
Op-Ed on Sexual Assault Accusations against Dominique Strauss-Kahn 

While the recent headlines detailing both a hotel maid’s account and past allegations of sexual 

assault by IMF Director Dominique Strauss-Kahn came as a shock to some, for those who work 

with victims of sexual assault – and victims of workplace sexual violence in particular – these 

facts are nothing new.  Sexual violence in the workplace is an all too common occurrence. It 

happens with alarming regularity across our country and is perpetrated by employers, 

supervisors, co-workers and third parties, such as hotel guests and other business clientele.  

Many victims are met with skepticism, blatant indifference, or with a myriad of victim-blaming 

excuses or accusations.  Abuse of power in the workplace can manifest itself through cheating 

shareholders, harassing subordinates, and yes, sometimes by sexually violating someone with 

less power.   In fact, tragically, far too often women who clean hotel rooms fall victim to sexual 

violence in the very rooms that they are paid to clean, just like the woman, an immigrant from 

Africa, who has reported Strauss-Kahn for sexual assault. Immigrant women are especially 

vulnerable to such abuses of power, whether working in hotels, agriculture, factories, homes or 

offices. Because they are immigrants and may have limited English language proficiency, fear of 

law enforcement, and are often isolated, few of these victims ever report the crimes that they 

suffer to law enforcement. 

If we want to end sexual violence we must assure that weak or nonexistent sanctions are not 

the norm.  Law enforcement officials must be willing to believe victims when they make a 

report.  We commend the New York City Police Department’s swift and diligent response in this 

case.  Sadly, the NYPD’s response is all too often not the typical response of a law enforcement 

agency.  Victims of sexual violence must have information about and access to existing civil and 

criminal legal remedies so that they may have the opportunity to seek justice for what they 

have suffered.   

We must also hold the media accountable for their reliance on innuendo and salacious details 

in lieu of objective journalism.  Finally, we must confront the thinly-veiled smear campaigns of 

reported victims at the same time we rush to the defense of the accused.   

Constant speculation about the motives of those who report these devastating crimes is 

damaging to the victims in those cases, to anyone who ever finds themselves in a similar 

position, and to our social understanding of and response to sexual violence as a whole. It is no 

wonder that the reporting rate for sexual assault is so dismally low.  

Unfortunately, Dominique Strauss-Kahn’s recent arrest has brought out the typical responses 

we’ve come to expect when a wealthy or high-profile man is accused of such a crime. We hear 

things like, “Why would a successful, powerful, and rich man NEED to rape anyone? He could 

have almost any woman he chose, or at the very least he could pay for the services of 



someone.” This logic seems to conveniently and consistently miss the point:  Sexual violence is 

about dominance and abuse of power.  

Why is it easier to believe in the intrinsic dishonesty, vindictiveness, and opportunistic nature of 

alleged rape victims than to believe in a sense of entitlement, and lack of respect and judgment 

among alleged rapists?  In the Strauss-Kahn scenario some are even willing to accept an 

elaborate conspiracy theory (that this was a set-up by supporters of French President Sarkozy) 

rather than embrace the possibility that a self-professed womanizer with a documented history 

of sexual coercion, exploitation and – according to recent reports – prior sexual assaults could 

possibly attack a woman with very little power or status. 

Mr. Dominique Strauss-Kahn deserves the presumption of innocence afforded to all alleged 

criminals in this country. We long for the day, however, when we show equal restraint before 

labeling alleged victims as liars and swindlers.  So yes, we are willing to suspend judgment on 

Dominique Strauss-Kahn’s guilt or innocence. By the same token, we are willing to look at the 

mounting number of accounts from women who speak of their own exploitation or abuse by 

Strauss-Kahn over the years. We hope the truth prevails and the public can stop being 

influenced by the far too common knee jerk reaction that disbelieves victims before the case 

proceeds.   
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