
 

Priya Dala Transcript 

 

>>[Text on screen] Priya Dala. 

 

>>ZP Priya Dala is a South African writer of fiction and nonfiction, as well as a physical therapist 

and a remedial education therapist. The author of the novel What About Meera, she writes about 

education, autism, and South African Indian history. 

 

>>Good day, everyone. My name is Priya Dala, I publish as ZP Dala. I'm a novelist and I've 

published two novels, and there's now a novel that will be soon to be published in June or July of 

2017. My first novel, which was my debut novel, is called What About Meera, which is published in 

South Africa and Africa. The second novel is called The Secret of The Mystical Realms, and this one is 

published as an e-book and an audio book, available on Amazon. My third novel, called The 

Architecture of Loss, has been now taken by Pegasus Books, New York, and will be published in 

possibly summer 2017. 

 

[Text on screen] Stream of Consciousness Writing and Storytelling Traditions. 

 

There have been many debates and many libraries filled with concepts like craft and structure, plot, 

and all the interplay between these various ideologies when it comes to crafting a novel. And for me, 

I personally have taken the middle ground when it comes to craft versus structure. There reason for 

this is that I come from... there are two reasons for this: one of them is that I come from a tradition 

and culture of being Indian, but have - and as three generations before me - been a South African. 

And the genre that I write in is very stream of consciousness, and with a large amount of magical 

realism. I never went into any formal writing training, I actually started out my life working in the 

medical profession, and just began to write even while I was working in the medical profession. And 

I'd like to explore how that influences my characters as well, at a later point. 

 

[Text on screen] Character as a Vehicle in the Indian Storytelling Tradition: Mahābhārata. 



 

 

In the Indian and African storytelling tradition, it is a very oral tradition of storytelling. And in this 

oral tradition of folklore, we would have the elder of the village being the storyteller, and it was 

common practice that the elder would gather his people from his village around him almost every 

night and would tell stories to people. Generally these stories had a very strong moral undercurrent 

through them, so if people in his village are having certain sociological or social issues, he would 

address it be weaving it into a story. And people looked forward to these stories because sometimes  

the way to reach out to his people was to make the stories as colorful as possible, and add as many 

strange and wonderful characters, almost mythical, mythological creatures and characters, and in that 

way people would get the moral message easier than if you were to stand and moralize or preach to 

people.  

 

That's the tradition of Indian storytelling that I come from. For example, one of our greatest 

religious texts is called the Mahābhārata, and basically what it is - a lot of people think it's a Hindu 

holy text - but what it actually is, is a story, it's a large story of a battlefield and everything that goes 

on on the battlefield. And when the story - which was orally handed down through the generations 

and it's a 5,000 year old story and it's only possibly in the last 2,000 years been written down as a 

story. But one of the very, very key factors here is that if we were to look at structure, we can 

actually just say the structure of it is the battlefield and the story of a battlefield, but it is the 

characters in this entire story that make it a massive volume of work. And I will talk a little further 

about how this character-driven narrative is such a vehicle and a tool for bringing across issues such 

as moralities, issues such as difficulties, and sociological problems that society faces. 

 

[Text on screen] Inclusive Form in the African Storytelling Tradition. 

 

In the African storytelling tradition - which I'm also very rooted in - there are many mythical 

creatures which become the characters of the story, and they hold the story be mere virtue of their 

personalities. There's no reliance on structure, so a story could veer and meander all over the place, 

right? It could have started as one particular story but as the elder tells the story, the story evolves 



 

with his own stream of consciousness, and I think that's why I particularly love stream of 

consciousness.  

 

As ideas come into his head, characters begin to take on new personalities, new ways 

of speaking, and in that way he's able to reach out to almost everybody in his village. Sometimes his 

characters are female and, in that sense, then, there are male people in the community that will dress 

as females in order to put the message across in the story. When it comes to using fiction to inform 

or, in a way, persuade your reader about social issues or about important issues that are going on, 

I'm going to take it first back to my first love, and that is psychology. And sometimes when you are 

too direct and too obtuse, you tend to scare away your readers. And that's one of the things - we 

have a thing that's called dissemination of communication, and it's a theory - and it goes so 

beautifully back to the oral tradition of storytelling, which I was talking about, where you have, say, 

the village head man wanting to impart a social message, say, for example, we'll use something quite 

radical: the abuse of women. If this particular village elder were to be quite obvious about it and to 

stand on a rock and start preaching about the abuse of women, chances are he's not going to get 

heard, chances are there's going to be a lot of splintering and things like that. So you've got to 

understand human nature; human beings do not want to be told things, their minds are such that 

they will begin to understand it if they are told things in a very, very abstract kind of way. So as a 

writer, your greatest challenge, I think, is to find the abstract way of putting a very, very large social 

message across.  

 

In this particular novel, the character - the main character - because she was part of 

a military wing to fight Apartheid, was not allowed to wear a traditional Indian dress, so at night she 

would put it on, even though it was a beautiful dress that you would only wear if you were going out 

for an event or a function. But she would be in her military outfits and shooting and learning how to 

bomb the Apartheid structures, but when she came home she would put on this dress. And that was 

my way of putting across a very, very powerful message: that her femininity was never lost during 

the struggle. So if you went and wanted to put that as "Her femininity was never lost," and you put it 

as a sentence, then it's not as strong and powerful as that image of a woman coming home after 



 

shooting and learning how to pull hand grenades, and putting on a beautiful dress. So that's how I 

approach it. 

 

[Text on screen] Building Character to Support a Stream of Consciousness Structure. 

 

For me, personally, structure is very important because in stream of consciousness writing - which, 

as I said, is my preferred genre - it sometimes can feel very wild and unstructured when you have 

characters just moving around all over the place, changing into dream sequences and out of dream 

sequences, changing chronology. So structure is almost the fabric threads that keep characters in 

their place. I'd like to talk a little bit about how I approach my characters, now that I've given you an 

idea of why I approach character so strongly. When I decide on a novel, I realize that I've actually 

decided on that novel a long time ago because what I always do is I keep very extensive journals, 

which I begin to use those journals as my backstory that I tell myself. But many of these pieces of 

the journals will never find their way into the ultimate novel, but by keeping these journals I can 

fully understand my characters. In my writing, I think, what I'm very focused on is understanding 

who these characters are because I keep very extensive journals about my backstory, and I can only 

weave my story well if I know my character well. If I did not have such deep roots and almost 

affection, and sometimes loathing, for my characters, I would veer all over the place writing very 

beautiful paragraphs and snippets, but I would never fully arrive at the place I'd want my characters 

to end up. So any character - no matter how conflicted, abominable, beautiful, blank, silly, or bland - 

but that character has sort of taken a journey and has grown with me through a process. I give them 

childhood nicknames, I begin to get to know them in the clothes that they wear, and the type of 

food that they eat, so in that I think there's a difference between character and characterization. 

Character, as I said, is a rubric; characterization the clothes that you put on to that. 

 

[Text on screen] Characterization through Observation, Immersion, Method Writing, Establishing 

Motivations and Details. 

 

When it comes to characterization, I put a lot of time into that because I firmly believe that all these 



 

tiny little elements of a person is going to tell you something about their journey. So I spend a lot of 

time observing people, and that comes from my background of being a psychologist. With respect, 

of course, I observe people on the streets or in a line in a supermarket, and my reflections on all the 

observable characteristics of these people find their way into my journals. I observe their behavior 

patterns, I observe their physical appearances, body language, in situations, and somehow these 

mannerisms begin to form into a character, a composite character, in my novel. As these 

observations begin to pile up into composite wholes, I begin to also realize that I can look at 

motivations of these characters, because now I've gotten to know them better. So what I'm 

essentially trying to say is that it's very difficult to create a multilayered character on your page who 

has motivations, who has backstory, and history, and who has choices to make if you don't know 

this character fully well.  

 

And I call it method writing, where you almost immerse yourself into this 

fictional character which you've created out of many, many people that you've observed. So by 

immersing yourself into this person, you are actually creating a very authentic character, rather than 

someone who has very thin layers. In my journals, I never attempt to describe things like 

motivations, and I never attempt to describe things like values, or things that my character - he or 

she - believes in, because this I save for the novel. In my characterization journal - this is almost a 

meeting place, this is where I meet my characters - and once we meet, once I know her or him well, 

then I begin to take them into the craft of structure of a story. In most of my characters it appears, 

like, for example, in my debut novel, What About Meera, the protagonist is quite a questionable 

character, she's a very conflicted woman, she doesn't do what most women of my culture 

traditionally would do, so she really breaks the mold. And it was difficult for me to create this 

character because there's not that many of them. So I had to go around and observe as many people  

as I could, and I found a tiny snippet of this behavior, or this type of rebelliousness in someone, that 

found its thread into my character, Meera.  

 

In this particular novel - because it's an extremely stream 

of consciousness novel, there is no chronology - and once read, it would be quite difficult for a 



 

reader to follow this story. The only thing that allowed them to follow the story is because I got 

them to know Meera so well, and I got them to understand her so well, that they understood and 

followed her through the dream sequence, the changes in chronology, the wild places that she went 

into, and they fully believed that Meera would do this because I set her up as a very multi-layered 

character, I spent a lot of time in developing her. And in my novel soon to be published, I have two, 

if not three, similar characters maybe questionable in their behavior, but I don't leave them hanging 

as a thread, I always give my reader reasons why this person behaves the way they behave. And I use 

many little tools - I use things like tiny gestures or ticks that a character might have that can be a 

conveyance of a very, very large political commentary. So something as simple as a woman - in my 

latest novel - a woman who refuses to remove her red lipstick, even though she's supposed to be 

working for the military wing of the African National Congress, but she refuses to... she always puts 

on red lipstick every morning. I found that that was such an amazing way of telling the absolutely 

large narrative of the political landscape of the African National Congress. I didn't have to preach 

politics, I had to just simply talk about a woman who keeps her red lipstick on. So that's why 

character was so important to me. That character drove a very, very large message simply by the way 

that she behaved. 

 

[Text on screen] Using Characters’ Choices to Stretch the Possibilities of the Narrative. 

 

Another important thing for me is most of my characters in my novels and short stories... I always 

seem to enjoy characters who arrive at some sort of impasse in their lives. That crucible point is very 

important to me. This point that they arrive at is not about plot, it is about the choices that the 

character will make when they are faced with any given situation, be it a positive situation or a 

negative situation. I believe that in the depiction of these choices, we can truly know this human 

being.  

 

And so if I didn't develop the character well, and know him or her well, I think I would not 

have been able to write well enough about a character who reaches a crucible point. If I reach the 

point where a character has to make choices, invariably that becomes, always, what I want to... in my 



 

novel, the crisis point is always the height of the novel, and that crisis point is always very 
characterdriven, it's never plot-driven, and it's never placed in a structural format - the character arrives 
at that point and by virtue of his or her development, of layers and layers that have been already 

conveyed during the course of the novel, that choice becomes quite understandable when the choice 

is conveyed eventually. I can weave around in imagery and metaphor, I even play with language, 

using things like alliteration, using things like placing a word that absolutely does not belong there in 

a paragraph, or taking a whole range of words and smashing them up together into stream of 

consciousness type of, sort of dream where words that don't belong together just become one 

sentence. And you can imagine that if it was a very thinly layered character, you would never believe 

that such things can be placed on a page. But you believe it because that character has been so well 

engrained into you as you have read her, that these things make sense to you in a nonsensical 

environment. So that's why I allow myself this freedom only when I'm very strongly rooted in my 

character and strongly rooted in knowing what she will do and how she will behave in difficult or 

strange situations. 

 

[Text on screen] Using Characters’ Motivations (and Observations of Human Psychology) to Allow 

Complex Narratives to Form. 

 

I also believe that there is no action, no behavior that my particular character will perform, without a 

great amount of motivation that's been conveyed in the novel. Otherwise it's going to be completely 

one-dimensional and this will derail the entire story. Motivation is a strong thread as well, that runs 

through my novel: why do people do what they do? And what drives them to do these things? Even 

if these things are the most atrocious things. When I read books, the books where I find myself very 

frustrated is when I cannot understand why the character suddenly behaves in an odd manner, or 

the character does something that is incongruous with how this character has been described to me 

in the book. So it's never believable for me when a character is very nebulous, or very one-layered, 

and I really detest caricature - until caricature is done in an artistic way of the character caricaturing 

himself.  

 



 

So I really don't enjoy stereotyping of characters in novels where a woman behaves in a 

stereotypical way or a man will have a certain type of job or, in one of my novels, there's a female 

who engages in military work, so that's quite a play on a different character. Essentially, and to sum 

up, I think my background as a psychologist cannot be switched off like a switch, and the writer 

switched on like a switch, so they play upon each other very much. And that is why my greatest skill, 

if I can say that, is my observations of people, of human nature, of human behavior, and of human 

attitudes and motivations. And in my novels I think one of the biggest things for me, that I try to 

understand why I actually write these novels is because I really want to understand people, and so 

my way of trying to understand them is to - if I were to just observe them, there's not point; if I was 

to observe them and create them into a character and put this character through all kinds of 

different situations, then I would begin to understand human nature as the way I want to. 


