
 

 

“They wanted one of my brother’s friends…because some other black kid had 
done something wrong…” (The 7 Stages of Grieving) – Story of a Brother  

 
“Are we to attribute to slaves all the qualities we credit to ourselves as human 
beings? I think not.” (The Longest Memory) – The Virginian  
 
Fred D’Aguiar’s ‘The Longest Memory’ and Deborah Mailman and Wesley Enoch’s ‘The 7 
Stages of Grieving’ both demonstrate that systemic racism is not able to be simply 
overcome, but there is hope for the future. D’Aguiar’s novel focuses on the atrocities 
associated with slavery in America, and the intrinsic racism which was perpetuated 
throughout the country through the subjugation of African American’s and the seemingly 
insuperable nature of the radical mistreatment of minorities, and the subservience of 
Whitechapel in accepting his dismal life. Whereas, Mailman and Enoch’s play tackles a time 
after the Stolen Generation and colonisation of Australia, through the struggles the first 
Australian’s face following the erasure of their culture and suppression of their people, and 
concentrating on their reliance on family and storytelling as a means to attempt to overcome 
immense discrimination. The police treatment of Aboriginal youth echoes the same spirit as 
the whipping of Chapel at the hands of his half-brother, Sanders Junior, emphasising the 
shared oppression of both Aboriginal Australians and African Americans. Although, the play 
ends with a sense of hope for the future as reconciliation appears within reach, whilst the 
novel concludes far more gloomily as slavery is to continue for the next hundred years until 
the Emancipation Proclamation.  
 
The conditions in which the characters in both texts live demonstrates an overarching futility 
in attempting to overcome the deep-seated racism which plagues their respective societies 
following a variety of horrors endured. D’Aguiar chronicles the lifetime struggle experienced 
by Whitechapel, the “model slave” of the Whitechapel Plantation, whose loss of name 
embodies the standard destruction of self endured by those suffering under the reign of 
white slave owners in America. Similarly, the Woman’s recount of her people’s losses in 
‘Invasion Poem’ – “My children, stolen away’ and “silenced by a single wave of a stick” – 
which accentuates the brutality of the settlers, and the unimaginable suffering the Aboriginal 
people had survived upon the landing at Botany Bay. Moreover, Whitechapel’s explicit lack 
of identity further perpetuates the cultural zeitgeist, as he had become victim to the system 
which sought to subdue him as he saw himself as nothing more than a “boy, mule, nigger, 
slave”. Alternatively, 7 Stages of Grieving demonstrates a sense of identity which appears to 
somewhat overpower the systemic racism, as Murri’s sense of pride and self, and utilisation 
of comedy exhibits confidence which contests the inequitable treatment of Aboriginal people 
and challenges the allocation of stereotypical labels – as her unapologetic nature – “I’M 
STILL BLACK! AND DEADLY” – exemplifies a genuine sense of self which contrasts 
Whitechapel’s complete lack of autonomy.     
 
Daniel Vocke’s death in custody mirrors the same ill-treatment experienced as Chapel was 
whipped to death, illustrating that nothing has changed in a world where discrimination 
simply cannot be overcome. In a nihilistic view of the texts, it can be stated that time truly 
does not heal the wounds of the past, as “the future is just more of the past waiting to 
happen”, this is evident in the ‘unknown’ death of Daniel Vocke following his arrest, which is 
merely a modern instance of the frequently observed whippings on Southern plantations. 
Vocke’s death is simply a betrayal by the police and the system which is in place to protect 
individuals, as his passing represents the high rates of arrest and deaths in custody for 
young Aboriginals – an issue which remains prevalent both at the time of the plays release 



and now. Similarly, Chapels’ whipping is defended as necessary punishment by Sanders 
Junior in order to destroy any notion of freedom for other slaves – as “a slave who has 
tasted liberty can never be a proper slave again”. Although, Chapel appears to have actually 
committed some sort of ‘offence’, as he escaped the plantation in order to start a new life, 
whilst, the formality and callous tone of ‘Mugshot’ exemplifies the impersonality of Vocke’s 
death and lack of any justifiable reasoning. These two deaths suggest that racial 
discrimination cannot ever be overcome as history is set to repeat itself so long as the 
prejudicial ideologies are to exist – as the two killings are merely a blip on a much bigger, 
and more devastating list of figures relating to the killing of slaves and Aboriginal deaths in 
custody.  
 
The play echoes an undoubtedly hopeful tone in its conclusion as reconciliation is near, 
whereas the novel sees no end in sight for slavery in America, and the prejudicial regime 
remains powerful. The Virginian is seen as the primary perpetuator of bigoted information, 
as it publishes (in 1810); “Are we to attribute to slaves the qualities we credit to ourselves as 
human beings?” – questioning the very act of seeing slaves as somewhat equal a mere 55 
years prior to the Emancipation Proclamation, highlighting the innate racism of the time. 
Additionally, ‘Story of a Brother’ emphasises this concept of institutionalised racism through 
the unbroken cycle of mistreatment and incarceration for young Aboriginal men, as the 
police “wanted one of [the Woman’s] brother’s friends… because some other black kid had 
done something wrong” further demonstrating the inherent prejudice and abuse of power. 
Although, the relationship between Lydia and Chapel represent a glimmer of hope in an 
otherwise grim society, as well as the steady rise of abolitionism, as they encapsulate the 
hopes for the future which will inevitably happen, but is still far out of reach. Similarly, 
‘March’ and ‘Walking Across Bridges’ emphasises the hope for equality as “they’ve written 
sorry across the sky” – which can now be seen as an allusion to Kevin Rudd’s 2008 ‘Sorry’ 
speech.  
 
Overall, The Longest Memory portrays a primarily bleak society in which change seems 
highly unlikely due to the endured existence of slavery throughout the country, whipping of 
Chapel and similar killings, and the slow rise of abolitionism. Although, Lydia and Chapel’s 
love is a glimmer of hope which suggests that things will inevitably change for the better – 
but overcoming the racial discrimination of the time is near impossible. Alternatively, The 7 
Stages of Grieving, although mournful in nature, exists as a progressive and hopeful text 
yearning for reconciliation – and overcoming the tragedies endured throughout the 
colonisation of Australia and the Stolen Generation.  


