
A positive aspect to the furore after the 
arrest of Dominique Strauss-Kahn 
on charges including attempted rape 
was the revelation of the workings 

of the French media. These include the extreme 
personalisation of politics (leader writers deplore 
this while pursuing their own causes); the 
continuity between communications advisers and 
journalists when a “client” fits mainstream media 
ideology; and the close ties, always condemned but 
never severed, between the press and government. 
The DSK affair also revealed the class reflexes 
that move editorial writers, on the top rungs of 
the social ladder, when the powerful fall. The 
misfortunes of the weak are too banal to be news.

A couple of months before, French television 
had shown a pleasant domestic scene: DSK, 
head of the International Monetary Fund, grilling 
a steak in his Washington DC home while his 
wife, former journalist Anne Sinclair, made a 
salad; almost like any other French couple. This 
picture was fabricated for a documentary on 13 
March on the pay TV channel Canal+ , by KM 
Productions, a company belonging to Renaud Le 
Van Kim. He had staged mega-productions for 
Nicolas Sarkozy as a contestant for the leadership 
of the ruling UMP (Union pour un Mouvement 
Populaire) in 2004.

The 24 February issue of Paris Match ran six 
pages on the cosy family: DSK and his wife as a 
“close couple, despite the turbulence of 2008”, a 
reference to his affair with senior IMF economist 
Piroska Nagy. “I believe that Mr Strauss-Kahn 
abused his position in the manner in which 
he got to me,” Nagy wrote in October 2008, 
describing him as “a man with a problem that 
may make him ill-equipped to lead an institution 
where women work under his command”. A day 
earlier the Journal du Dimanche headline had 
read “We must save the good soldier DSK” (he 
had denied having abused his position). Elle 
published an article on Anne Sinclair as the 
admirable wife supporting her husband in his 
ordeal. VSD magazine, revamped by Jacques 
Séguéla, vice-president of the communications 
consultancy Havas, devoted its lead article to 
the couple’s counter-attack, before reporting on 
DSK’s triumphal tour of Africa.

DSK brought his bomb disposal expert, 
Ramzi Khiroun, to Washington. Khiroun, 39, 
was born in Sarcelles (outside Paris) where DSK 
was deputy mayor. He is spokesman for the 
Lagardère media group (which owns the radio 
station Europe 1, Journal du Dimanche, Paris 
Match and Elle), and is a consultant for Euro 
RSCG, an advertising agency owned by magnate 
Vincent Bolloré. DSK’s chief spin doctors work 
there: Gilles Finchelstein, CEO of the Jean 
Jaurès Foundation, a socialist thinktank and 
research body, Anne Hommel, his press attaché, 
and Stéphane Fouks, co-president of Euro RSCG 
Worldwide. Khiroun is at the crossroads between 
politics, communications and media. His role 
explains why bad behaviour has been voluntarily 
hushed up under a code of omertà.

Khiroun met DSK in 1999 when DSK was 
forced to resign from his position as finance 
minister in the Jospin government because 
of several scandals (he was later cleared of 
involvement in these): fake jobs in the Mutuelle 
Nationale des Etudiants de France, the students’ 
social security body; the Méry cassette tape 
affair, implicating the former president Jacques 
Chirac in illegal party funding. Khiroun also 
acted as chauffeur and bodyguard, and whisked 
his boss away from photographers during 
investigations, on corruption charges, by Judge 
Eva Joly. Later he is alleged to have suppressed 
the accusations of a journalist, Tristane Banon, 
who threatened to press charges against DSK 
for sexual harassment in 2002.

Banon had been invited to take part in a 
television show by Thierry Ardisson, a presenter 

on the Paris Première channel, in 2007 and 
“helped by booze”, she bantered about a 
misadventure with DSK and claimed to have 
been subjected to something midway between 
aggression and sexual harassment. When the 
programme was broadcast, the name of DSK, 
whom she called a “rutting chimpanzee”, was 
beeped out; her story was scrapped at the last 
minute from another programme on France 3. 
Since Banon hadn’t dared press charges, she 
was suspected of having invented the story, 
which is what Khiroun claimed.

After the New York arrest, it took the French 
media four days to understand, under pressure 
from the US and UK press, that they might be held 
liable. In 2007, Jean Quatremer, a journalist on 
European affairs at the leftwing daily Libération, 
had blogged: “The only real problem with 
Strauss-Kahn is his relationship with women. He 
is so insistent that he borders on harassment. His 
failing is well known by the media but nobody 
talks about it (we’re in France).” These comments 
did not appear in Libération’s print edition, and 
Quatremer recalls that “Ramzi Khiroun dared to 
ask me to remove that post from my blog so as 
not to ‘harm Dominique’.”

Interviewed on France Info radio, Laurent 
Joffrin, then director of Libération, first claimed 
that accusing the French press of connivance 
was “offensive, unjust and shameful” (18 
May) before reluctantly admitting the next 
day on France 2 television that he had closed 
his eyes to claims about harassment. “There 
should have been a collective condemnation. I 
admit that I neglected this matter.” Joffrin, like 
many others, used privacy laws to justify his 
attitude. Journalist Nicolas Beau said: “If that 
rule had been applied in the profession for news 
concerning ordinary citizens, then many of us 
would be made redundant” (1).

Connivance between political leaders and 
editors explains media discretion far more than 
respect for the presumption of innocence or fear 
of legal proceedings. The magazine Marianne 
revealed on 21 May that four senior staff members 
got important information about the 2012 French 

presidential campaign during a lunch with DSK 
on 29 April, but concealed this from readers. 
One explained: “We all made a commitment 
to say nothing about the discussions that had 
taken place, and we respected that. Obviously 
the events in New York have freed us from that 
commitment, and even obliged us to publish the 

content of that conversation in order to shed light 
on DSK’s personality.” Close contact with an 
eminent politician means that journalists have to 
conceal sensitive information, but as soon as the 
person falls from presidential candidate to mere 
defendant, the duty to inform comes to the fore.

Political communication in France is a very 
small closed circle. Journalists infringing 
Khiroun’s restrictions risk losing access to the 
many Parti Socialiste (PS) figures handled by 
Euro RSCG. Since Martine Aubry took over 
as party secretary in November 2008, a former 
associate director of Euro RSCG has managed 
the party’s communications. Aubry occasionally 
uses the services of advertising executive 
Claude Posternak, who was communications 
adviser to Michel Rocard, prime minister under 
Mitterrand. François Hollande, former PS 
leader and a contender for the party leadership, 
is so concerned with transforming his image 

from plump and jovial to slim and serious that 
he consults Gérard Le Gall, once opinion poll 
advisor to Lionel Jospin. The co-chairman of 
Euro RSCG Worldwide, Stéphane Fouks, advises 
his old friend Manuel Valls, the deputy-mayor 
of Evry and another potential candidate in the 
PS primaries. The Socialist chairman of the 
Seine-Saint-Denis departmental council, Claude 
Bartolone, who last April claimed that DSK had 
been “framed” by Russian president Vladimir 
Putin, uses Stéphane Schmaltz, a Euro RSCG 
partner. And now the agency has obtained a 
contract from another Socialist candidate, Arnaud 
Montebourg, deputy for Saône-et-Loire (2).

These PS ties with the company existed during 
Jospin’s 2002 election campaign (in which he 
was defeated). DSK’s candidature also benefitted 
from support from media owned by the Lagardère 
group (the key player was Khiroun). At a general 
meeting of the Lagardère group on 11 May, it 
was asked whether the Porsche DSK was seen 
in, in Paris (causing a “bling” furore in France), 
was a company car used by Khiroun. Arnaud 
Lagardère confirmed this implicitly, adding:  
“Ramzi and I are very close. Perhaps all of this 
will protect me a little from criticisms of being 
too close to Nicolas Sarkozy.” Did Lagardère 
genuinely bet on the electoral success of DSK, to 
whom the Lagardère group owes its management 
of the European Aeronautic Defence and Space 
Company (EADS) (3) – or was his group’s 
favourable media coverage given the consent of 
Lagardère’s close friend Sarkozy?

Paris Match, another Lagardère-owned 
magazine, had an IFOP survey in July 2009 
showing that DSK was the “French people’s 
favourite personality”. This 20 February, the 
Journal du Dimanche headline was “All Set 
for 2012”, with front-page photographs of 
Sarkozy and his potential rival, DSK. In March, 
a sub-editor from the paper confided: “Nicolas 
Sarkozy wants Dominique Strauss-Kahn to be 
the PS contender because he is convinced that 
he can beat him.”

Khiroun has regular contacts with Jean-Pierre 
Elkabbach, Europe 1’s morning interviewer, as 
well as with Olivier Jay, editorial director of the 
Journal du Dimanche and his counterpart on 
Paris Match, Olivier Royant.

According to an article in Le Monde on 
26 April, two Paris Match journalists who 
were trying to get answers about business 
intermediary Alexandre Djouhri, and his 
dealings with Arnaud Lagardère, Serge Dassault 
and DSK, were censured after a spokesman 
from the Lagardère group intervened. How can 
journalists investigate a politician known to 
have such powerful media support?

After the New York arrest, the PS bosses 
showed their solidarity with their comrade. The 
pictures of DSK leaving the New York police 
precinct in handcuffs “shattered” Martine Aubry, 
the Socialist mayor of Evry Manuel Valls spoke 
of “unspeakable cruelty” and the former justice 
minister Robert Badinter mentioned “media 
lynching”. The anger was based on the failure to 
respect the 2000 Guigou law on the presumption 
of innocence. But that law was ignored when the 
defendants in the Outreau case (4) were shown 
handcuffed between two gendarmes in 2002; 
later they were acquitted. In 2003 Abderrezak 
Besseghir, a baggage handler at Roissy airport, 
was accused of being a terrorist, vilified, and 
imprisoned under pressure from journalists 
 before being found innocent.

TRANSLATED BY KRYSTYNA HORKO

(1) Le Monde, 20 May 2011.
(2) Le Monde, 14 May 2011
(3) As minister for the economy, finance and industry 
when the Franco-German-Spanish consortium EADS was 
established in 1999, Strauss-Kahn drew up a shareholders’ 
agreement in which the operational management of the 
state-owned company Aérospatiale (the French component 
of EADS) went to Lagardère, conferring tax exemptions on 
the group amongst other advantages.
(4) A high-profile case in 2004 in which 18 people from 
Outreau in northern France were falsely accused of sexually 
abusing children and running a paedophile network. 
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Britain’s freelance protesters
New and informal alliances between unions, students, and local and issues-based groups have been protesting powerfully against the 

UK coalition government’s austerity programmes and national inequalities

BY TONY WOOD

AGAINST THE CUTS BUT NO PART OF THE PARTIES

Across Europe, a wave of social 
contestation has arisen to protest 
governmental responses to the global 
financial crisis. From the streets of 

Athens to Reykjavik and now the main squares 
of Spain, there is a palpable anger against the 
imposition of austerity measures on populations 
already reeling from the restructurings of the 
neoliberal era. 

The phenomenon has also gripped the UK, in 
protests that have surprised many in their scale 
and intensity. They began in November 2010, 
with student demonstrations against government 
measures to slash education funding and 
increase tuition fees (1). These protests were the 
prelude to protests against austerity measures 
by the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition 
government, which envisages cuts of over 
£80bn in public spending in almost all spheres 
by 2014-15, including £18bn from the welfare 
budget and £36bn from public services. This 
severe retrenchment is coupled with milder 
increases in taxation, except for a rise in VAT to 
20% – a flagrantly regressive combination.

Opposition to these cutbacks began to mount 
in autumn on various fronts. Students occupied 
their universities and massed in Parliament 
Square, while a broad alliance mobilised against 
plans to sell off national forests, forcing the 
government to withdraw the idea in February. 
Further attempts to block privatisation came 
at local level: in March, people in Dover voted 
overwhelmingly against plans to put the harbour 
in private hands. Resistance to the government’s 
austerity agenda has multiplied: public-sector 
unions, student groups and local community 
organisations took action in February and March, 
with occupations of local council chambers in 
Leeds and the London boroughs of Haringey 
and Lambeth, as councillors voted for cuts 
to local services. The culmination was on 26 
March, when 500,000 people attended protests 
in London: a national trade-union rally, the 
March for the Alternative, plus actions by other 
movements – students, pensioners, anarchists, 
socialists and campaigners against corporate tax-
avoidance, who occupied shops, including the 
luxury store Fortnum and Mason: a reminder to 
the owners, Whittington Investments, to pay the 
£40m they allegedly owe the Treasury.

In mid-May, a coalition of disability groups 
organised a 5,000-strong march in London to 
protest the disproportionate impact of the cuts 
on them: according to the Centre for Welfare 
Reform, 25% of the cuts will fall on the 3% of 
the population with the most severe disabilities. 
Most recently, on 28 May, a Day of Action to 
defend the NHS took place in cities across 
the UK: protesters dressed in medical garb 
picketed bank premises holding banners that 
read “Public Health not Private Wealth”. One 
satirically minded group in London even held 
a mock trial and execution of the Conservative 
health minister, Andrew Lansley.

How to explain this surprising outbreak 
of rebellion in a country whose insurgent 
traditions seemed to have been neutered for a 
generation? Margaret Thatcher’s crushing of 
the miner’s strike in 1984-85 signalled the close 
of the last major cycle of contestation, which 
had begun a decade earlier and peaked in the 
winter of discontent of 1978-79. Since then, 
there have been only two instances of large-
scale protest on the UK’s streets: in 1990 with 
the poll tax riots, and in 2003 with massive 
demonstrations against the impending invasion 
of Iraq. Otherwise protests in the UK have been 
relatively small and infrequent compared with 
the regular upsurges in France, Italy or Greece.

Part of the explanation for the revival of 
protest lies in the scale of the cuts contemplated: 
according to one analysis, the cuts announced 
by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, George 
Osborne, last October amounted to “the tightest 
squeeze on total spending since the end of the 
second world war” (2). This assault on public 
services comes after the privatisations and 
market-based reforms by Thatcher and then by 
Blair, which fragmented and undermined the 
universal provision of the welfare state. Many 
in the UK feel the Cameron government is 
undertaking a further drastic reshaping of the 
public sector, which must now be defended 
to prevent its disappearance: local groups 
and unions in Lewisham and Edinburgh have 
staged mock funerals for their public services. 
Cameron speaks of a “Big Society” filling the 
void of state provision, but many in the UK see 
what lies behind that: further assaults on the 
many for the benefit of the wealthy few. These 
are well represented in Cameron’s cabinet: 18 
out of 29 of its members are millionaires.

There is another important explanation: the 
wider economic scene. Cameron’s austerity 
programme is happening within a context of 
system-wide crisis and stubborn recession 
in the UK: the British economy grew by only 
0.5% in the first quarter of 2011, and has still to 
register more than a flicker of growth since the 
2008 crash; and the unemployed now number 
almost 2.5 million. In these conditions, popular 
opinion has become sceptical of the benefits of 
finance-driven capitalism (hence the resonance 
of protests against corporate tax-avoidance).

This comes at a time when imbalances of 
income are the highest for half a century, and 
social mobility is at its lowest for decades. 
According to the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), in 
1980 the top 10% earned just under three times 
as much as bottom 10%. By 2008 they earned 
3.6 times as much. And UK income inequality 
as measured by the Gini coefficient now stands 
at 0.33, compared with 0.28 for France, 0.29 
for Germany and 0.32 for Canada. The British 
public is sensitive to the blatant inequity of the 
government’s agenda - an attempt to impose on 
the people, especially on the poorest and most 
vulnerable, the costs of bailing out the City 
(£955bn in bank bail-outs, asset guarantees 
and quantitative easing). Little wonder that 
Osborne’s claim in 2009, even before entering 
office, that “we’re all in this together” was met 
with almost universal derision.

Such attitudes are nourished by many people’s 
residual distrust of the Conservative Party, a 
legacy of the Thatcher years, still there even 
after 13 years of Labour rule. This is another 
factor behind the protests: although Labour was 
responsible for the massive expansion of finance 
in the 1990s and 2000s, and although the Brown 

government bailed out the City in 2008, a 
Conservative-Lib Dem government is imposing 
the cuts. Many with centre-left or broadly 
progressive opinions can voice their opposition 
more energetically than they would have under 
Labour, notably the unions, most of which 
remain affiliated to the Labour Party despite its 
visible disregard for the wellbeing of Britain’s 
working classes. Brown’s final budget in April 
2010 envisaged cuts of £52bn; if he had won the 
election in May that year, would the TUC have 
led a demonstration opposing them comparable 
in scale to that in March?

Another important factor is generational: 
the emergence on the political scene of 
young people generally more radical than 
their immediate predecessors. Those who are 
students now grew up in a culture dominated 
by the domestic reverberations of the war on 
terror and the occupations of Afghanistan and 
Iraq, a much more politically charged climate 
than the 1990s, the most triumphalist phase of 
neoliberalism’s pensée unique.

Anti-globalisation movements also took 
root in Britain after 2000, in annual May Day 
actions. (In response to these the London police 
adopted the tactic of “kettling”, deliberately 
confining protesters and detaining them for 
hours.) These were a valuable training ground 
for many involved in the recent protests. Those 
who are students now also grew up knowing only 
New Labour governments. When the Brown 
administration was spiralling to its demise in 
2010, many of them, instinctively unwilling to 
back the Conservatives, supported the Liberal 
Democrats, only to see their progressive hopes 
swiftly betrayed by Nick Clegg’s entry into 
the coalition. Much of this generation is in the 
unusual position of firmly rejecting all three 
main parties, which has encouraged them to use 
extra-parliamentary tactics to an extent their 
predecessors rarely contemplated.

Although opposition to the government cuts 
began to take shape last summer, it was the winter 
revolt of the students, and their willingness to 
take to the streets, that galvanised other sectors 
(3). A wide range of groups are involved in 
the struggle. The unions, in particular those 
representing public-sector workers, form the 
largest locus of opposition, organising either 
directly or through umbrella formations such 
as the Coalition of Resistance, established in 
August 2010 (4).

There are also student movements, and 
a range of ad hoc groups with shifting 
memberships defined by participation in 
particular actions, such as UK Uncut. The 
group originated in October 2010, when a few 
London activists decided to organise protests 
against tax-avoidance by Vodafone, and chose 
a Twitter hashtag that would link corporate 
malfeasance to the government’s austerity 
agenda. Since then, groups across the country 
have used the name UK Uncut for their actions; 
there is no central organising authority or fixed 
membership. The blend of direct-action tactics 
and reformist demands may seem incongruous, 
but such unusual combinations seem to be a 
feature of the new phase of protest in the UK.

The Tory-Lib Dem coalition has devolved 
much of the responsibility for implementing the 
cutbacks to local governments, forcing them to 
slash up to a quarter of their budgets – and it is 
at this level that resistance is putting down the 
deepest roots. There is already a proliferation 
of local committees to protect public services, 
focused mainly in large population centres (5).

Again, much of the membership and impetus 
behind these comes from the labour movement, 
in conjunction with community organisations 
and activist individuals. Lambeth Save Our 
Services, which led the occupation of the 
council chamber in February, was formed in 

July 2010 by a combination of the local chapter 
of Unison, the main public services union, and 
a range of residents’ organisations, including 
pensioners, disability activists and black and 
Latin American groups. At present the balance 
between union activists and residents’ groups 
is roughly 50-50. Elsewhere the proportions 
tilt one way or the other. Trade unionists have 
much greater weight within both Leeds Against 
the Cuts and the Leeds Coalition of Resistance, 
but are only a small minority within the Exeter 
Anti-Cuts Alliance. The main organisers of the 
Southport Anti-Cuts Coalition are Kat Sumner, 
mother of four, and Nina Killen, a journalist 
with three children; both were driven to protest 
cuts to child benefits and local services for 
families.

Many of these groups are linked to student 
movements: in Exeter, students were involved 
in the anti-cuts alliance from the outset, and 
in Lambeth, Dan Jeffery observed that, while 
there is no university in the borough, the 
input of radicalised students living there has 
“definitely helped”. All of these groups stress 
the breadth of their support base – rooted in the 
extent of the cuts being imposed on everything 
from the National Health Service (NHS) to 
libraries, housing to playgrounds, bus services 
to domestic violence counselling. But beyond 
the immediate threat to public services, there 
are also longer-term concerns: Sumner points 
out that “the true cost – financial and social – 
of many of the cuts won’t become apparent till 
long after this government is gone”.

The problem the fightback faces is 
fragmentation. The geography of the cuts is 
uneven, corresponding in large measure to the 
imbalances in wealth and employment patterns 
of the country itself. The Blair government 
replaced many of the industrial jobs lost since 
the 1970s, especially in the North, with an 
expansion of the public sector; many of these 
positions will now be lost, and those affected 
will have little or no possibility of alternative 
employment. It is on this social geography 
that the government is imposing its punitive 
austerity programme, hoping that the resistance 
it produces will also be uneven, and therefore 
easier to disperse and defuse.

The challenge is to continue linking these 
local struggles to a common national agenda. 
Cameron’s recent decision to “pause” in his 
overhaul of the NHS was perhaps an attempt 
to remove from the scene a potential lightning 
rod linking local and national opposition. A 
further challenge will be to avoid cooption by 
an opportunist Labour Party, whose leader, 
Ed Miliband, addressed the 26 March union 
rally, despite being a minister in the Labour 
government responsible both for the bailouts of 
2008 and the disastrous economic model they 
were designed to rescue. These are familiar 
obstacles. But the events of the last six months 
suggest a revival of the energy and imagination 
that will be required to overcome them; and 
that 2011 could also be a year of awakening in 
the UK.

ORIGINAL TEXT IN ENGLISH

(1) See Jamie Stern-Weiner, “Britain goes French: the 
student occupations”, Diplomatic Channels, Le Monde 
diplomatique website, December 2010; mondediplo.com/
openpage/britain-goes-french-the-student-occupations; 
Clare Solomon and Tania Palmieri eds, Springtime, Verso, 
2011; and Dan Hancox ed, Fightback!, openDemocracy.net, 
February 2011.
(2) Rowena Crawford, “Where did the axe fall?”, Institute 
for Fiscal Studies, London, October 2010;  www.ifs.org.uk/
publications/5311
(3) See the admiring comments of the head of Unite, the 
UK’s largest union: Len McCluskey, “Unions, get set for 
battle”, The Guardian, London, 19 December 2010.
(4) Its founding statement, signed by Tony Benn and 73 
others, was published in The Guardian on 4 August 2010.
(5) For an initial listing, see the Coalition of Resistance 
website; www.coalitionofresistance.org.uk
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At the court of DSK
The arrest of Dominique Strauss-Kahn on unignorable charges has clarified his powerful relationships with media advisers and the press

BY MARIE BÉNILDE

CLOSED CIRCLE OF FRENCH MEDIA AND POLITICS

Marie Bénilde is a journalist and author of On achète 
bien les cerveaux: la publicité et les médias, Raisons 
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‘The only real problem with 
Strauss-Kahn is his relationship 
with women. He is so insistent 
that he borders on harassment. 
His failing is well known by the 
media but nobody talks about 
it (we’re in France).’ These blog 
comments by Jean Quatremer 
did not appear in Libération’s 
print edition

International Monetary Fund chief Dominique Strauss-Kahn appears for his arraignment 
at a federal court in New York City
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