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The founding purpose of PEN was, and remains, the promotion 
of translation, literature and literacy, but throughout its history 
– for eighty-five years – PEN has worked for the freedom of the 
writer. Here is an anthology to mark our eighty-fifth birthday 
and to celebrate PEN’s work by giving a voice to persecuted 
writers by presenting their work in English to a new reader-
ship. Some of these writers are now free, which is something to 
celebrate, too; others are still in prison, and these we can help 
by publication and publicity – both are often effective levers for 
opening cell doors.

With centres in over one hundred countries, PEN has been 
supporting oppressed and marginalized individual writers since 
the early 1930s. The Writers in Prison Committee (WiPC) was 
formally set up in 1960 as a result of mounting concern about 
attempts to silence critical voices around the world. It works 
on behalf of all those who are detained or otherwise persecuted 
for their opinions expressed in writing and for writers who 
are under attack for their peaceful political activities or for 
the practice of their profession, provided that they did not use 
violence or advocate violence or racial hatred.

There are various ways to repress a writer or journalist who 
steps out of line. Increasingly writers, and freedom of expres-
sion, come under attack in those countries that have amended 
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old laws or passed new ones in the name of fighting terrorism. 
Often trumped-up terrorist charges are used to convict those 
expressing opinions that those in power do not agree with. 

It is worth noting that there has been a shift in recent years 
and with the exceptions of Burma, China, Cuba, Iran, Uzbekistan 
and Vietnam regimes are not always so keen to silence dissent 
through long-term imprisonment. Punishments range from 
hefty fines, banning, enforced exile, short detentions, torture 
and death threats to the ultimate form of censorship – murder. 
One of the most famous writers to have been executed in the 
last century is the Nigerian Ken Saro-Wiwa, and a powerful 
sense of the man and the writer endures through his words. 
Sadly just as this book was being completed, we learned of the 
murder of Anna Politkovskaya, the fearless Russian journalist, 
whose essay, written just a few weeks before her death, serves 
as a fitting example of the harrowing circumstances so many 
writers endure when practising their profession.

Today writers and journalists are attacked and even killed 
with impunity for speaking out against governments or about 
human rights abuses, and although the growth of the electronic 
media has allowed global communication, restrictive regimes, 
as in China and Tunisia, are using recent technology to target 
internet writers and imprison them. There are long-term 
detainees like Mamadali Makhmudov, in Uzbekistan, who has 
been serving a fourteen-year prison sentence since 1999. There 
are writers such as Ma Thida (Burma) and Rakhim Esenov 
(Turkmenistan) who have had their work censored or banned 
in their respective countries. Angel Cuadra (Cuba), Asiye Güzel 
(Turkey) and Chenjerai Hove (Zimbabwe) were forced to flee 
their countries and now live in exile. 

The funds raised from this book will go towards English 
PEN’s work for beleaguered writers around the world. This will 
ensure we can continue to lobby for their right to freedom of 
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expression, campaign for an end to their persecution or impris-
onment and offer support to their families when they come 
under attack. PEN attempts to highlight the situation of these 
courageous writers, publicizing their cases and raising their 
profile here and abroad. We adopt them as honorary members 
and send books and cards whenever possible. PEN makes no 
political distinctions between the hundreds of writers who are 
in prison or harassed, or between the governments who put 
them there. The concern is simply for men and women who are 
locked away, tortured or exiled because their writing is offensive 
or inconvenient to those that govern them. 

Sir Tom Stoppard 
October 2006
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