
 
 

 

>>[Text on screen] Shenaz Patel.  
>>Shenaz Patel is a Mauritian fiction writer and playwright. She has written many novels, plays, and 
short stories in both French and Mauritian Creole. Best known is her 2005 novel The Silence of The Chagos, 
which tells the story of the islanders exiled from what is now known as Diego Garcia, an American 
military base in the Indian Ocean. As a working journalist, she writes about social and cultural issues, 
much of her writing seeks to unearth the unsaid and untold.  
>>Hello, my name is Shenaz Patel, I'm a writer - well, I much prefer, I think, to describe myself as an 
explorer, exploring the different ways and means you can write novels or short stories or plays or 
children's books, to try and convey what seems important or interesting for me in the world. I come 
from the island of Mauritius, which is an island state in the middle of the Indian Ocean, off the eastern 
coast of Africa.  
[Text on screen] The Writer as God.  
One day a friend told me - and I was very disappointed by it - he told me "tu n'es pas dieu," or, in other 
words, "you are not God." And I was very disappointed because I think we all want to be God in some 
way or another. But that was when I realized that I could still be God in a way when writing, because 
when you write you can... if you don't like someone you can kill him, and if you miss him the next day, 
you can call him back and bring him back. So in a way, when you write you're God, and that's what's 
great about literature and creating characters is that you can really have an impact on what you would like 
to see and what you would like to get from the world in a way because I think that basically I write 
because I'm not content with the world as it is, and writing and creating characters is a way of trying to 
make things different, in a sense.  
[Text on screen] Creating Characters.  
I learned the other day from a Venezuelan writer a new word that I didn't know, it's the Spanish word 
"verosímil." And I found that very adapted to what I wanted to convey because if something is  



 
 

 

verosímil, it means that it is true in the word of the book, even if it's not true outside. And I was thinking 
about the characters of writers like Gabriel García Márquez and Salman Rushdie, who have these kind of 
characters who are totally... you know that they couldn't exist in real life, and you couldn't meet them in 
real life, but in the space of the book they are real, and they are really alive, and you feel like they're 
walking with you afterwards, even a long time after you've put down the book they're still with you, and 
they kind of walk with you and are a companion to you and have echoes in you. So I think that's what's 
important about creating characters also, is that you don't have to care about whether they would be real 
in real life or believable in real life as long as through your writing you can make them become real and 
have a real existence, a real life, in the space of the book. And creating characters is a very challenging 
thing because there are so many things that come, and it's a very strange, a very mysterious process for 
me - I must say that I don't always know how characters come to me. I just have a few examples perhaps 
to share. I know that the other day I was having a dream at night and I was following someone in a kind 
of monastery that was very dark, and suddenly that person turned around and looked at me and her face 
was so striking that I knew that if I had met that person in real life, I would have remembered her face. 
So I don't know where that face came from, but I think at some point it will be there in my writing. 
Things are often impacted by what we believe and what we see and what we hear. For example, in the 
second novel that I wrote, which is called Sensitive, there is a young girl, who's about ten, and she writes 
letters to a god that she's created for herself. And that little girl came to me, she was kind of walking in 
my head for days, and weeks, and months, and I didn't know where she came from but she was just 
there walking in my head, until at one moment I felt like I had to sit down and take her story out. I've 
been asked if it was my life and of course it's not my life, it's not an autobiography. It's not one person in 
particular, it's a lot of little girls I've met at different stages, at different points; it's a little girl that doesn't 
exist also, there are things that you just imagine and continue, you don't know really why but then all this 
comes together and creates one character.  
[Text on screen] Immersion in a Child’s Point of View: Sensitive by Shenaz Patel.  
For that particular story, I chose to have a character of a child - a young child - because I felt that it 
would enable me in a way - that her voice would enable me - to say things deeper. I was thinking about 
an Irish author that I like very much, who is Edna O'Brien, and she had this incredible thing she said 
about a writer... she said, "A writer should never forget the child in himself and the voice of a child 
because it's not a way of being oversensitive or anything, it's just a way of seeing things in a cruder way." 
And I think that's, for that particular book because I wanted to talk about certain social imbalances and 
social injustices, and I think that seen through the eyes of a child, it's even more powerful than seeing 
through the eyes of an adult. But then it's a very difficult challenge because getting the voice of a child is 
always very precarious, it's like you're walking on a thread all the time, and any moment you could fall on 
either side because you get something wrong, and you have to be extremely cautious with that. It's a real 
challenge, but I think that in the end it's kind of very powerful. Also it's sort of the fact that I didn't want 
it to be a desperate book, I wanted to take into account some very dark things and situations, but I also 
wanted it to have kind of a wonder for the world and for people, and I think that the character of the 
child enables us to get that voice along, too. Writing to a god or someone else is a very strong tool for 
me because I think that even if you don't use dialogue, it's a way of having the inner voice express itself 
and be heard. It's dialogue in a way, even if the other doesn't answer. It's only not spoken dialogue but 
written dialogue. So it enables you to put in more things in the sense of perhaps rhythm and things that 
wouldn't be... you wouldn't hear someone talking like that, it wouldn't seem believable at all. But when 
writing I think you can introduce a lot of things in terms of reflections, in terms of poetry, also, that 
really enriches  



 
 

 

the story you want to tell and the way you're telling it, and that makes the voice in a very powerful and 
rich way because it's layered and you can introduce a lot of things.  
[Text on screen] Impact of a Child’s Point of View.  
It doesn't begin with the girl, but she's writing anyways, she tells from the start that she's writing to 
another, she calls Bon Dieu - in Creole it's Bondye - so she has a Bon Dieu who she can write to and talk 
to, to tell about her life because it's a young child - she's around ten - and she's living a very - for very 
social reasons and economic reasons - she's living a very difficult life in Mauritius nowadays, but it could 
be anywhere, in any country where some social conditions weigh down on people very heavily. And at 
the same time it's a little girl who has a very strong sense of wonder. And so she's always kind of 
oscillating between the two of them, and to the end you ask yourself which one is going to win. And 
that's interesting also about that character because when I reached, near the end, at one moment, I 
stopped and I said to myself, "now what are you going to do? Are you going to save her? Or are you 
going to let her fall?" And it took me weeks and months to decide what I was going to do because I said, 
"well in real life, she would have been totally doomed, in a way. But as I'm the writer - as I'm God here - 
I can save her. So what am I going to do?" And I just fought with that for months, because I had grown 
attached to that character and something in me really wanted to save her. But in the end, I got the feeling 
that, in a way, it would be too easy. Okay, things end well and you close the book and you put it on the 
side and you go along with your life, it's just fine, nothing happened. But it doesn't end well, and I think 
it gives a deeper echo somewhere to that story. And what I wanted to have also, through it, was that 
perhaps one day someone walking across the street would see a little girl like that and say, "Well, that 
looks like the little girl in Sensitive," and perhaps just stop and perhaps that could make a change, in a way. 
And it's very utopic in a way, to think that, but I think profoundly that literature can change the world, I 
think that literature can change people, it has changed me, it has changed the way I look at people, it has 
changed the way I feel people, the way I interact with people, and so if it happens to me, why can't it 
happen to a lot of other people and, yes, change the world.  
[Text on screen] How to Use Research.  
That's a big challenge because, when you're writing on a subject that has a historical perspective, you 
can't take all the liberties, you can't just say, "Okay, I'm going to write about it." It has to have something 
that is very anchored in that time, in that place, so you really have to do a lot of research to be sure that, 
for example, you won't describe a piece of clothing that wasn't used at that time because it cannot be 
anachronistic because it defeats then the whole of your story. It could ruin your story if you get into 
something that's not part of that particular period of history. It's a great responsibility also because you 
can't just go around using real facts and taking all the liberties with them, although I think in fiction you 
have all the liberties, but it has to be coherent, also. It's really very, very important to spend all the time 
needed and spend all the research needed, get all the materials, go through it. It may take months, it may 
take years, but it's very important to really get the feeling of what it was and through different means, 
different points of view, get the maximum information that you can put your hands on. But then - and 
it's the most important - there is one point when you must learn to put that aside. And that's the most 
difficult thing to do, I think, because it's so convenient and so comfortable, in a way, to just use what is 
already written and what is safe and compact, in a way. But then you're not writing a document; you're 
writing a novel. And that's the challenge: to put all that aside and to let the voice of the novel come 
through. That's a very interesting and difficult process because it can be interrupted by all that 
documentation you have on  



 
 

 

your shoulders, in your head, but I think that's where the importance of the voice of the characters come 
in.  

 


