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HERR LANDESHAUPTMANN 

AMBASSADORS OF CANADA AND JAPAN 

JIŘÍ GRUŠA  

EUGENE SCHOULGIN 

WOLFGANG GREISENEGGER 

 

 

THIS IS THE FIRST TIME I HAVE SPOKEN AS THE NEWLY ELECTED 

PRESIDENT OF INTERNATIONAL PEN.   THE HONOUR OF STANDING 

IN THE LONG LINE OF HEINRICH BÖLL, ALBERTO MORAVIA, 

ARTHUR MILLER, MARIO VARGAS LLOSA, HOMERO ARIDJIS AND, 

OF COURSE, JIŘÍ GRUŠA, SPEAKS FOR ITSELF.   
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BUNDESPRÄSIDENT FISCHER, THE SUPPORT OF LEADERS SUCH 

AS YOURSELF FOR THE SPECIFICS OF OUR CAUSE IS 

INVALUABLE. LET ME SAY, ON BEHALF OF US ALL, THAT AS THE 

REPRESENTATIVE OF THE AUSTRIAN PEOPLE AND THE AUSTRIAN 

STATE, YOU DO US A GREAT HONOUR BY YOUR PRESENCE. 

 

WE, THE HUNDREDS OF WRITERS IN THIS HALL, CANNOT MAKE 

SUCH AN EXCLUSIVE CLAIM ABOUT WHO WE REPRESENT.   BUT 

WE CAN SAY THAT WE REPRESENT THE THOUSANDS OF WRITERS 

AND PUBLISHERS WHO ARE MEMBERS OF INTERNATIONAL PEN IN 

MORE THAN ONE HUNDRED COUNTRIES.   FOR EIGHTY-EIGHT 

YEARS PEN HAS BEEN THE LEADING VOICE DEFENDING AND 

ADVANCING THE REALITY OF LITERATURE – AND THEREFORE 

DEFENDING AND ADVANCING THE REALITY OF FREEDOM OF 

EXPRESSION.  YOU SEE US HERE GATHERED TOGETHER AT THE 

INTERNATIONAL LEVEL. BUT THE SECRET OF OUR STRENGTH AND 

OUR ETHICAL CORE LIES AT THE GRASSROOTS WITH THOUSANDS 

UPON THOUSANDS OF WRITERS IN COUNTRIES OF EVERY 

DESCRIPTION AROUND THE WORLD. 
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ACROSS A CENTURY OF UNPRECEDENTED VIOLENCE AND 

DISORDER WE HAVE WORKED FOR THE UNLEASHED WORD. 

THOUSANDS OF OUR MEMBERS – AND OTHER WRITERS WHO 

WERE NOT ABLE TO BE MEMBERS – HAVE DIED FOR THEIR 

EXPRESSION OF THE WORD, HAVE BEEN IMPRISONED, SILENCED 

AND DRIVEN INTO EXILE, WHICH IS OFTEN ANOTHER FORM OF 

SILENCING. WHAT CAN A WRITER DO, STRIPPED OF HER 

LANGUAGE AND PUBLIC? EXILE MAY REPRESENT PHYSICAL 

FREEDOM, BUT IT IS MORE OFTEN THAN NOT A PRISON OF 

SILENCE.  

 

THE WONDERFULLY UNFORGIVING THOMAS BERNHARD WROTE 

THAT OUR SOCIETIES “LOCK UP THE GREAT THINKERS IN OUR 

BOOKCASES, FROM WHICH THEY STARE AT US, SENTENCED TO 

ETERNAL RIDICULE.” 

 

THE WRITERS OF INTERNATIONAL PEN WITH GREAT DIFFICULTY 

CLIMB OUT OF THOSE BOOKCASES TO WORK AND TO SPEAK FOR 

THE CENTRAL CAUSE OF OUR CIVILIZATIONS – THE FREE AND 

CREATIVE AND ACTIVE USE OF THE WORD. 
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NONE OF US CAN DO WHAT WE CANNOT SAY AND WRITE. WE 

CANNOT EVEN THINK WHAT WE CANNOT SAY. WE MAY FEEL IT.   

BUT FEELING DOES NOT REPLACE WRITING, OR THINKING, 

WITHOUT WHICH WE ARE ON THE ROAD TO POPULISM, NOT TO 

FREE EXPRESSION.   THE LIFE OF A FAIR SOCIETY BECOMES 

IMPOSSIBLE IF LITERATURE AND THUS LANGUAGE IS 

IMPRISONED.   IT IS NOT ONLY AUTHORITARIAN SYSTEMS WHICH 

FEAR THE IMAGINATION. OVER THE LAST DECADE WE HAVE SEEN 

SOME OF THIS CONFUSION GROW IN WESTERN DEMOCRACIES.   

AND WE SEE IT IN TODAY’S ENORMOUS SYSTEMS, PUBLIC AND 

PRIVATE, DRIVEN BY THE DEAD LANGUAGE OF ADMINISTRATIVE 

EFFICIENCY.  IN ALL THESE CASES IT BECOMES INCREASINGLY, IN 

JOSEPH ROTH’S PHRASE, “A MATTER OF INDIFFERENCE 

WHETHER A MAN LIVES OR DIES.”  INDIFFERENCE FROM THE 

EXECUTIONER. INDIFFERENCE FROM THE OBSERVER OF THE 

EXECUTION. 

 

PEN HAS LONG FOCUSED ON KEEPING WRITERS ALIVE AND 

GETTING THEM OUT OF PRISON.   IN 2010, OUR WRITERS IN PRISON 
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COMMITTEE WILL HAVE BEEN AT THIS FOR 50 YEARS, WITH A 

LONG LINE OF SUCCESSES.   AND YET TODAY WE ARE WORKING 

FOR THE FREEDOM AND SAFETY OF 900 WRITERS, IMPRISONED 

AND IN DANGER.   AND WE ARE CENTRAL TO THE CREATION OF 

NETWORKS WHICH HELP WRITERS FORCED INTO EXILE TO 

RECREATE THEIR LIVES AND KEEP THEIR VOICES.   WE HELP 

THEM TO BREAK OUT OF THEIR PRISON OF SILENCE.  WE ARE 

WORKING TO CHANGE THE SITUATIONS WHICH IN MEXICO HAVE 

CAUSED THE MURDER OF ALMOST 30 WRITERS OVER THE LAST 

FIVE YEARS; IN KENYA HAS FED A VIOLENCE WHICH INCLUDES 

THE REPEATED ARREST OF OUR PEN PRESIDENT THERE; IN CUBA 

KEEPS 26 WRITERS IN PRISON; IN CHINA 40; IN RUSSIA INVOLVES 

THE MURDER OF WRITERS.   ALL OF THESE WRITERS HAVE 

RISKED EVERYTHING FOR THE WORD. 

 

AND YET THESE WORDS DO NOT BELONG TO ANY OF US AS 

WRITERS. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND CREATIVITY ARE AS 

MUCH ABOUT READING AND HEARING AND THINKING AND ACTION 

AS THEY ARE ABOUT WRITING AND SPEAKING.  WRITERS ARE 

AMONG THE FIRST TO SUFFER BECAUSE THEY ARE ON THE 
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FRONT LINE OF EXPRESSION; BUT TO READ AND HEAR YOU MUST 

SOMEHOW APPROACH THAT LINE. 

 

WRITERS SPEAK THEIR MINDS. THAT’S WHY THEY ARE IN PRISON. 

THEY SPEAK OUR MIND. 

 

THE MEMBERS HAVE HEARD ME TALK ABOUT THE IMPORTANCE 

OF ADVANCING THE ROLE OF OUR THREE OFFICIAL LANGUAGES. 

BUT ALSO OF CONCENTRATING ON MINORITY LANGUAGES AND 

CULTURES.   THESE LANGUAGES FACE A NEW TYPE OF THREAT 

TO FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION.   THE SIMPLE FORCE OF 

INTERNATIONAL LANGUAGES CAN EASILY FALL INTO WHAT 

AMOUNTS TO IMPERIAL INTELLECTUAL STRUCTURES.   

EVERYWHERE INDIGENOUS AND OTHER LANGUAGES ARE 

DISAPPEARING, WHICH MEANS LITERATURES AND CULTURES ARE 

DISAPPEARING. THERE IS NO ADVANTAGE IN THIS TO ANY OF US. 

THIS IS NOT PROGRESS.   IT IS REGRESSION FROM THE 

COMPLEXITY OF DIFFERENT CULTURES LEARNING HOW TO LIVE 

TOGETHER.  
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SOME MIGHT SAY THAT WITH THE END OF THIS CONGRESS AND 

THE BEGINNING OF THE FESTIVAL, WE ARE MOVING FROM THE 

POLITICS OF FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION TO THE WORLD OF THE 

IMAGINATION AND LITERATURE. BUT THAT IS NOT SO. 

LITERATURE AND FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION ARE ONE AND THE 

SAME.   THEY ARE THE FOUNDATIONS OF INTERNATIONAL PEN, 

JUST AS THEY ARE CENTRAL TO THE CREATION AND STRENGTH 

OF ANY FAIR SOCIETY. 


