THERE ARE NO HEROES IN THESE TEXTS, ONLY VICTIMS. DO
YOU AGREE?

In societies as domineering and draconian as the ones presented in D’Aguiar’s polyphonic
novella ‘The Longest Memory’ and Enoch and Mailman’s monodramatic play ‘The 7 Stages
of Grieving’, the societal construction of predator-prey relationships create oppressed
populations of victims — ones that are marginalised by institutionalised racism and barred
from exercising any sense of autonomy. Promulgated in the fabrics of both texts is the
apparent suffering of subjugated individuals, highlighted by the dichotomy of black
vulnerability and white supremacy. Both agreeing that there are intrepid individuals,
Mailman, Enoch and D’Aguiar indeed characterise them as heroes, but eventually fallen
ones who ultimately become victims to patriarchal societies. Inflating their self-delusion,
D’Aguiar, Enoch and Mailman investigate the presence of anti-heroes and even vigilantes in
their texts. Of course, the texts emphasise the lucid anguish of victimised racial minorities,
and out of this, the creation of anti-heroes, but their fates diverge in the plots contrived by
D’Aguiar and Mailman and Enoch.

Racial minorities are subjected to and quashed by ingrained societal ethos — they languish
under the iron-fisted; their impuissance is magnified. With both texts particularly focusing on
the exploitation of women, both Enoch and Mailman and D’Aguiar elucidate their plight
through ostensible scenes of repression. Vividly depicting grotesque scenes of rape is
D’Aguiar’s novella, featuring the imperious Sanders Senior as he barbarically “grabs [Cook’s]
arm, covered her mouth and dragged her to [...] bed” in this unscrupulous exertion of
hegemonic power, imposing his masculinity juxtaposed against Cook’s fraility. It is perhaps
through such revolting behaviour that D’Aguiar can use this as a macroscopic allegory for
the antebellum state of Virginia and the deep South — Cook is a synecdoche for the
enfeebled slave population and Sander Senior represents the anglocentric and bigoted
society residing in this “blessed state”. Such a confrontational and debauched scene is
similarly manifested in Enoch and Mailman’s monodramatic play with the Woman lamenting
how the colonialists “washed [their] face[s] in [her] blood” and “chained [her] feet”. Indeed,
the detail to which this is described is far less graphical than D’Aguiar’s unsettling scene of
rape, but the racial subjugation takes on far more metaphorical significance — the woman,
who personifies her people and their suffering have subsequently inherited a history of
destruction and mass genocide; they are poised as voiceless observers in a “landscape” that
was once “sacred”. In both cases of apparent misogyny, both D’Aguiar and Enoch and
Mailman evince the imbalance of equity — a white man’s word will be infinitely more powerful
than that of an ethnic women, inviting the opportunity for white men to assert dominance and
normalise systemic abuse. In fact, this victimisation is further delineated to the extent of
intergenerational afflictions in “The Longest Memory’ and ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving'.
However, where the latter attempts to culminate into an emotional catharsis and begs for the
audience to alleviate her pain (“[...] the Woman places the Suitcase at the feet of the
audience”), the former expresses desire to suppress the horrors of the past — it “hurts” to
‘remember” it; it “resurrects” itself to haunt the victims, incarcerating them in insurmountable
cycles of grief and melancholy. It is as such that D’Aguiar, Enoch and Mailman demonstrate
the undeniable presence of victims — typically ones suppressed to the degree that they are
left psychologically broken.

Rising out of the misery are mutinous individuals that are willing to contravene on the status
guo prescribed by ethnocentric societies. Orchestrating their dissidence is certainly an
assertive act of courage, but D’Aguiar and Enoch and Mailman disclose a rather pessimistic
reality — that the “masters’ daylight” prevails and prevents them from “evad[ing] the
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bloodhounds and the whip”. Fuelled by his intrinsic sense of justice is the Woman'’s brother,
refusing for his “mate” to be racially profiled and compartmentalised by society’s stereotypes.
As Enoch and Mailman detail his heroism to stand up against the police just for “looking the
same”, such acts are transitory as he becomes overwhelmed by the imposition of
“handcuffs”, ultimately becoming relegated to the “back of the car” and “charged”. It is
through his “palpable” shame that his actions betray him for he ends up perpetuating the
stereotype of those with Indigenous heritage. This valour is also evinced in Chapel’s
defiance as he “agitates for change”, refusing his lack of agency to dictate his life. Although
he becomes the “master of [his] own fate”, his idealism endorsing emancipation and literacy
are “banished to place of nightmares” for the omnipresent and unascendable “loveless hand”
of the overseer trumps him. Unlike Enoch and Mailman who simply depict the Woman'’s
brother as the crushed dissenter, D’Aguiar aggrandises the futility of Chapel’s situation; he is
only prescribed one poetic chapter in the style of bildungsroman before the prose-written
lashes of whip consign him to “paradise”. Whilst one may assume that it is purely society’s
heart of darkness which fashion these heroes, D’Aguiar, Enoch and Mailman divulge that
individuals are capable of shackling themselves in self-construed chains of grief. Stark
scenes of Aunty Grace bewailing her loss of family ties culminates in her “crying at last” as
she painfully grapples with her ostracism and status as a pariah — something that is explored
in the novella, but with a divergent outcome. Lamenting his identity as the “protector of [his]
people’s worst fate”, Whitechapel’s philosophy of “subservience” and “obedience” betrays
him with his unassailable grief transforming into a dangerous and debilitating form of
psychological abuse. Thus, D’Aguiar, Enoch and Mailman exhibit the presence of heroes,
but seem to simultaneously demonstrate the corrupting power that society wields, capable of
relegating them to the status of victims.

Present in both text are the authors’ characterisation of individuals and institutions as
deluded entities who deem their actions to be “constitutional” to the welfare of racial
minorities. Arguably divulged to a heightened degree in ‘The Longest Memory’ is Mr
Whitechapel’s inherent belief that his plantation is the paragon one — where the enslaved are
believed to be ascribed a degree of dignity and where the plantation is honest in its
“conscience”. Howevers, it is through such illusions that D’Aguiar positions Mr Whitechapel as
the hypaocritical anti-hero who instead, prolongs the heinous system that is slavery and
condones its dual-part justification: the twisted sepulchre of Christianity and the benefit to the
economy-oriented “verdant hills” of Virginia. Perhaps, this sense of self-idealism is further
explicated by D’Aguiar in the stream-of-consciousness writing style which recognises the
“cruelties” of the slave system, yet callously disregards them as “Africans” and “inferiors”
deriving from the “primal land” in order to truly frame Mr Whitechapel. Whereas D’Aguiar
uses a single character to elucidate the trope of the anti-hero, Enoch and Mailman develop
this through the implications of the “wreck/con/silly/nation” poem and the implied Australian
society. Apathetically and ardently remarking that “it is not something you write [...] [but]
something you do”, the Woman espouses that the nation promising such a utopian plan is
too broken and myopic to possibly deliver on its promises; centuries of oppression, active
disenfranchisement and cultural destruction cannot be remedied with a mere “sorry across
the sky” that society thinks is sufficient. One could almost argue that Enoch and Mailman
intentionally leave the audience feeling confronted, rather than assuaged about society’s
unfulfilled promises as the Murri people’s plights are interpreted as “traffic stoper[s]” and
“declaiming [...] Aboriginal march[es]” as the Woman'’s final assertion “I guess we can’t go
back” is tinged with ostensible sarcasm. Ultimately, D’Aguiar, Enoch and Mailman convey
that rather than there being clear heroes, there are more likely to be deluded anti-heroes in
the respective civilisations of the two texts — corrupted forces that revel in the mirage that
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they are precipitating change and exemplifying kindness when they are truly insensitive and
casually negligent.

The worlds of ‘The Longest Memory’ and ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ highlight adversarial
worlds; society-turned-zoos reflecting the interplay between victims of oppression and the
predators that are anti-heroes. Of course, the worlds reveal the exploitative power of white
privilege and notions of Black inferiority, but what emerges out of both texts is the crux of
humanity — that the corruption of mankind propels societies to superimpose skewed values
and practices, ultimately sealing the fates of the present and future generations: that the
future is really “just more of the past waiting to happen”.
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