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DHAHAN PRIZE ANNOUNCES 2020 WINNERS
FOR BEST PUNJABI FICTION

International Punjabi Literature Prize Bridges Borders

Vancouver, BC (October 6, 2020) — The Dhahan Prize for Punjabi Literature proudly announces the 2020 winners
awarded for excellence in literature. The Dhahan Prize promotes Punjabi literature on a global scale by awarding
$25,000 annually to the best book of fiction published in either Gurmukhi or Shahmukhi scripts, along with two
additional finalist prizes of $10,000 CDN.

2020 Winners and Finalists of the Dhahan Prize in Punjabi Literature are:
e Winner~ $25,000:
Zanani Paud (Female Flower), short stories by Kesra Ram (Sirsa, Haryana, India)

e Finalist ~ $10,000: Shahmukhi Script
Panni Di Kandh (Wall of Water), short stories by Zubair Ahmad (Lahore, Punjab, Pakistan)

e Finalist ~ $10,000: Gurmukhi script
Aadam Grehan (Humanity’s Eclipse), Novel by Harkirat Kaur Chahal, Chilliwack, BC, Canada)

“These Dhahan Prize winning books touch upon the themes of memory, loss, pain, trauma from abuse and
violence, and the long journey of hope and healing. Dhahan Prize is thrilled to be making history in awarding for
the first time a female author Ms. Harkirat Kaur Chahal for her ground-breaking novel Aadham Grehan,” says Barj
S. Dhahan. “This novel is a gripping account of human longing for intimacy, belonging and acceptance by those
who are marginalized and oppressed due to their ambiguous gender identification.”

The Dhahan Prize is the largest literary award in South Asia’s indigenous languages celebrating the rich history of
the Punjabi literature. The Prize aims to inspire the creation of Punjabi literature across borders, bridging Punjabi
communities around the world, and promoting Punjabi literature on a global scale. The awards garner critical
acclaim and significant exposure for aspiring and established writers, setting the stage for its select winners to
reach broader multilingual audiences.

The Dhahan Prize was established in Vancouver, British Columbia, where Punjabi people, language, and culture
have a rich history. Punjabi is now the 3 most spoken language in Canada and is a strong thread in the
multicultural fabric of the nation. The prize has been established by the Canada India Education Society in
partnership with the Department of Asian Studies in the Faculty of Arts at University of British Columbia, and is
funded by Barj and Rita Dhahan, and family and friends.
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Due to the Covid-19 closure of schools in British Columbia in late March, the Dhahan Youth Award creative
writing contest for 2020 was cancelled. However, Coast Capital Savings Credit Union as presenting sponsor for
the Dhahan Youth Award together with the Dhahan Prize in partnership with BC secondary schools will be
holding the contest in 2021 for British Columbia’s grade 11 & 12 high school students for their short stories
written in Punjabi and English.

HH#

Media Contact:

Barj Dhahan

Phone: 604-328-6322
barj@dhahanprize.com
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2020 Dhahan Prize Winner & Finalists

Winner: Zanani Paud (Female Flower), a
collection of short stories

Kesra Ram, Talwara Khurd, Sirsa,
Haryana, India

Navyug Publishers

In Zanani Paud (‘Female Flower’), Kesra
Ram, an award winning and influential
story writer, uses brilliant satire to
expose, contrast, and criticize the beliefs
and behaviors of people living in
Haryana’s complex and rapidly changing
economic, political, and social reality. He
deftly tackles the controversial subject of
gender selection and preference for boys, and the varying degrees of conscious decision making by the
characters involved. He demolishes the myth that only the poor abort female fetuses.

Zanani Paud, the title story, is a metaphor of the female plant or flower. It highlights the female
genitalia as the focus of the enormous pressure for procreation being exerted on women in still a
largely paternalistic society. Family prosperity and material profit are shown as twin desires of men
and women as a character quips, “people want ‘heifers’ (female calves) from buffaloes, but baby boys
from women”. Sweetie and Preeti are two friends struggling to cope with their common situation as
wives expected to birth boys. Sweetie, suffering from the pain of aborting numerous girl fetuses,
secretly gets herself sterilized. In contrast Preeti is unable to conceive. She is troubled by a deepening
sadness of not becoming a mother and begins to fear her husband’s family. Her nights are spent
tossing and turning with recurring dreams of snakes. But when she finally becomes a mother her sense
of self worth is boosted increasing her confidence and her status in the family. In her sleep she begins
to dream of lions and wolves.

The title of a story Beti Ka Baap (Father of a Girl), is both a belittling and taunting expression in the
local vernacular for a man with only a daughter. Two couples are contrasted in their attitudes towards
centuries old traditions. Dr. Amit wants his wife, Professor Manju, a college lecturer, to bear him a son.
But Dr. Ranbir Malik is happy distributing sweets even on the birth of his third daughter. Other stories
deal with contemporary crises, social ills, lack of water and sanitation in communities and the shocking
exploitation of the slum dwellers by local shopkeepers.
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Kesra Ram holds an MA degree in Hindi from Punjab University and degrees in journalism and mass
communication from Rajasthan University. To date five books of short stories have been published:
Ram Kishan Banaam State Hazir Ho (2004), Pulsiya Kiyon Marda Hai (2006), Bulbulyan Di Kaasht
(2012), Thanks a Lot Puttra (2016), and Zanani Paud (2019). Ram has also translated twelve books from
Hindi-Punjabi-Rajasthani. His book Ram Kishan Banaam State Hazir Ho has been translated into
Gujarati language. Each of Ram’s first four short story collections was awarded the best book of the
year award by Haryana Punjabi Sahit Academy. He has received other awards such as Rozana Nawan
Zamana, Bibi Sawarn Kaur Zadgari, Kartar Singh Nakai and Principal Sujan Singh Kahani. Reflecting on
his writing he says, “...By creating realistically styled stories, | try to present my contemporary political,
social, and economic truths.”
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Finalist: Panni Di Khand (Wall of Water),
a collection of short stories

Zubair Ahmad, Lahore, Pakistan

Kitab Tiranjan, Publisher

In modern Punjabi prose, Panni Di Kandh
(‘Wall of Water’) is an outstanding
example of memory as the central theme
and particularly the memory of fear and
the struggle to overcome it in daily life.
Ahmad explores the complex layers of
fear through the experiences of the male
narrators in these lyrically crafted short
stories. Dhahan Prize juror Naveed Alam
says “whether it is visiting the ancestral home across the border in
divided Punjab or a teenager’s budding love for a cow in his care for a brief period of time (‘Sahwan Di
Valgan’) or reflecting on the chance encounter with a doomed love interest in Vancouver, the
narrators do manage to turn their experiences ‘slowly in the light’”, and find a measure of liberty from
the grip of fear.

The reader is quickly drawn into the characters’ trauma caused by brutality, betrayal and tragedy
unfolding in Lahore’s alleys and streets from the 1947 partition onward. Fear tinged with hope keeps
the characters captive affecting their relationships including future generations, unless, says one of the
narrators “we forgive it by being mindful”. In the title story, Panni Di Kandh (‘Wall of Water’), fear and
suspicion are barriers too hard to cross over for the narrator until the Sikh security guard at the guest
house reaches out to the narrator inviting him to sit down, talk, eat and drink. A simple gesture of an
extended warm hand helps to heal and rebuild trust in the other.

These biographically melancholic stories shine light on the complex psychological and emotional state
of people separated by space and time within the context of Punjab’s history and culture, and the post-
partition burgeoning neighborhoods of Lahore.

Zubair Ahmad holds an MA in English and Post Graduate Diploma in English Language Teaching from
Punjab University, Lahore. He is a former Associate Professor of English literature from Old Islamia
College and a passionate proponent for Punjabi language, literature and culture in Pakistan. He has
authored three fine short story collections — Meenh Boohay te Barrian, Kabootar Banarey Te Galian
and Panni Di Kandh; a book of poetry Dumm Yaad Na Keeta; and a book of literary criticism Sahitak
Alochana Vichar Lekh. In 2014 Kabootar Banerey Te Galian was awarded the best Punjabi fiction of the
year in Pakistan by the Khardarposh Trust. The same book received the inaugural Dhahan Prize in the
Shahmukhi script. ‘Grieving for Pigeons’ an English translation of the same by Prof. Anne Murphy has
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been published in Canada. He ran a non-profit Punjabi bookstore from 1997-2009 and reopened it last
year. He now publishes and edits an annual magazine Baran Maah with England based writer Amarjit
Chandan. Ahmad says of his literary journey, “Listening daily to my mother’s pre-partition stories, | was
subconsciously born a writer. | dug that writer, found it and started writing stories that covered my life,
the people, the surroundings and the city of Lahore. Lahore is in me and | am in Lahore”.
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Finalist: Aadam-Grehan (Humanity’s Eclipse), a
novel

Harkirat Kaur Chahal, Chilliwack, B.C., Canada
Rahaao Publication

Aadam-Grehan (‘Humanity’s Eclipse’) is a daring
and heart-wrenching account of the despair
and longings of Meera, an intersex individual
and Chirag, a child she raises as her own in a
Khusra community. Khusras, ‘the third gender’
in India and Pakistan, are marginalized and
often abused people who are hermaphrodites,
transgender, intersex individuals, transvestites and eunuchs.

Chahal’s treatment of the tabooed subject is original with nearly a flawless poetic narration capturing
the reader’s mind and heart. Descriptions of space, human interactions, singing and dancing, and the
gravity of suffering of these people evokes empathy as their inherent humanity cries out to be
accepted, included, and honoured.

The story starts with a Muslim family of Salman and her husband Nazamuddin and their three sons and
a daughter in the village of Aligarh in the District of Malerkotla, Indian Punjab. Their fifth child is born
at home. “Neither boy nor girl” sadly says the wizened mid-wife Nand Kaur to Nazamuddin. A
devastating news for the parents. Nazamuddin freezes in shock, fear, and shame. But the parents
embrace the child as a gift from Allah and keep Ameeran’s secret hidden.

As she grows older her brothers notice that she is different. Ameeran is forced to leave home and joins
a colony of Khusras. Her name is changed to Meera. Soon the maternity ward of a local hospital calls
and she goes to receive an intersex baby whom she names Chirag. She raises him with love and
tenderness and hopes of a bright future. Chirag goes to school and college where he is repeatedly
abused, raped, and catches Aids. He dies having just completed a law degree. Meera mourns his death
in an ecstatic Sufi whirling dance and song ritual. And she dies, finally finding freedom.

The novel compassionately explores life in the Khusra colonies, giving voice to the deep sorrow and
pain of these people and their longings for intimacy, equal rights, opportunities, and human dignity.

Harkirat Kaur Chahal holds a B. Sc. from Agriculture University, Ludhiana and B. Ed. From the College of
Agriculture. She has been active in literary and cultural activities since her college days. She was the
captain of Punjab’s famous folk dance Gidha. Upon graduation she started teaching in a school and
later served as s school principal in Patiala. She and her family have lived in Canada since 2005. While
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teaching at a school she started writing. She has published a collection of short stories Pariyan Sung
Parvaaz (2016); three novels - Tere Bajhon (2017), Thoran De Phull (2018) and Aadam-Grehan (2019)
and an autobiography Inj Pardesan Hoyee. Aadam-Grehan has been transliterated into Shahmukhi and
published in Pakistan. It has also been translated into Hindi. Today, Harkirat Kaur Chahal is writing her
travelogue of Lahore Latthay Lok Lahore De. Her story Adhooray Khat, written many years ago has
become a telefilm. She is the recipient of numerous awards from literary groups in Punjab.
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2020 Dhahan Prize Short List

Book Title/Genre Script Writer Name Publisher
Aadam-Grehan (Novel) Gurmukhi Harkirat Kaur Chahal Rahaao Publication
Aakhri Babey (Novel) Gurmukhi Jasbeer Mand Autumn Art (India)
Adhi Maut (Novelette) Shahmukhi Makhdoom Tipu Salman | Sanjh Publications
Chikad (Novel) Gurmukhi Balbir Kaur Sanghera Lokgeet Parkashan
Ik Din (Short Stories) Gurmukhi Tripta K. Singh Sapatrishi Publications
Keerru (Novelette) Shahmukhi Fauzia Rafique Sanjh Publications
Langha (Short Stories) Shahmukhi Taugeer Chughtai Sulaikh Bookmakers
Nuri (Short Stories) Gurmukhi Aneman Singh Navyug Publishers
Panni Di Kandh (Short Stories) Shahmukhi Zubair Ahmad Kitab Trinjan
Zanani Paud (Short Stories) Gurmukhi Kesra Ram Navyug Publishers
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Dhahan Prize 2020 Juries

Central Jury

Dr. Mohanijit, Jury Chair

Punjabi Poet, Critic, Retired Reader in Punjabi, Desh Bandhu College, Delhi University
Delhi, India

Dr. Arvinder Kaur Dhaliwal, Jury Member
Assistant Professor, Department of Punjabi, D. A. V. College
Amritsar, Punjab, India

Dr. Zaheer Hassan Wattoo, Jury Member
Assistant Professor, Department of Punjabi, Govt. College. University
Lahore, Punjab, Pakistan

Shahmukhi Jury

Naveed Alam, Jury Chair

Adjunct Professor (Punjabi, Creative Writing and English), Institute for Art and Culture
Lahore, Punjab, Pakistan

Dr. Shabnam Ishaq, Jury Member
Assistant Professor of Punjabi, Govt. College University
Lahore, Punjab, Pakistan

Dr. Faisal Hayat Jappa, Jury Member
Assistant Professor of Punjabi, Govt. K.A. Islamia College, Jamia Muhammadi Sharif,
Distt. Chiniot, Punjab, Pakistan

Gurmukhi Jury

Dr. Charanjeet Kaur Brar, Jury Chair

Professor, Department of Punjabi, Punjabi University
Patiala, Punjab, India

Mr. Avtar Singh Billing, Jury Member
Punjabi Writer, Retired English Lecturer from a Higher Secondary School
Village Seh, District Ludhiana, Punjab, India

Mr. Balbir Madhopuri, Jury Member

Director, Punjabi Bhawan, Punjabi Sahit Sabha (Regd.) and Punjabi writer, Translator and Critic
Retired from Indian Information Service, Ministry of | & B, Govt. of India

Palam, New Delhi, India
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