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The Role of P.E.N. in the Contemporary World

Joanne Leedom-Ackerman, International P.E.N.Secretary

It is an honor to be invited to address the Japan P.E.N. Club  Founded in 1935 on
the eve of a tumultuous period in world affairs, Japan P.E.N.'s members committed to
the P.E.N. ideals of freedom of expression and "one humanity living in peace in one
world." These ideals have been sorely tested in the last century. Today the world
still strains to find peace in a time when conflicts are broadcast around the globe in
an instant. During this time Japan P.E.N. has remained one of the strong centres of

International P.E.N.

I was recently asked to consider the role of P.E.N. in the contemporary world, a

question which also raises the role of literature and of the writer in a world struggling



for peace.

Let me begin the answer with my first memory of a PEN meeting, sitting in
someone's living room in Los Angeles writing postcards to free Wei Jingsheng from
prison in China. At the time in the 1980's Wei had already been in prison several
years of a 15-year sentence. 1 had no idea who this writer was thousands of miles
away; I barely knew the other writers in that living room. On the coffee table would
have been PEN's Case List, which at the time was white sheets of paper stapled
together.

We wrote and stamped our post cards for Wei and other writers that afternoon. I'm
sure we were provided with background on his case. I pictured these cards fluttering
into a jail somewhere in China and perhaps even into the cell of this stranger to let
him know we had taken note of him and were concerned about his life. Looking
back on that blue- sky afternoon as we sipped sodas and ate crackers and cheese, |
see our act as a bit fleeting, an effort to imagine the fate of another writer who

didn't have our freedom to write and speak.

I have since learned of the many other actions PEN members take in support of
their colleagues around the world. In considering PEN's role in the contemporary
world, T start with this act of imagining someone else. It is at the heart of what we
do. It is the journey we embark on as writers, and it is at the core of PEN's work.
PEN's mission to promote literature, to defend freedom of expression and to advance
a community of writers all depends on the freedom to imagine. Imagination is an

individual and entirely revolutionary act, for it cannot be controlled.

Literature is a vehicle for the imagination, transporting us through stories and
language to experience different people and cultures. PEN's role is to protect the
space for the writer to do the imagining and to share his/her works in a community of

writers across cultures.

A while ago I had the opportunity of going through an underground monastery in
Kiev with the U.N. rapporteur on religious freedom. Our guide in the tunnels was
absorbed by the stories she was telling about people who had martyred themselves for
their beliefs hundreds of years ago. These stories clearly influenced her life in 21st
century Ukraine. I asked my friend if she found the same true in the other societies

she visited, and she said absolutely. Stories govern the present as well as the past of



people. To understand a society, you need to understand its stories.

PEN members are the story-tellers, the eyes and ears of their societies. Their role is
to tell true stories--if creative writers, true to the heart and imagination; if historians,
true to the history they uncover; if journalists, true to the facts as they find them; if
dramatists, true to the drama of the human spirit. True stories help us to understand
ourselves and each other. False stories, based on ideology and propaganda, inflame
passions and fuel conflicts as we've seen in the past. Today we are in a dangerous
environment when false stories and rumors shoot around the world in a few hours,

and the clash of cultures is broadcast on 24-hour news channels.

Imagination and stories may seem like soft power in a troubled world, but PEN
members would argue that one bridges cultures with culture, especially with literature.
We cross borders to each other first by imagining the crossing. When we no longer
fear the other because we have been able to imagine the other, then we have begun
our journey and recognize "the stubborn, underlying sameness of the human spirit
whatever the variety of forms in which it is expressed," as International PEN
President Arthur Miller once noted at a PEN Congress.

Miller wrote years later during the war in the Balkans to a journalist in Belgrade
whose friends and newspaper were under assault: "One can only hope that the artists
can find a means of creating human rather than political characters, people not
puppets, and thereby keep alive the concept, which wars always destroy, of immortal,
universal humanity whose differences cannot obliterate their common desire to walk

the earth and reach for the stars."

PEN's role today as in the past is to defend that humanity and keep the literature it
inspires alive by protecting the writer. PEN has been called the conscience of the
world writing community. Founded in 1921 after the First World War, PEN grew out
of the simple idea that if writers from different nations engaged each other and
literature crossed borders, the super nationalism that had brought on the war might be
reduced. Clearly this idea resonated with the writers and intellectuals in Japan who
formed Japan P.E.N. on the eve of World War Two. The writers understood that if
ideas, especially competing ideas, were sucked out of society because of fear and
intimidation, then the pressure among peoples would build and war could result. PEN
hasn't been able to stop the onslaught of wars, but the idea of PEN has grown and

spread over the last 86 years until now there are 144 centres in 101countries.



PEN's role is lodged in its Charter, which is more relevant now than ever. The
framers of the Charter understood the dangers of national prejudice and rabid
nationalism and the danger of sacrificing the individual to the collective. Fired in that
crucible between World Wars, PEN's Charter contains one of the dialectics upon

which free societies operate.

PEN members pledge to "use what influence they have in favor of good
understanding and mutual respect between nations; they pledge themselves to do their
utmost to dispel race, class and national hatreds..." At the same time "PEN stands for
the principle of unhampered transmission of thought within nations and between

nations" and opposes "any form of suppression of freedom of expression."

The explosion last year over the publication of cartoons in a Danish newspaper of
the Prophet Mohammed brings the seeming contradiction in these values to the fore.
While some PEN members might oppose an offense against religious sensibilities, at
the same time PEN defends the right of the artist to express himself freely, even if he
offends.

The ability to abide contradictory ideas and a plurality of views is at the heart of
free societies and undermines those who tolerate only one voice and one vision.
Advocating for the individual creative voice and for a multiplicity of voices, PEN

inevitably challenges fundamentalism and authoritarianism.

In its 86th year International PEN still represents that longing for a world in which
people communicate and respect differences, share culture and literature, and battle
ideas but not each other. PEN's founding preceded the United Nations. When U.N.
members were drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, they consulted
the Charter of PEN.

In this time of globalization, PEN is one of the first truly global organizations.
Whether in Tokyo, Istanbul, Cairo, Moscow or Paris, whether in the mountains of
Nepal or the deltas of Nigeria, from the Arctic Circle to the tip of Cape Town, from
India and Pakistan to Columbia, South America, PEN members belong to a

community of writers connected by the values in PEN's Charter.

Today through its Exile Network and new partnership with the International Cities



of Refuge Network, PEN helps writers who are displaced because of political
upheavals find new communities. Through its Writers in Prison Committee PEN
defends writers subject to imprisonment or threat because of their ideas. Through the
members of its other standing committees-Translation and Linguistic Rights, Peace
Committee, and Women Writers Committee-International PEN works to connect,

translate and advocate on behalf of writers and literature.

PEN's challenge today is not to change its mission or its role, but for its members
to live by the values in PEN's Charter, to keep nationalism out of our forums, to see
each other and relate to each other as writers, not representatives of our countries.
PEN members protest political actions by countries that impinge on the writers'

freedom, but PEN itself is and should remain nonpolitical.

I often tell audiences that PEN is a place where cultures don't clash, but
communicate. Even when we don't agree, we are talking, translating, and listening to
each other. PEN's forums provide space for those conversations to take place and

stories to be exchanged.

Literature takes us outside of ourselves. When young women in Tehran restricted
by dress and behavior codes read and identify with the 19th century heroines of Jane
Austen, who themselves were constrained and stifled by society's rules, then literature

is crossing borders of time and place and cultures.

In preparation for this trip I have been living in Japan....at least in my imagination
as I'm reading the literature. In Rouse Up O Young Men of the New Age
Kenzaburo Oe confirms the link between literature and life and the journey literature
takes us on to understanding one another. The poetry of William Blake guides his
narrator, who is struggling with his eldest son. The relationship in the novel between
the father and son is both particular and universal as the father tries to define the
world for his son. As with all great literature, we are taken on a voyage which
delivers us to territory where the human heart and spirit dwell. Here we recognize
ourselves and one another. Surely this is an important way station on the road to

peace.

PEN is not a peace organization, however, though its members dare to believe that
the free exchange of ideas can elevate understanding and reduce conflict. Fear of the

other dissolves when we recognize in the face of the other: ourselves.



Many years after my first PEN meeting in that Los Angeles living room, I met Wei
Jingsheng and shared a meal with him. How effective PEN's post cards and letters
and those of people all over the world had been in eventually securing his freedom is
difficult to assess. We met in a restaurant in Washington, D.C. Sitting in a green
velvet booth, I saw him struggling to imagine me, not me personally, but to imagine
the whole strange country he had arrived in. His was a lonely journey in many

ways, and freedom would require unending imagination.

Rt &R

FARMRICEBIT S P.E.N.OKE

(The Role of P.E.N. in the Contemporary World)

HARNXY 7 I 7IZBRENTEE, BRICBFE T2 520N E LD
EHERENRIAFUET, BRI T 7%, 19 354, {BELWABRIICL
THRIEREOF TR S, BAXCOSBITEWmEBOBEHRE T—DOD1 5
ICAEZD—D2DNHE] LWV NXUOBBICER LZOTLE, Zhb 0BT
2 0tficBW T LWl b &anE L, R34S, E2ThENd
AVTBREFICHIER 2 IR 2 b d L WO IRRIZH - T, BB A2 KO TE
RO IRMPCHY T, ZOX I RBUEICNTZDHFE T, HARSXUTAILLOK,
BHZERKEBERXCOBD2HRLNES X —DO0EDTHY SDSIFTNE
SR

ATl  BRICB T 2 X DEENCONWTE I EX D20VEMEZ T £ LT,
ZHT LV BB ST EZART L HFUTBNTIER, £ L THERDR, &
IV FEEZRIZTNENEWVIHEMTHH D £,

ZOEM~DEZE LT, XOHIEAITHBUD TSMUIRZ & X D%
EBELEVWEEWET, FIeH B 20HhbFD0Y B S — AT, H
HORF LR ELMET 2L OFADEELZENTCHELE, 19804
RO LT, BT 5FEDOHWO S LI TITHFEELMF T L TWE LT,
FANTE T~ AN E DRI D ZOERIZONT IS, EDLZAZD
HRICWDIENDOER b L BIZEACH#HADY FHATLE, a—b—T
—TINDEICHST=DIFNDr—2 « AN GE: BEESVRTERZZES



DIITLTWD, KIRHIFTEENZ L0 FRICERNTZ Y . AmOERICE L S
TWAHKEDOIEF « V¥ —FT VR NDO—ER) Ko7k 5 TN, HEHIEHK
DHWVHEBSBR L THATEITOLDOTL,

FLT=Bid, T DOF%, BURESCEOMOIEFR b O EZ RO HHEEEE X
BELE L=, BUZIOW TR D> T Z s BnE4, FEO S Z

WZHLRCRTZERENTEIEENOLUOL ERATNE, ZOR-57Z LD
RWADOMBEE THWT, FAEHRRDN - TND Z &2 I b8 55N
ROBIZENINE LT, THLEZEEGIENLZZDOF%, RAIHN Y —XKE]
BT TN —=RT =R BRENLEELENTW 202 BVWHT L fi2b
OITENL, EL HELEIHHLEFEZ2VWEREOEZOEM 2 BT 55512

NWEENPKRITFTWEEIIZHE Y DTT,

%nu% NUORENMR T OMEE SRR T 2ITEE L 505K O>BHOD
WML TExE L, BUtRICB T 2R o&kElz N TE LD X, T
mi?ﬁ#M®ALowfﬁ@ﬁ%@mﬁé&wéﬁ%%@@iﬁkw&%w
¥, MBI ZT-HLOEEBOFLICH DL DT, FAHEIMEER E L TR E
BEEHTHRIZE DDA ED, RUDHEFEOFEILZRD2 DO THLH Y £5, X
FrRRERIE, KREOBBRZTY | ERLEHLOREZ IV TV olzT 5 &0
I DM, AT, BBRTLIEHO EICH L b0 TT, BT 52
i, OO THEMOTEANRZITATLHY £9, IRLTHANS XEE S
ZIRNE DD TT NG

SIS A RES L OTELRVM T, B bIX IR TWE
%ﬁ@¢%%%@@ B4y &3 D N=bIcHE W, BAL 2R L £
T, N OENY, BN EEE D EMEEROLDICHR L, ZOELE
éiéiﬁﬁm%m%_zfiﬁbfw<:kﬁ%@ifo

SeH RIS A 2 TRAOBHRICET 2 EERELZ B OHEYE L FIT L.
T O T ERE LA RAE L, HITEKAERZANL T4 i, (TEH
NN DT DIZHIE LT AT BIZHOWTEWLNIIE > TS NE LT, 0
BT 1RO T FITAEETODHLDONEICH K& REEE 5 2 TV
HTZEMRTENE Lz, FfTLIERANIC, HhiiialiZhoftasTHRT
Ik mngs e, TOREL T6HAA0] EWNHI DO TLE, WREIX
WmED N 7‘“(“@<fﬁf%%§@ﬂﬁ“é®f“ﬁ‘ OEODHSEEML LD &
Boleb, 222084 OWREZHE LT L7 44,



RUDEBIFWEEEEOIANLZTHY , TNENDBET HHEDOHTHY BT
b ET, HEOWREZFED Z & ZHERICRINTEEITT, BET 21Fx%
ThIUFB BB s TOEELZ, BEEZ THNITHE HTHEEORESE
Z, V¥—F VAN THENEHINEETOFEEROEFTE LY, BWER THIUI AR
DO RT7~DHERELE, sELRE R ¥ A, BEEOWREICL > TOHRFLZ

BLITELEZLMAZ LHEMTEDIDTYT, A TA4AF =T v 0 v 22D
BV OWEEX, RN REICHSRTELELIIT, WEE1E T THFIZ
K24, 40, Feb iﬁ@ﬁfﬁ_ﬁ%%mfkb 50 OYFECIE
VTR TR IZIAE Y . X O®ERIL 2 4R M E N TV S =2 — AT
¥ AR D o THFRZ BT KD F5,

BB EDPFEL WD LIRELO S 722 H DR TIEIIED R WFED K D I
Ebnir0b LNEREAD, XUDOEERDL, ZONTRE NS F IF 2l
LOEODIbE, EKIIXFLELFE, MBSO THLZ LML TL &
Vo FATZBENAWVWERTAENMREZZ D121T, ETHERBRL DD Z L2814
LET, ZTHETHREBIT MFE ) 2B T Bl DT, £
O M 2R ENRL R, KEBDTETDOTT, EENCVOEE
ThHholeT7 —Hh— I TP O TR DObDIERFHETHERIZL I Wi s
FETRIINED &b, ABOHMHORBIZHINE L TFEET 2RER B D]
RO TET=DOTT,

EHIZI T —I%, BFE®R, VDGO Sh, FELREZ L LW
HEBICEHENTWARFT T FT—RO—ADTY vy —F VU Z MIRD X HI1TEE
F L7, [HENDHDETHIE, ZNIETE0ED, T—T 4 A =B AR
ERANET A2 FRERB LTINS Z L — BRI TZRW AR, #0 A TIE
RN ARE, ZRIC X > TEBAREO ANEMHEZE T2 BB, o AMER G
ORER TREWC T B A BEORICFEE BTV E W) @ LAV,
B SN FIciE5 e LT, ZO B A FICHRET 5 O N4 77 )

NRUPRETREFEENT, CnETHEE L, TOANMMEESTY | (EX & HE#
T5HZ LI Ko TAMMENRELH T LF L EMER SERNT & T, Rt
ROXFEROBLTHODLESONTEE L, 19 2 14, F R RE%
ICRIRE S To Xk, FBAMRBAENO R LE Lz, b LEZRDE A OEZENR
HWZFEERD W, UFEDEWVCERZEZ 6N, P2 76T
BMEZRZEBROBNEZSZENTEEOTIIRO DN E VNI LOTY, ZOHME

IZIEIS LT HARDIEZ RO DY R SRR O BEATIC H AR 2 Al LTz
_}: XS TY, b LAWSEBIZ K- THAEN, &0 DbITAWITHENL



WEAER, 2B ROVER GO T LEZIE. AXDORIZEWEAR D 2
ﬂf%%kbi#% (2725 DTIER N EAERLHM N T Lo T, ~

VNEINFETIEH T x DS EILDD Z LI TEEHEATLEN, 2Ud
PRARIL 8 6 FEICOTZVfEE E LTEANY, WE1 01 »[EH14422—%
FFolowni=v £ Lz,

NUDKEENIZFDEZEIZL->0D RN TEY ., BE, »oThholz

ik%%ﬁ%®k@ofmi¢o%%%E%Ltkﬁﬁﬁ%%ﬁﬁ%ﬁﬁ@%
vat U XAOERMEE LSHEMLTEY ., EHOEOICEEBRIEICT 2285
L2 TH% ﬁofwibto_o@ﬁﬁk% TS ENTZDOEFEOHT
B EFONTEARUEEICH DMLY, RS DPEET 272D TE
DDOOEDTT,

&V@%éifﬁl%@;%@%kmﬁ@ém@t IZoRICF DOFFTHIR

DRENEZIERT L) ZexzB8nEd, £ TAFER., BRI, EFRMHOMHE
L&%ﬁ@%<;&u\ %@%ﬁ%%o;&J%%wiﬁoﬂﬁ_m/if%
ENB LT X TOEOHM TEBOLZ AT TiX e b72unE v o I 23
FFL, IRBEOAHIZH T HODLFEOME] ICKXTHI EEENET,

VAR, o ~—27 OFRNFAE L LN~ Ra R 58 E 2885 L CEREh
ERDFE LR REE  EERIZEHESNTZOEFT200 549 H), ZiiE~
YOBENEFETLHEIICEDbILAE LIVER A, NUTIE, RE R
BESLH L ui}iﬁﬁ_éngbb‘éfbi 9. L LFEIKRZ, ~ALT7—7
4 A RNDBEBICREAT DHEAITY T, LEXAENMDPANOKIELET LH5E
Tb,

MRT 2ZAXEHOBRZBEO LN ZCHHRMEEDORBIZH L DT
HY ., O EDDFE, OLODRIGTLPFEROALZHTTLHDOTT,
{8 % DRNERZRFECLRIRIE S L HEET 203, IRAIC R O
BIITERZEBADLNBITHY £,

BINZ8 6 FHIZH DL, ANx DR DN TR LB L HV, k&
WFEEF L, SESERBREZT-T20DERBRL LS 0EWVIELARY, £
WO R ZEET 2HLEE2E T TCVET, RUFEBREA L BSARINE
L7z, EEEAD HERAMEES) 1T, VEEEZSEEEINTZOTT,

DT — UL DOERIZH > T, R FEIIO, B2 a— )Lk



DOEDTT, HIL, A AZ T =) v, FAXAZU RNRYIDOEZIZWVWE
2EH. BEIWEIR A= LU, FA T2 TOT AW Y LD,
X F BB NS r—T 2 T U DRNRE T, A RONRNFAX UNHEKD
AR CETICWEHET, EZIVWE ) EXRVOESBIIRUVERICEDNAN
EETHEIEINTZaI2=T IR THDOTT,

BE, TMIERE Ry NV —7 CEBRERT R Y U —27 L O igEic
Lo T, NUEBIEMEBC L > TEREIN TWAIERE LR -2 2=
T4 —ERWETIEE L TCWET, MAEREZESZE L L, EEEZHE N
IR ENTZVEESINTOVAERE I L TWET, FZ20EOFRE
FEHERIZ B S, EEZAES, WMEERZES L Vot HEEZESOEH 2@ U
T, NUIMEREROFEO D ICHEEEZ LD BIREZ L, FEEZLTOET,

NUOBIEOMEIT, TOFEMOEEEEETH R ER, KEBRRY
FBEORMIZH > TEE, b0 753 —F AEFEREZFLIATT, 28
FRENRHEORF L LTTIE R flx DIERE L TAVIIRDH WD -
TW ZEIZH Y £79, REOBHRZRET HEOEIRIIITAIC N DOEEN
BHIT 2L 1EH-oTh, RUHKTZT-EL T, BHALITEBFETHLRET
T L. ERERICEBEBRTHET,

RN L BEHTHETZ & TTN, LU R U EHET 58 Tidi<
BULEILTI.REABEANE 2R TH, A BITAEWIZE 2T,
SEONEEMEND, LWV ET, XD T7 3 —F AMFFD K S REFENR R
SNDIZODETHY , MikE T D772 D TY,

LRI B EA LN OMERLET, 7T OB WL HIFRESCTT
B L WHEEZED LN TWETR, Ve—r « T — AT 0 U OIES Z R,
ZD 1 9MADHESHFMICHES N TODE LD EARANTEBICERNT ZERD
ZENTEET, M LTRIERE, M, BUbz#x TFEET HDTY,

Alal, BHARZRIMT 2I1CHT-T, Fidd7e L BB T L
EH HRIZEATHWE L, 2FV HAOLFEZHATWZOTT, RITHEE
SO H LOAZIRED L] 1X, SUFEANEERFEIINTZLDOTHDL Z &,
ZLTCXFEIRTH TR LOMAEEEEZ -0 T D THD Z & Ak L
TNET, VAVT LT LA 705™, EBIZOVWTHOLEERICE > TE
FERNERVET, ZOMGOFTREANDBEAF DDA EZETRL X H LRk~
HEX, ZORXBELETORIL, MARTHY 2RO E B LD LD F

- 10 -



T, ERBRLFEEHRDELTZEITHD LT, FHEIIAMOLE B ETeE
Blzmm»o i E T, TORTAE=bIZECZ RO, MiE) 2RHL E
T, TNZZERMA~DEDOY D O0ESDOBEELBEBRETHD EL X 5,

LA LB AT EREETIIH Y A, 2B, BRRERZH X
MEOBMEN) 2 @O EREZW O T EFE LTV LT T, ML) (2x4 252
Hilx, €0 Th#F )] OBICADBH 2RO 5 & EITHA TR R 7,

aY AL AOHEDY) B T N— AT ORBIZEBZYID THT
MORWEHA 2T, FAIBRAICESY, BFE2 I LE L, XL
FEEOFM, T LTHRFOAX OKEFELR OB B EZMHRT 2 9 2 THIRIX
ED X DTN =D, AMD 5 Z L IXREETY, FAi=-bixvy v b
DCOLA LT TEVWE L, FADOSNLRy hOR 7 AFIZED &
TR ONTES B LI WD FEEL TSI IR A E L, VWi,
FLEWVITEALD b, 1ZDIEHR-TCE Tz RO ZDEAE L 51
L7ZHWVWNONEEL TV EEE>sThnWn s LitEdA, HHpDEKRT
oL F Tk Cho7m L, BHETIRTLARAWVEGBE W EZLELT S L
D7D TT,

S 11 -



