiar demonstrates that
when these stories are indoctrinated into society through the media as seen in ‘The
Virginian’, oppressors can then justify treating the oppressed like ‘bloodhounds’ and ‘stock’.
Ultimately, D’Aguiar suggests that false stories created by oppressors contribute to the
subjugation of the oppressed as they are used as a means to justify their actions. Like the
white oppressors in ‘The Longest Memory’, the colonisers in ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’,
impose a false narrative of the Indigenous Australians through the media. In ‘March’, the
media label the Indigenous Australians’ protest as ‘defiant’ and a ‘traffic stopper’, to illustrate
their cause as illegitimate and merely to disrupt others thereby preventing Indigenous from
truly expressing their grief. It is this ostracization that causes the oppressed such as the
Woman'’s brother to get stuck in ‘the cycle’ as they cannot escape the pervasive racism
within their society evident in the media. Hence, through the media, Enoch and Mailman
demonstrate its power to marginalise the subjugated from society and retract from their
attempts at defying their position in society.

Both texts depict protagonists who suffer from a lack of a sense of belonging because they
are treated with contempt by the dominant cultural group. In The Longest Memory,
Whitechapel is a man who has been taken from his country and his family, and this causes
him such suffering that he can scarcely acknowledge their existence in the opening
chapters: “| forget as hard as | can” he tells us, denying his connection to his past and those
people and places he once belonged to. In The 7 Stages of Grieving the role of racial
discrimination is not presented as overtly and directly in the opening passages but emerges
more subtly as part of the rumination on the idea and experience of grieving. In “Nana’s
Story” the celebration of a life lived with dignity, and a community who are connected in grief
is tainted by the neighbours who watch the “blackfellas as far as the eye can see” from the
“safety” of their windows, the silent judgement reminding the mourners that their ways are
not accepted and are instead the subject of suspicion and fear. There are hints of more
direct suffering and injustice in the recollection of ‘Nana’s’ experiences; hospital visits, feared
because “most of her friends never came back” and doctors who couldn’t be trusted, “the
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gubberment” even less so. Where The Longest Memory depicts the overt practices of
subjugation under racism through focusing on the multitudinous forms of suffering
experienced by one individual, and so deals with the practice of exclusion that occurred
under a system that proudly announced “they’re not like us”, The 7 Stages of Grieving
shows the way that exclusion and judgement permeates every aspect of the protagonist’s
life, intruding upon her private moments because it is omnipresent, even if it is not
acknowledged.

While both texts reveal the lasting impacts of a lack of belonging, both texts are also
insistent in also depicting the capacity for resilience and connectedness created by people
who have been subjected to exclusion and alienation from mainstream society. In The
Longest Memory, multiple chapters are given to characters who tell love stories and reveal
the powerful capacity for human relationships to rejuvenate and provide joy even in the
bleakest of circumstances. Cook, who “wanted to die” after Sanders’ Snr’s brutal repeated
rapes, declares that “Whitechapel is my life” and “there is no earthly way | can match his
love”; “only death” can divide them. The connection between them is profound, complex and
nurturing, the “sweeter” pot in the life of a woman who is expected to give her all to her
“master”, and a relationship in which she can give freely of herself and her love. In “Nana’s
Story” Enoch and Mailman similarly depict a moment of joy in amongst a time of grief and
mourning; this time it is the occasion of a loved one’s funeral but the stage directions
emphasise the sense of connectedness and belonging that comes from the “textur[ing]” of
story with “sound of family, country music and the call of the kingfisher”. In both texts the
scenes are overlaid with melancholy; we hear of Cook’s narrative after hearing of her tragic
death as well as Chapel’s, and the community is gathered for Nana’s funeral, and in both
texts there is the unavoidable malaise of pernicious racism, albeit in different forms.
However, in both texts there is also a reverence for the beauty found in the wonder of
familial relationships, symbolised by shared meals and shared time together. The
celebratory description of “black fellas as far as the eye can see” invites the reader to take
note of the joy in the sense of belonging found in small moments, an experience fleeting but
common in both texts.

Mailman and Enoch write about a different century, and a different experience of suffering to
D’Aguiar; their stories are presented through different mediums and their frustrations are
with very different experiences of racism. Nevertheless, characters in both texts experience
profound and inescapable suffering because their connection to the place they thought they
belonged, or did once belong to, has been broken. In both texts, the characters display a
resilience in spite of this; they forge new connections and make new spaces of belonging. At
the same time, the writers are insistent that their audiences reckon with the harsh
conseguences of systematic racism and oppression, leaving the reader with an ongoing
sense of sadness and loss at the trauma inflicted on marginalised people at the hands of
those who disregarded their right to belong, and insisting that we recognise our role in
unravelling and recognising the “knotted mess” that is the colonial history of both American
and Australia.
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