RECONCILIATION

There is a sense of the yearning for utopia among those who are subject to oppressive and
destructive attitudes, as those individuals hope for a better future. D’Aguiar’'s The Longest
Memory is set in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Virginia, where the emotional,
psychological and social ramifications of slavery are explored. Enoch and Mailman, likewise,
explore the various impacts of discrimination but they choose to attend to the contemporary
Australian Indigenous people's experience of this within their play, The 7 Stages of Grieving.
While the idea of hope underlines both texts, the play produces an argument that there is a
prevailing attitude towards the possibility of reconciliation, whereas the novel shows a far
more limited, bleak view towards hope on the part of its characters.

In terms of their characterisation, the narratives differ in how they explore the older
generations outlook on hope. D’Aguiar uses Whitechapel’s character as a primary exemplar
of someone who has been so confined within his role as a slave, that he no longer sees any
other possible future but slavery, "thought how the world was and would always be."
Whitechapel has been so broken by compliance that he is now “a master of his own slavery.
Slave and enslaver.” Whitechapel’s philosophy stems from the belief that if he is subservient
he will “survive and earn the respect of the master and overseer,” which disables him
believing in the “paradise” that his son yearns to find. Whilst D’Aguiar presents an older
generation filled with hopelessness and grief, Enoch and Mailman provide a point of contrast
through the play’s representation of the elder Indigenous characters. Historically, the First
Nations people have suffered and been oppressed, ‘Invasion Poem’ depicting how they
have fallen victim to the stolen generation, “children, stolen away” and “forced to feed upon
another tongue.” Despite the coloniser’s attempts to eradicate Indigenous culture, the play
endorses how the elder’s refuse to lose hope and continue to educate. The audience is
presented with a personal story of the Woman’s nana, ‘Nana’s Story,” who was a crucial
source of Indigenous traditions, “she took so many stories with her to the grave. Stories of
her life, our traditions, our heritage.” Dissimilar to The Longest Memory, where Great-
Granddaughter tells Whitechapel about her dream of Africa and he responds, "Africa was his
past and not ours,” as he has lost the hope that the slaves will have any other identity in the
future than that of the present. While both the co-playwrights and the author explore the
older generations idea of hope for the future, they use different narrative perspectives to
communicate their central ideas.

In contrast, the two texts portray the younger generations as the primary characters that hold
hope for a potential change from the oppression and unjust treatment that enslaves them in
the future. Chapel and Lydia are the only two characters in the play who hold the belief that
the discrimination the slaves are subjected to is wrong and they deserve liberation. Chapel
completely rejects his fathers’ beliefs regarding slavery and is determined to find “paradise.”
This idea of a “counterfeit Atlantis” from the epigraph is, however, a false vision that is too
far off to be made real any time soon, “he said it might be possible in the future. | look up at
him and, as if to dash my hopes of a future when Chapel and | could sit and read together,
he adds, in the next century.” Consequently, D’Aguiar is presenting the bleak reality that
despite the younger generation efforts in fighting against powerful prejudices they’re too
naive and powerless to achieve change, their hopes ultimately dashed by Chapel’s death.
Mirroring this, is play’s depiction of the younger generations both historically and currently
striving for equality, as they hold the hope that things will change. The audience is told a
story through the Woman of ‘Murri Gets a Dress,” where she challenges racist behaviour
through her defiance and pride of her culture and identity, “I'm still black! And deadly!” In
addition to this, the hope for change is again highlighted in ‘Story of a Father’ where the
audience is told he has been “fighting since 1967” suggesting that he was a young man
when his fight began at the significant time of the referendum where Indigenous Australians
were first recognised as citizens in their own country. Thus, both Enoch and Mailman, and
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D’Aguiar endorse the hope that the younger generations' hold, as it enables their fight for
liberation.

The author and playwrights diverge from one another in how the endings of the texts have
been constructed and the outcome of hope has been portrayed. Within the play, Enoch and
Mailman have provided a main discussion point of mending the divide between the dominant
culture and Indigenous. The reoccurring symbol of the suitcase is a repository of memories
and culture that also represents the possibility of hope and change, “the woman retrieves the
suitcase. The word RECONCILIATION is packed into it.” In ‘Plea’, the Woman calls upon the
audience to work together to create a better future, “the woman places the suitcase down at
the feet of the audience.” The final scene in the play, ‘Walking Across Bridges’, utilises the
symbolic nature of the bridge to demonstrate that there is a chance of forgiveness and
reconciliation in the future, “who would have thought eh? | guess we can’t go back.”
Conversely, the conclusion of the novel presents an overwhelming grim and bleak position
on the future of slavery. For Whitechapel, grief remains inescapable, even in death and is all
enduring, contrary to the play, the slave has no hope for a positive future, “what’s done is
done. It cannot be undone.” He recognises that he has “been wrong all my days” in regards
his fundamental beliefs about slavery, realising that there will never be equality between
master and slave, “but how long can the master’s daylight continue to rule our nights?”
Whilst D’Aguiar’s novel depicts the unfortunate reality of no positive light for change in the
future, the playwrights demonstrate that there is hope and a possibility for reconciliation.

The Longest Memory and The 7 Stages of Grieving highlight how among those subjected to
oppressive and destructive attitudes there is a sense of hope and yearning for a better
future. D’Aguiar’s idea of Atlantis, an inevitably false vision, reminds the reader of truly how
far away any hope of ending the slave’s oppression is, and how much more work is yet to be
done. Conversely, Enoch and Mailman’s intention is to use their play as a voice to
demonstrate a united and prevailing hopeful outlook on the future where it is possible to
mend the divide between the dominant white culture and the Indigenous Australians. Both
texts, however, emphasise to its audience and reader how important hope is in the efforts of
those to elicit change against their oppressors.
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