
 
Fred D’Aguair’s episodic novel, “The Longest Memory” and Deborah Mailman’s “The 7 
Stages of Grieving” alongside Wesley Enoch both explore the struggle of individuals to 
develop a sense of belonging in the presence of societal conflict. Although set centuries 
apart, both the novel and play affirm the role of belonging in order for individuals to survive. 
As shown throughout the play, the playwrights utilise the loss of belonging of the Aboriginal 
community due to the traumas of white settlement. Similarly, D’Aguair uses the racism 
through the enslavement of American Americans to display the destruction of hope. 
However, through the widely spread traumas, both texts present minor characters who 
despite experiencing trauma are able to develop a sense of belonging in a world filled with 
injustice. 
 
In both texts the wounds afflicted on minority racial groups has caused central characters to 
rely on their identity to feel develop a feeling of acceptance in society. In the ‘Longest 
Memory’ the severe unfair treatment Whitechapel experiences on the Whitechapel 
Plantation causes him to question the necessity of his presence on the plantation as he 
begins to isolate himself. Whereas in the ‘7 Stages of Grieving’, the apparent traumas Aunty 
Grace faces in her upbringing does not allow her to abandon her identity despite being the 
“Black princess sipping tea with the Queen”. Both texts present characters who have 
experienced traumas in their lifetime but the impact these difficulties left on the characters 
identity differs in each of the texts. In the Longest Memory after Whitechapel’s “dead eyes” 
witness the death of his son, he forces himself to reject his emotions and accept the reality 
that slavery is an oppressive system. He accepts himself to be “no more than a slave” by 
rejecting his identity as his belief in the system becomes frail while he doubts his master will 
have his best interests at heart. Whitechapel’s feeling that he no longer belongs to the 
plantation magnifies the detrimental effects trauma could have on an individual. Although is 
blood runs through the Whitechapel Plantation, his obedience and grief has isolated him 
preventing him from sympathizing with others. On the other hand, Aunty Grace does not 
struggle to maintain her identity when she moves to London after falling in love with an 
Englishman. Her decision to leave is not respected by her family who create the assumption 
she has rejected her culture which proved to be incorrect. Her return to Australia after 50 
years and still “[seeming] to know all about us” illuminates how separation does not cause 
one to abandon their identity. Furthermore, her expression of filling the suitcase “with red 
sand” implies she still feels she belongs to home having created a life far away from the 
terrain of her youth. Aunty Grace conveys that identity is not taken away by trauma as she 
still feels she belongs to home and returns to sustain this feeling. Both authors and 
playwrights present through the texts that in order to develop a feeling of belonging, 
individuals must first develop a strong sense of identity. 
  
The two texts have at their core the importance of belonging through family as characters 
are only able to find hope by maintaining their family relationships. In the Longest Memory, 
Whitechapel’s bloodline runs through the plantation and despite the oppression they 
experience as slaves, their belonging to their family is the only commodity that has not been 
taken away from them. Likewise, in the 7 Stages of Grieving, family for the Woman is her 
connection to her history and her heritage as she demonstrates the significance of family in 
shaping one’s life. Both texts illustrate the significance of family relations amidst generational 
traumas as the characters aim to restore the privileges taken away from them. In the 
Longest Memory, Cook falls into the violent treatment of Sanders Senior but her agreement 
with Whitechapel “never to speak again on the subject” allows her to develop the unwavering 
love she has for her family. Unlike most women who would’ve been destroyed after such a 
traumatic experience, Cook finds goodness in a life filled with oppression by marrying 
Whitechapel who “promised to defend [her] honor”. The love she has towards her husband 



and son is reciprocated in her enjoyment of cooking for her family. The character 
construction of Cook by D’Aguair demonstrates how belonging through family allows one to 
find light while surrounded by trauma. In contrast to the simplistic nature of family 
relationships between slaves, the 7 Stages of Grieving presents a more complex and broad 
definition of family as the Woman finds difficulty in understanding her own history and 
traditions. The Woman’s deep sense of belonging is disrupted by colonialism which isolates 
her from her home and culture preventing her from experiencing the belonging she yearns 
for throughout her life. Subsequent to Nana’s death, the playwrights illuminate the 
significance of family in Aboriginal culture as “four hundred people” attend her funeral 
showing the impact of the death of an Aboriginal elder, while the Woman loses sight of who 
she is “who I am…gone.” The wealth of family heritage seems to evaporate with the death of 
Nana who had internalised so much and retreated from sharing it all with younger 
generations. Through the characters in each of the texts, both authors convey how 
maintaining family relationships is a key to survival in a world of injustice, thus allowing the 
characters to find hope and comfort with those whom they love. 
 
Both authors give voice to how belonging may not be felt by individuals although surrounded 
by family. In the Longest Memory Mr. Whitechapel is seen to be privileged possessing a 
loving family as well as owning the Whitechapel plantation yet he struggles to identify a 
place to call home. Similarly, in the 7 Stages of Grieving the Woman’s brother is surrounded 
by family however he becomes vulnerable to the scrutiny that entraps the Indigenous 
people. Both texts highlight how the feeling of belonging is not possessive similar to land nor 
is it always found in family but an intangible feeling of acceptance. In the Longest Memory, 
unlike other members of the Gentlemen’s Club, Mr. Whitechapel does not abuse his power 
and his use of authority appears to undermine the system of slavery in the American South. 
The feeling of dispossession he experiences is evident as he enters the Gentlemen’s Club 
and the “boards chatter welcome home”, however, he still remains fearful he will be treated 
as an outsider by his peers to due to his personal beliefs and practices with regards to 
slavery. His doubt whether he belongs to club or not can only be answered if he enters “their 
den” only to be “ridiculed”. In his position of power, Mr Whitechapel lacks the ability to 
develop a sense of belonging further implying that belonging can be lost without 
experiencing trauma likewise to the slaves. On the other hand, the Woman’s brother can be 
seen to lose his belonging after he is charged with “assault or obstructing the course of 
justice”. Despite the “shame” he brings to his family the Woman makes clear that she 
doesn’t blame her brother for falling victim to the system which deteriorates his feeling of 
belonging, rather she blames the structural racism built across Australia. The system that 
unjustly targets and entraps the Woman’s brother will never see their community as anything 
other than “black” and demonizes them for their race resulting in their loss of belonging. The 
character arcs allow the authors and playwrights to jointly realise that belonging does not 
necessarily come from family or wealth, thereby showing the importance of finding one’s 
source of belonging. 
 
Thus both D’Aguair and Enoch alongside Mailman examine how racial prejudice and 
injustice is able to impact on the sense of belonging of individuals and communities at large. 
Furthermore, both texts draw on similarities as the authors present both characters who are 
able to develop their sense of belonging and those who have inevitably lost this feeling. 
Ultimately, both texts delve into the importance of developing family relationships and 
identity which provides hope and ensures survival in a society built upon racial injustices. 
 
 


