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Leading writers unite in fight for free expression 

International PEN, the worldwide community of writers and leading advocates for free expression, will meet in Tokyo this month to urge for increased campaigning on behalf of silenced and imprisoned colleagues.

Sydney PEN will be represented by two writers, president Bonny Cassidy and committee member Gail Jones. They will meet with 100s of international writers at PEN’s 76th International Congress from 25th September to 1st October.

International PEN President, John Ralston Saul said the Tokyo Congress was an opportunity “to stand up and make our voices heard on behalf of those who are stopped from writing and speaking out.”

“Let us not deceive ourselves. This is an increasingly dangerous era for freedom of expression, and so for literature and for smaller cultures,” he said. 

“We face deeply frustrating situations in countries such as China and Vietnam, where the imprisoning of writers continues to undermine the credibility of their governments in the rest of the world.’

PEN will look to find new ways to raise awareness of key issues among readers and writers across the globe, with a particular focus on the state of free expression in the Asia Pacific region in countries such as China, Burma, Vietnam and Nepal. 

Dr Cassidy said Sydney PEN would be focusing on promoting the Painted Chairs project as an awareness-raising model for other centres. For 30 years, PEN has placed empty chairs at its events to represent writers persecuted for practising their craft. This year at the Sydney Writers’ Festival, 15 Australian artists exhibited transformed chairs as a simple but eloquent symbol of the human form. The chairs were later auctioned to raise money.

“We will also be meeting delegates from Asia Pacific centres, to propose a regional translation fellowship program,” Dr Cassidy said.   

World-renowned authors Nobel-Prize winner Gao Xingjian from China and Canadian novelist and Booker-prize winner Margaret Atwood will take part in the programme of events celebrating literature and promoting freedom of expression. 

2010 also marks the 50th year of PEN’s Writers in Prison Committee. Since 1960, the Committee has been at the forefront of global campaigning for the rights of writers’ to freely speak and write their minds. 

PEN Centres across the world have been celebrating this milestone with events, writings, petitions and special projects. Defending prominent writers such as Aung San Suu Kyi, Liu Xiaobo, Vaclav Havel, Salman Rushdie and Josef Brodsky, PEN now campaigns on behalf of almost 900 writers, editors, journalists and internet writers. 

The 50th anniversary campaign ‘Because Writers Speak their Minds’ will be marked with a special exhibition during the 76th Congress highlighting its many achievements including Sydney PEN’s Painted Chairs and the international projects it has inspired.  

For more information and to request interviews with John Ralston Saul please contact: 
Emily Bromfield, Communications Director (London) 
emily.bromfield@internationalpen.org.uk 
+ 44 (0) 20 7405 0338
Sydney media contact: 

Bonny Cassidy
bonny.cassidy@gmail.com
0417 252 004
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