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Federal President Frank-Walter Steinmeier in discussion with the authors 
Daniel Kehlmann (l.), Eva Menasse (2nd from right) and Salman Rushdie 
(r.) on ‘Freedom of Thought in Troubled Times’ during his conference  
series ‘Forum Bellevue – On the Future of Democracy’ held at Schloss 
Bellevue in Berlin. 

FRANK-WALTER  
STEINMEIER

FIVE QUESTIONS TO

1  |   Which German classic made a lasting 
impression on you? 

Franz Kafka. No one else has described the state 
of our modern lives as precisely as he did.

2  |   What types of books do you read to  
unwind and how do you choose your  
reading material?

When I read, it is important to me to learn a new 
way to look at my own life. I often choose books 
that analyse questions of relevance to society from 
an artistic point of view. Daniel Kehlmann’s novel 
Tyll is a recent example, as is Das Glück des Zau-
berers by Sten Nadolny, which I read a couple of 
weeks ago. 

3  |   In your opinion, what role do writers  
play today? 

What makes writers, like artists in general, special 
is that they feel what moves a society. They have 
the ability to find words to describe the diversity 
and complexity of our world, our dreams, incon-
gruities and what is ineffable in human experience. 
They hold up a mirror to us as a society. They use 
their intellectual independence to remind us of our 
actual purpose as beings who have been endowed 
with reason. To quote Imre Kertész, literature ex-
plains existence to existence. It helps us to recog-
nise the big picture and to move from understand-
ing to action.

4  |   What can politicians learn  
from writers?

They can learn to put themselves in another per-
son’s place – irrespective of whether we are talking 
about a character from literature or a real person – 
and to expand their own viewpoint to include other 
people’s experiences. Literature can teach toler-
ance and empathy by showing us the enormous 

range of ways to see the world. And last but not 
least, literature is always an invitation to engage in 
dialogue.

5  |   What would you like to see German  
writers do as regards furthering under-
standing in Europe? 

As Federal President, it is far from me to tell writ-
ers or artists what to do. In our open societies, they 
are free to choose their own objectives. At the 
same time, as a passionate reader, I see writers and 
artists as particularly blessed. Their works allow 
them to create a feeling of community and to 
highlight what unites us, including our intellectual 
and cultural European identity. Anti-European 
movements combine politics with a narrow defini-
tion of culture and focus on what divides us. They 
place their own nation, language and culture above 
others and play one homeland off against another. 
However, division does not bring about coexist-
ence and understanding. The devastation of two 
world wars, to which our united Europe is the an-
swer, should always sound a warning to us for the 
future. ◊

Federal President of Germany
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