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Statement of intent 

While the whole world grapples with the Covid-19 epidemic, another epidemic called 

authoritarianism has been spreading. Freedom of expression and human creativity are under 

grievous attack. Today PEN is needed more than ever. 

I have been proud to serve on the PEN International Board as a co-opted member for two years 

and now as an elected member for three years. I understand intimately the challenges that PEN 

is facing both internally and externally in this new, darkening age. Now I am running for the 

presidency of the PEN International with the hope that we, together, will carry it towards a 

brighter future. 

PEN International is a defender of free expression, and a refuge for writers at risk. We need to 

strengthen our financial situation and the structure of governing bodies. With an efficient central 

administration, we can better support our centres and their members. We need to focus our 

efforts on short-term and medium-term projects on important issues like hate crimes and 

linguistic rights. If we use our resources productively, we can turn our opportunities into a 

concrete base for the future. The current infrastructure allows us to develop this. This pandemic 

has shown us new possibilities about how to establish a global network of PEN centres in the 

regions, especially in the global south. With the accumulation of our century-old history we can 

promote the role of writers better and provide effective support to those who need our help. 

We have to continue our journey with the hope and determination of our founders. Hope is not a 

promise, it either exists or does not exist. Together, in the face of enormous challenges, we are a 

great family of hope. I will be honoured to serve this family as its president and to work with you 

all on this path. 

 

Biography 

Burhan Sönmez is a Kurdish novelist and a human rights lawyer from Turkey. He is the author of 

five novels. His award-winning novels have been translated into forty-two languages. 

Born in a small village in central Turkey in 1965, he grew up speaking Kurdish, at a time when 

the Kurdish language was stigmatised and officially banned in education, then he was taught 

Turkish at school. He moved to Istanbul to study law in the years following the 1980 military 

coup. Sönmez, for organising the first student action during martial law, was arrested and 

interrogated at Istanbul Gayrettepe Police Headquarter, a notorious torture centre. 

He was suspended from university but managed to graduate after seven years and started to work 

as a lawyer in Istanbul. He joined the Human Rights Society and the Progressive Lawyers 



Association. His law office was broken into by secret police several times because of his 

involvement with human rights cases. 

He was assaulted by the police with the intention to murder him and left on the street, with the 

police assuming he was dead. It was the mid-1990’s, the peak time of the Kurdish civil war that 

claimed lives of many lawyers, journalists and academics, and Sönmez was one of the few lucky 

people who survived a murder attempt, though seriously wounded. He underwent surgical 

operations in Turkey and Germany. Because of police harassment and court cases against him he 

ended up going to exile in Britain where he received long-term treatment with the help of 

Freedom from Torture Centre in London. 

He founded TAKSAV, the Foundation for Social Research, Culture and Art. Even though he was 

interested in poetry and had won two awards for his poetry in Turkey, he turned his hand to 

writing novels in exile. His interest in writing is rooted in the traditional stories he was brought 

up with. His unique experience of growing up in a remote village with no electricity, and having a 

talented storyteller for a mother, has provided inspiration and material for his writing.  

He was awarded the EBRD Literature Prize in Britain (2018). He received the “Disturbing the 

Peace” award of Vaclav Havel Foundation in the USA (2017). In Turkey, he won the Sedat Simavi 

Literature Prize (2011), and Izmir St. Joseph Best Novel Award (2011). He received BUYAZ Best 

Story Honour Prize (2015).  

His third novel, Istanbul Istanbul, and fourth novel, Labyrinth, are currently being adapted into 

movies. 

He translated the poetry book of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell by William Blake into Turkish. 

He has written for various papers including The Guardian, Der Spiegel, La Repubblica.  

He was a member of the judging panel for the 2014 Cevdet Kudret Literature Prize and the 2020 

Geneva International Film Festival.  

He lectured in Literature and Novel at the university of METU.  

He is a member of three PEN centres: English PEN, Kurdish PEN, and PEN Turkey. He has been on 

the Board of PEN International the last five years. 

He lives between Istanbul and Cambridge. 


