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You don’t really expect to see street 

fights in Davos, even less so during the 

World Economic Forum. Yet one night, 

around three o’clock in the morning, we 

came across a group of young bankers 

outside a bar celebrating their decision to set 

up a hedge fund together, and two guys in suits  

were having a punch up - the sort of thing young 

bankers do when they are drunk. It was of no 

real importance, as the guys were in fact 

good buddies and patched things up 

immediately. If we mention it here, it is 

because of the strange attitude of an 

observer, a Chinese man of around thirty, 

who walked up to the fighters, tapped one 

of them on the shoulder to draw their 

attention

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Four  
  days in  
Davos 

Every year in this Swiss 

village the most influential 

decision-makers in the 

world get together in this 

pristine hall of mirrors for 

the power set. But even in 

the most well-guarded ivory 

tower, intruders can 

occasionally break in. A 

writer and a journalist, for 

example. 

By Emmanuel Carrère and 

Hélène Devynck  
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and, once he had got it, he picked up a few handfuls 

of snow on the sidewalk which he began to throw at his  

own face, one after the other. One handful, two 

handfuls, three handfuls, and, while he was pelting 

himself with snow, he smiled in a benign way, which 

left the warring parties so bewildered that they forgot all 

about their row. This disconcerting little game and its no 

less disconcerting effectiveness seemed to us to be a 

good example of the true meaning of zen, and on our 

way back we dreamt about all the ways it could be used 

in more serious conflicts. 

The following day we were having lunch in a raclette café 

where Félix, who we will introduce you to later, managed to 

corner Jean-Claude Trichet for our first interview. The former 

Director of the European Central Bank is a calm, distinguished 

man, who, with great courtesy, said he had five minutes to spare 

for us. 

Our first question was: « If we had come here in 2007, 

we would no doubt have interviewed people who had 

anticipated the forthcoming sub-prime crisis about which 

we then had no idea. We didn’t even know the word. So, we 

are wondering what the equivalent would be today? What 

don’t we know anything about that you, perhaps, know all 

about?» 

The surprisingly clear expression in Trichet’s eyes 

turned to scrutiny all of a sudden. It was difficult to know 

whether he judged the question stupid or if, on the 

contrary, he considered it loaded. Whatever the case, he 

got up and said that it would be better if we met in Paris, 

for an interview with proper guidelines drawn up in 

advance. After saying this he vanished into thin air and,  

Why come to Davos? “Well”, 

the mischievous young 

Chinese man wearing a 

hooded sweatshirt and heavy 

mountain boots replied, “It 

can’t do any harm. After all, 

it’s Disneyland for the big 

shots here, isn’t it?” 
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almost immediately, the Chinese man of the previous 

evening, the one who nips conflicts in the bud by pelting his 

face with snow, sat down in the chair Trichet had just left. 

However grand the restaurant, it’s common practice in Davos to share 

tables, and the Chinese man spent more time with us than Trichet. 

Easy-going, mischievous and laid-back, wearing a hooded 

sweatshirt and heavy mountain boots, he could either be taken for a 

young Internet millionaire or for an advanced practitioner of the 

martial arts, or even for both at the same time. When we asked him 

what he did in life, he replied that he was looking for illumination 

and the development of spiritual consciousness in order to attain a 

state of permanent bliss. Born in San Francisco, educated at Berkeley, 

and based in Hong Kong, he is a highly specialized expert in the 

cognitive sciences, currently working on a vast international project to 

bring together a conclave of free, open-minded thinkers like himself on the 

Vanuatu Archipelago in Polynesia in order to try and draw up a new 

mythology - he pointed out that it would be a kind of a cross between 

Buddhism and Star Wars. And, we asked, was that the reason why he had 

come to Davos? «Well », he replied beaming like a Cheshire cat, « It can’t do 

any harm. After all, it’s Disneyland for the big shots here, isn’t it?» 

What is certain is that before coming we didn’t imagine Davos to 

be anything like that. An interview with Klaus Schwab, however, should 

have given us a clue. Klaus Schwab is the Professor of Economics 

from Zurich, who, forty years ago, started organizing meetings in 

Davos between European executives which were to become, after the 

fall of communism, the meeting that businessmen and statesmen 

couldn’t afford to miss. Schwab still runs the Davos summit today. 

If, according to Hegel, the early morning prayer of a man today 

consists of reading the newspapers, we discover with surprise that 

Klaus Schwab’s prayer, before looking at market prices and the Financial 

Times, consists of half an hour of meditation. We will come back later to 

the new age aura which hovers over this empyrean of decision-makers 

from all over the world. Now it is time to talk about Félix, without 

whom we would never have come here in the first place. 

LIKE CANNES, IT’S A GAME OF STATUS AND 

HUMILIATION 

Félix Marquardt, like Arnold Schwarzenegger, is Austrian-

American. He’s a very good-looking young man of thirty-five, 

who invented what he calls «a thing », when he introduces 

himself, something, a whatsit, called the Atlantic Dinners. Part  
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think-tank and part public relations agency, the 
Atlantic Dinners connect world leaders passing 
through Paris with businessmen and diplomats, but 
also writers, artists, and rappers. The aim is bring 
together people who are entirely unlikely to know each 
other, and to see what lucrative results come out of it. 
Lucrative, or interesting or even funny, and on this last 
count all we can say is that these dinners are generally 
a success - never in our wildest dreams did we think 
we would laugh so much at a dinner in honor of 
Japanese ministers. 
   Last fall, we told Félix that we were interested in the 
financial crisis and that we were thinking about 
writing something about it together, ignorant though 
we were. Relatively ignorant for one of us, who, as a 
journalist, has spent time with people in the business 
world, but almost complete ignorance for the other, 
who, like three Frenchmen out of four, is incapable, 
even with his head on the execution block, of 
explaining what a bond actually is. “Really ,” Félix 
said,   «then you must go to Davos. » - «But how do you go to 
Davos? Do you think we could get a pass as journalists? » 
Félix shook his head: «It’s far too late for that. 
Applications closed months ago, and in any case, only 
the lucky few succeed. But I can take you there.»  
   So he took us there, and put us up in a chalet lent by 
some of his parents’ friends, but it wasn’t only us, 
there was also an assistant, a photographer, a 

cameraman and a sound engineer, who were all four 
supposed to follow us around and film us wherever 
we went, and there was even a childhood friend who 
was going through a rough time and who he 
persuaded to come for a change of scene. All in all we 
made up a group of eight people, none of whom, apart 
from him, had anything at all to do with the business 
world and the corridors of power. This was all rather 
difficult to organize in a place where the most 
important bosses and the most powerful ministers 
were only allowed to have one plus-one. That 
privilege, and the privilege of the white badge giving 
them access to the Convention Center where the 
conferences and round tables take place, cost them 75 
000 Euros, whereas we just had the basic 50-Euro green 
badge which only gives you access to the Belvédère 
Hotel where the Davos «off» takes place. 

All this badge business and the caste system it 
conjures feels exceedingly familiar to us – it feels like the 
Cannes Film Festival, which we know all too well, since 
we’ve both gone to the Festival numerous times over the 
years and played all sorts of roles there, from freelance 
journalist to member of the jury. Just like Cannes, Davos 
is a place where there is an enormous concentration of 
very famous people, with very real power. It’s an empire 
of signs, a game of status and humiliation where, 
however important one may be, you can be sure that 
there will always be   
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someone more important, and that the party you are 

invited to isn’t the one you should have attended, that 

there was a better one, a more secret one, a more 

exclusive one – and maybe, at least it would be 

nice to think so, even Bill Gates and Mick Jagger 

sometimes feel the same way. The difference with Cannes is 

that the status system in Davos is accompanied by a 

surprising openness to meeting people. This can be explained 

first of all by the size of the village. An important banker from 

New York admitted that he knew Davos much better than 

Manhattan, as in Manhattan he only ever got around by 

limousine, whereas at Davos he practiced that unheard of 

sport – walking in the street. It also comes from the 

almost total absence of a general public, of gaping 

onlookers, of ordinary men and women. Apart from the 

local people, who almost all work for the Forum either as 

chauffeurs, waiters or police officers, the only people with 

whom you come into contact are also participants, so 

anyone you meet will, reliably, be one of us. Finally, it’s 

because these very important people who would 

normally only move about accompanied by a large 

entourage, are, in Davos, allowed only one aide– seldom a 

pretty young woman, as we had imagined, and more often 

a serious-looking young man, who, when accompanying a 

French dignitary, is usually a graduate of the ENA, 

France’s elite school of public administration, just starting 

out on his career. At Cannes it is out of the question to get 

close to Sharon Stone if you don’t belong to her world, 

whereas in Davos, even if one can’t go as far as to say they 

have had a coffee with Angela Merkel, you do run into, as if 

you were at your local market, the likes of Lakshmi Mittal, 

Ehud Barak, Pascal Lamy, Arianna Huffington, 

Mohamed Yunus or 

Apart from the local 

people, who almost all 

work for the Forum either 

as chauffeurs, waiters or 

police officers, the only 

people you come into 

contact with are 

participants, so anyone 

you meet will, reliably, be 

one of us.   

Google’s boss, Eric Schmidt, and, if you have the courage, there is 

nothing to prevent you from speaking to them. They assume that, if 

you are there, you must belong in some way or other to their world, so 

most of them will very graciously give you five minutes of their time. 

Networking is Félix’s favorite game, and he brings to the sport a 

real natural genius – a mixture of ease, humor, multilingualism, 

and a veteran’s habit of having done is homework before 

launching any new conquest. Félix has been coming to Davos 

for the past ten years and already knows lots of people there, yet 

he longs to know even more and to connect all his friends, both 

old and new, so that they can do business together, for which, in 

the best case scenario, he will get a commission («How much? » 

we ask, 10%? » - «You must be joking!  0,1 ... 0,01 % but», he 

points out with a greedy smile, «that can be a hell of a lot of 

money.») One of the things which make Félix so charming is that 

he lays his cards down on the table. For him, lying is a waste of 

time, and he makes it quite clear that if he has brought us along to 

Davos, it is first of all because he likes us, but also because he wants 

us to write about him in our story – he has even found a title for it : 

«The President Whisperer». What is more, by introducing us as 

a writer and a journalist writing a book about the economic crisis 

- «or rather about globalization», he advised, «it’s better not to use 

the word crisis» - he obtains meetings for us which are a perfect 

opportunity for him to add more new friends to his Davos 

contacts. 

THIS JAMBOREE OF ALPHA MALES 

IS BATHED IN A NEW AGE AURA 

Taking these meetings is like an obstacle course. The only 

difference between these meetings and a casual encounter is that, 

precisely, a meeting has been set up in a certain place at a certain 

time, but before both parties arrive they have had endless casual 

encounters, so a lot of time is spent phoning to postpone the 

meetings which often don’t take place, or if they do it’s by 

chance and when no-one was expecting it anymore. For 

example, we had one scheduled inside the convention center and, 

because we didn’t have access, the person we were to meet 

kindly offered to come outside. Just walking the two hundred 

meters to reach us took him an hour and a half, which we spent 

traipsing up and down the snow-covered sidewalk. During this 

time, thanks to Félix’s mediation, we got to know, in the 

following order: a member of Sarkozy’s diplomatic staff, 

who, although he merely said hello and grumbled 

amusingly about how exhausting summit meetings always 
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Even if the world of finance 

isn’t in the majority there, 

what is certain is that Davos is 

the Versailles of that 

aristocracy, and it is possible 

that a new 1789 Revolution is 

threatening their privileges. 

 
are, insisted on remaining anonymous ; next came 

François Henrot, Director of Rothschild Bank, who was on 

his way to go to Shimon Peres’ Shabbat party ; then came 

the oligarch Oleg Deripaska’s right-hand man, who, to 

distinguish him from his boss, is nicknamed «little Oleg». 

Next on the list was a very high-ranking Carrefour 

executive who didn’t know yet that his CEO had just 

been replaced; then there was the economist Nouriel 

Roubini, a prickly character who had predicted the 

subprime crisis and thus won celebrity status as an 

international oracle. And, lastly, the Princess of Norway, 

who politely refused to be filmed – as, incidentally, all of 

this was filmed by Felix’s clique and no doubt the very 

fact we turned up together bestowed on us a sort of 

credibility, unfortunately compromised by our limited 

grasp of English! In fact, these encounters don’t consist of 

much more than saying hello, asking who you’ve seen 

and what party you’re going to that evening. This too is 

very much like Cannes where people who, in Paris, have 

promised to meet up in Cannes, and invariably failed to 

do so, then promise to meet up in Paris. 

Of our more formal meetings, which could be called 

interviews – with an Indian minister, an American 

banker, with the number three at Google… - what can be 

said? What did we take away? Not much, but there too 

the contrary would be surprising. If we continue the 

analogy with Cannes, you can interview the most 

powerful and unique movie stars for the statutory half-

hour, but they’ll give everyone the same party line - 

about the shooting of the film which was an amazing 

experience, about the actor or the director who was so 

committed and passionate... For people to speak freely, 

you need a different environment, and it’s only fair, 

before giving their answers, to tell you what our questions 

were. 
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They were those that the average, moderately informed 

Westerner asks when faced with the sight of a financial 

capitalism obsessed with making profits, unconcerned 

about the social consequences and the spiraling inequality 

engendered, and exempt from any form of regulation 

for the past thirty years; a capitalism which privatizes 

profits but shares the losses, which views 

governments as Soviet-era relics, but then 

expects to reply on them for bail-outs when the 

tide turns, a capitalism which, from one crisis to 

another, is leading Western countries to rack and 

ruin, a situation in which the middle classes seem to be 

on the brink of losing everything, while the financiers 

responsible will be evacuated by helicopter. Everybody 

speaks and thinks like this today, even politicians have 

realized that this is the thing to say, if not think, in 

order to be elected. Everybody, according to the slogan 

launched by Occupy Wall Street, feel they are part of 

the 99% of underlings and rage against the other 1%, 

the predators who, in fact, only make up, like Félix’s 

commissions, 0,1% or 0,01% of the population. Even if 

the world of finance isn’t actually in the majority there, 

what is certain is that Davos is the Versailles of that 

aristocracy, and it is possible that a new 1789 Revolution is 

threatening their privileges. So, in short, our question was - 

are you aware of this? The answer, clearly, was - no. 

  Let’s get things straight. At the conferences and round 

tables in the official Forum, solemnity is key and everyone 

even looks serious. The topics are concepts like, 

«Responsible Leadership for Times of Crisis», 

«Managing Chaos» or «From Transition to 

Transformation» - the equivalent of the films in 

competition at Cannes - and we have no doubt that the 

discussions are of the highest quality. In its inaugural 

report, the Forum talks about globalization, which it 

represents in its most swaggering and confident forms, 

and alludes, with a superb sense of euphemism, to “a 

risk of disillusion”. But in conversations it’s quite a 

different story. Disillusion? Crisis? Inequalities? Okay, 

if you like, but, as the very cordial and friendly CEO 

of the American bank Western Union told us - let’s 

get things straight:  if you don’t pay CEO’s what they 

deserve, they’ll go work for the competition. Anyway 

what does capitalism mean? If you’ve saved $100 

dollars and you put that money in the bank in the 

hopes of soon having $105, you’re just as capitalist as 

I am. And the more money capitalists like you and me – he 

actually said “like you and me”, and even if we do earn a 

decent living, even if we don’t know the salary of the CEO of 

Western Union, not to mention his stock options, we reckon 

this “like  
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 you and me» really takes the biscuit when it comes to 

Davos “bar talk” – the more money capitalists like you 

and me earn, the more they’ll have to give, sorry, I mean 

redistribute, to the poor. The idea that it would be better 

if the poor could earn money themselves and didn’t have 

to depend on the benevolence of the rich, didn’t even 

seem to cross the mind of this enthusiastic and, in his 

own way, generous man. Making as much money as 

possible, and then doing as much good as possible, or for the 

more sophisticated thinkers, doing as much good as possible by 

making as much money as possible, is the mantra at this Forum 

where you’re a nobody if you haven’t got your own charitable 

foundation, which is undoubtedly better than nothing (« What 

would you prefer? Communism? »). What is worse than 

anything, on the other hand, much worse, are all the hackneyed 

phrases used to deliver this mantra. The expressions that 

everyone spouts out – social concern, human dimension, global 

awareness, paradigm-shift…   

    Just as Marxist imagery used to represent potbellied 

capitalists in top hats sucking away voluptuously at the 

proletariat’s blood, now the super-rich and the super-powerful in 

Davos are represented as being cynical, like those traders in 

Chicago who, in reply to Occupy Wall Street, unfurled a huge 

banner from the top floor of their tower block with «We are 

those 1%» written on it. But hose cynical small fry were naïf, 

whereas the big cats you meet at Davos don’t seem cynical at 

all. They really seem convinced of all the benefits they are 

bringing to the world, convinced that their financial and 

philanthropic engineering – which, when you listen to them, 

seems to be one and the same thing – is the only way to bring 

about that famous paradigm shift, the other name for the 

dawn of the golden age. The fact that this jamboree of alpha 

males in their bespoke suits is bathed in a new age aura 

surprised us on our first day here. On the second day it had 

gone to our heads, and on the third day we’d had enough - the 

sheer quantity of speeches and slogans which come straight out 

of personal development and positive thinking manuals had 

become stifling. Well, of course, we didn’t need to come all the 

way here to realize that optimism is something much easier to 

feel when you are one of the happy few than when you are 

down-and-out, but its exaggeration, its disconnection with any 

kind of ordinary experience is so flagrant here that even the 

most moderate of observers find themselves torn between 

revolutionary indignation, if they’re idealistic, and dark 

sarcasm, if they’re misanthropic. When in Davos, you soon 

start to side with Kafka, who once said: «We writers deal 

with the negative side of things», and with Céline and Cioran. 

You really feel, together with all the enemies of what Philippe 

Muray called «The Empire of the Good», like sniggering 

shamelessly at this endless stream of self-satisfied and over-

priced messaging to «improve the state of the world» - the 

official program of the Forum - «expect the unexpected», 

«face the talent challenge», or, and this one is our favorite, 

«enter the human age». Yes, you read correctly - enter the 

human age, thanks to Davos! Well! It was about time! 

 

“YES, YOUR COUNTRIES ARE 
BECOMING THE NEW THIRD WORLD” 

 
When we say this sort of thing to Félix, who loves 

Davos, he laughs out loud and calls us      petit bourgeois. 

First of all, he says, most of these people whom we 

criticize, without doing anything ourselves, really do work 

their asses off, and they really do useful things for the 

planet. He goes on to say that we’ve got it all wrong, and 

that what is happening today may well be called a crisis 

and even a disaster by Westerners, but for emerging 

countries it’s not the same story – our disaster is their 

triumph. To put it more bluntly, if in the time it takes for 

five Indians or Chinese people to emerge from poverty 

and join the middle class, two Europeans or Americans 

have done the opposite, it’s not such a bad deal, the only 

problem is that it doesn’t suit us. We used to be the rich 

and they used to be the poor, but now the tables are 

turning, and if Davos is so fascinating it’s because this 

change can actually be observed, as in a laboratory. The 

stars are no longer the CAC-40 bosses or the American 

bankers, or even the Western heads of state, and, generally 

speaking, they are no longer white, but Chinese, Indian, 

Indonesian, even African, that is to say from countries 

whose economies are booming, and whose banks are 

thriving, and, Félix goes on, this Forum that you consider to be 

the bastion of a besieged oligarchy is in fact in the vanguard of 

what used to be called Third-Worldism. It’s you who, in this 

matter, is over-cautious and reactionary. Your startled faces, faces 

of a globalized elite, reflect your panic, as, yes indeed, your 

countries are becoming the new Third World, and, yes indeed, 

your savings are going to vanish into thin air. Besides, if there is to 

be a new 1789 Revolution, it will not be that of the 99% of 

middle-class Westerners, to which you belong, against the 1% of 

affluent Westerners who are only a fantasy, just as the two 

hundred families were in the past, but a revolution of the former 

downtrodden populations of the earth against their former colonial 

masters – that is to say you.                     .     
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He makes, it must be admitted, a good point. To finally 

win us over, Félix would have liked to introduce us to Chinese 
people, but there were hardly any in Davos that year because 
the Forum was being held right in the middle of their New 
Year celebrations. He introduced us instead to an Indian 
minister, an extremely distinguished man who, however, was 
only really interested in talking   about the best Parisian 
restaurants and, strangely enough, about Christine Deviers-
Joncour, who fascinated him. However, we were all invited 
by Christophe de Margerie, the CEO of Total, soon to be center 
stage, to a dinner organized around the theme of « Opportunities 
for Africa», which it turns out was truly edifying. There were 
half a dozen prime ministers and heads of state there, who, 
more often than not, when speaking, didn’t define themselves 
as Nigerians, Tanzanians, Guineans or Kenyans, but as 
Africans. They underlined the fact that if you viewed Africa 
not less as a group of separate countries, but rather as a 
continent, it registered an average growth of 6% and didn’t 
plan on stopping there. Moreover, they were not afraid of 
recalling, with biting irony, the morality lessons about their 
debt burden that the IMF, the Americans and Europe had 
meted out to them for decades, thus implying how foolish we 
looked now. This clear and acerbic optimism had a much 
different tone than global positive thinking. And for people like 
us, in the lazy habit of pitying Africa, viewing it as the victim of an 
eternal and inexorable tragedy, made up of poverty, AIDS and 
bloody tribal wars, it sounded really odd to hear Christophe de 
Margerie, who does, after all, know what he is talking about, 
announce as indisputable fact that the most important 
continent of the 21

st
 century would be Africa. A point for 

Felix, and a damper on our righteous rebellions. 
 

NOTHING UP YOUR SLEEVE, NOTHING 
HIDING IN YOUR POCKETS - THIS IS A 
PHILOSOPHY OF THE POWERFUL  

 The fifth largest oil company in the world, the biggest 
company in terms of market capitalization in the Eurozone, 
operating in 130 countries many of which are no models of 
democracy, Total is regarded with well-justified suspicion, 
to say the least, by environmentalists and human rights 
defenders. Yet even the fiercest of the company’s critics, 
when they meet its CEO, nearly always fall under his 
charm. His Major Thompson moustache, his approachability, his 
straight talk, and his caustic sense of humor, set Christophe de 
Margerie apart        in the strait-laced world of the top French 
CEOs. Hélène met him professionally as a journalist and 
they hit it off so well that, in the 

 

 

If in the time it takes for five 

Indians or Chinese people to 

emerge from poverty and join 

the middle class, two 

Europeans or Americans have 

done the opposite, it’s not such 

a bad deal.   
evening, once his usual daily marathon of appointments 

was over, we were able to hook up with is entourage. This, 

of course, delighted Félix, who dreamed of selling him his 

services, and set out to charm him aggressively. De 

Margerie let himself be charmed, and looked on Félix 

with a sort of wily amiability, the way, in westerns, John 

Wayne looked on young, impetuous cowboys, up and rearing 

to go, but made of the right stuff. It was obvious that Total’s CEO 

was intrigued, amused and impressed by this young man who had 

overwhelming ambition, an unbelievable number of suits and 

friends, an excess of charm and of everything else, and who arrived 

at parties, even the most exclusive ones, with an entourage of seven 

uninvited funny customers, and managed, against all odds, to get 

the whole bunch of misfits in. His supreme triumph was that, while 

at it, Félix also managed to get de Margerie in, even though, as the 

CEO had a certain satisfaction in pointing out, he didn’t have an 

invitation either. Nothing up your sleeve, nothing hiding in your 

pockets – this is a philosophy of the powerful – and when we 

said naively how surprised we were that such an important man 

didn’t even have a mobile phone, or only a crummy little Nokia 

which served only to call his chauffeur, Félix pointed out 

politely that this was the hallmark of really important 

people. He explained that if they had a mobile, and worse 

still, if they received their emails on it, there would be no 

end to it, so that role is delegated to a subordinate. De 

Margerie, however, went out at night without a subordinate, just as 

he went out, in a meter of snow, without a coat or a parka, braving 

the elements with his walrus moustache, his blazer and his tasseled 

moccasins. Sometimes he followed us, but more often than not we 

followed him and that was how, in his wake, we landed up at a 

Russian after-party in the early hours of the morning. 
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It’s an old story between Russia and Davos. The Forum 

really took off after the fall of the Berlin wall, and the stars of 

the 90s were the more or less scrupulous forces at work behind 

the transition in the East towards a market economy. The 

Russian party was almost over when we got there. It was 

apparently the standard Russian evening with iced vodka, 

pretty girls, and a nouveau riche type of luxury. Not much to 

report until the surprise came, when we followed Christophe 

de Margerie into a tiny chalet backroom where three guys 

were gorging on smoked herring, and these three guys 

were the conductor Valéry Gergiev, the director of the 

Russian Savings Bank, Herman Gref, and the former 

Minister of Finance, Alexeï Koudrine. Gergiev, we 

recognized: one of the greatest, if not the greatest living 

conductor. We knew that handsome, uneven head of his, a 

cross between genius and highway robber, and we were told 

that he came to Davos, as Rostropovitch did before him, «to 

meet up with his pals», and that he would be leaving at 

daybreak to conduct a concert in Milan but would be back 

the following evening because he liked it so much here. At 

first glance, we would have instinctively classed the other 

two men in the oligarch category. On further enquiry, 

however, we learnt that they were long-standing members of 

the Petersburg group and had been in Putin’s close entourage 

since his arrival in power, but were true politicians 

nonetheless – one of them, at least, was said to be a man of 

integrity. The conversation started up again when de 

Margerie, who of course knew the three of them, 

arrived. The talk was informal but soon became coded 

and full of allusions we couldn’t follow. The only 

thing we understood was that it was about gas, and that 

they were going to arrange things, but that there was 

indeed an arrangement, and that there was a lot at 

stake. We suddenly realized that this was what Davos 

was all about, the real summit of the masters of the 

universe. Davos had nothing to do with the lofty 

rhetoric of the convention center, or the regimented 

interviews full of clichés, or even the super-exclusive 

parties thrown by Google and The New York Times, but 

was all about this backroom wheeling and dealing, where 

the world’s power brokers spoke to each other in a secret 

language.  

This was what some of the legendary negotiations at 

the Forum must have looked like: when George Soros, 

for example, persuaded Berezovski and the other 

oligarchs that it was essential for Yeltsin to be reelected 

if they didn’t want the communists to return to power and 

win back all the profits they hadn’t finished divvying up. 

Then in a sudden flash and a burst of laughter washed 

down with vodka, another scene came to mind. This table 

covered in food and bottles, these guys in their shirt 

sleeves with smirks on their faces (so different from 

those smooth American faces) recall a different 

scene entirely: what this whole thing really looks 

like is the immortal kitchen scene in the 
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in the French film “Les Tontons Flingueurs” 

(Crooks in Clover)! Of course. 

THE IGLOOS AND YURTS OF OCCUPY 
DAVOS 

Change of scene: a small, two-star hotel on the outskirts 

of the resort. There are no Mercedes or Audis with tinted 

windows in the parking lot, and no chauffeurs waiting. 

The words «Public Eye Awards» are scribbled in chalk 

on a slate, like the daily fixed-price special in a restaurant, 

and an arrow points the way to an unimposing room 

where the event was taking place in front of about thirty 

people, among whom there was a young woman with a 

woolly Peruvian hat, holding a baby wrapped in a shawl. 

Yet when we walked into the room, it turns out the 

speaker was actually Joseph Stiglitz, former Chief 

Economist of the World Bank and Nobel Prize winner, who 

was explaining what the Public Eye Awards are. Believe it 

or not, they are prizes awarded by Greenpeace and several 

other alter-globalization organizations to those 

companies which are the most harmful, the most 

polluting and the most unconcerned about the public 

interest. 

These companies, Stiglitz said, were the rotten 

fruit of a sick tree, that of capitalism, which had been 

running berserk for the last thirty years because of 

deregulation, and these companies, he said, were good 

examples of the spirit that prevailed at the Forum. Out 

of the five nominees on the shortlist, the Jury Award 

went to Barclays Banking Group, for its speculative 

activities concerning food products, which, by causing the 

market price of food products to soar artificially, had also 

subsequently plunged 44 million people below poverty 

level, in the second semester alone.   

This was what Davos was all 

about, the real Davos of the 

masters of the universe. It had 

nothing to do with the lofty 

rhetoric of the convention center, 

or the exclusive parties, but was 

all about this backroom wheeling 

and dealing where the world’s 

power brokers spoke in a secret 

language.   
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We don’t know how Barclays responded, or if 

they responded at all. We intended to track down 

one if its top executives in order to ask him 

outright why no-one from the group had come to 

accept that flattering reward, but not everyone is 

born a Michael Moore – and we didn’t get that 

potentially juicy scene. 

Nonetheless, what is amusing about all this is how 

the Occupy Davos movement disparaged the Forum 

from its own fringe, by using, to preside over the 

award ceremony, an economist who is not only a 

highly-respected regular guest of the Forum itself, but 

he was even one of the official speakers this year. 

What is also amusing is that when telling those 

attending the Forum about Stiglitz and the awards, 

because generally they had no idea they took place, all of 

them said that it was an admirable idea and an excellent 

initiative, because of course there were abuses and they 

must be curbed. No-one was perfect, neither companies, 

nor capitalism. So what are the solutions to these abuses 

of capitalism? According to Stiglitz, government 

regulation, lots of additional government regulations, on 

the one hand, and on the other hand, companies taking 

more responsibility themselves, in other words more 

self-regulation. Regarding the first point, everyone is 

opposed to it – outside regulation never works, it’s a 

well-known fact, states don’t know what is good for the 

economy, they hold it back and weigh it down with 

constraints and taxes. The idea of self-regulation, on the 

other hand, gets unanimous approval! Everyone is all for 

self-regulation, which doesn’t cost a thing and has the 

great advantage of boiling down to a few righteous 

principles, for example that of the Managing Director of 

Barclays, Bob Diamond, who is always hammering out 

urbi et orbi that banks must act like “model citizens”. Yet, 

while we are writing this he has illustrated this policy by 

lowering his employees’ bonuses by 30% while 

remaining discreetly silent about his own, whose sum 

total has scandalized the whole of England. 
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One of the strong points of the Forum, and we write this without 

the slightest irony, is wanting to listen to its opponents, to give them the 

opportunity to speak, and to be willing to think things over with them. 

The problem is that, as a result, the Forum doesn’t think it has any 

opponents, or thinks that its opponents are actually partners who just 

aren’t aware of it yet, who haven’t as yet received the Revelation of 

Reality and its subsequent paradigm shift -- but that can change, that’s 

the whole point, which all goes to show that the system is truly 

meritocratic: if you adhere to it and, of course, if you have a bit of talent, 

you are welcomed in. So an opponent like Stiglitz is also one of the inner-

circle, even a top-ranking member, and his position is all the more 

remarkable as he tries to hang on at both ends.  However, if you travel just a 

hundred meters down the mountain from the hotel to where the tents and 

yurts of the Occupy Davos movement are found, you’ll see what the actual 

grassroots opposition looks like and how they are welcomed. 

There is nothing surprising about what they look like. There were 

about twenty youngsters, most of them Swiss socialists, courageously 

freezing to death while handing out leaflets that weren’t particularly 

revolutionary. In fact, they say roughly the same reasonable things as 

Stiglitz and our presidential candidates, who may or may not 

believe what they say: down with finance, our lives are worth 

more than your profits, etc. For the previous few years the 

members of Occupy Davos had not been allowed to stay in the 

resort but had been forced by the police, with whom they had had 

a few violent scuffles, to set up their quarters at the bottom of the 

valley. This year, the town council had allowed them to set up 

camp in this parking lot. In a symbol of Swiss tolerance, the 

mayor had even insisted on laying the first block of ice for one of 

the igloos. And, as they accuse the Forum of the masters of the 

universe of being secretive, inaccessible, and thus antidemocratic, 

the big boss himself, Klaus Schwab, the man who meditates every 

morning, offered to invite them to the Forum, to hold a round 

table with their representatives. They hadn’t had much time to 

think the offer over, and the negotiations around it became one of 

the minor soap operas of the 2012 Forum – although not as 

dramatic as Mick Jagger’s visit. Rumor had it that Jagger had come, 

had left, had just stayed one night, and then just two – and the reason 

for all this hesitation was allegedly that he was afraid that his mere 

presence in Davos would give his fans the impression that he, Mick 

Jagger in person, had been completely won over and had joined 

ranks with the wealthy, the old and the big shots of the world. The 

young people of the Occupy Davos movement didn’t have the same 

image problems, but they did have an image to maintain and, after 

long pow-wows in their yurts, they made it known that they would not 

be paraded like circus animals in an elite sanctuary committed, 

generally, to excluding them. If  

Klaus Schwab wanted to talk with them, they said, he could meet them 

on neutral ground – not in an igloo, they did admit that that was asking 

too much of someone his age, but in a bar for example. Klaus 

Schwab’s answer to this was that it wasn’t going to happen, perhaps 

they could go to a bar another time, but not right in the middle of the 

Forum, he really had better things to do just then. 
 
“NINE MILLION BARRELS – I’M A DWARF 
COMPARED TO THAT GUY!” 

 

  It was Félix’s last night in Davos, which he regretfully has to 

leave before the Forum is over, to go and meet up with one of 

his most important clients, the Georgian President Mikhaïl 

Saakachvili. He is interviewing him the following morning in front of 

an audience of businessmen, somewhere near Lake Tahoe, in 

California, which means catching a 6 a.m. flight from Zurich to San 

Francisco and then taking a helicopter -- which means leaving before 

daybreak and, of course, staying up all night. We would would all stay 

up all night together, as would Christophe de Margerie, who spent the 

night with us bar-hopping, from one hotel bar to the next, putting the 

world straight and talking away endlessly. Talking away endlessly is 

the right way of putting it, and is no doubt one of the reasons for the 

popularity of Total’s boss in the Arab world and in Africa. We took 

our time, which seemed to fly by without anyone noticing. We didn’t 

get straight down to important issues, in fact important issues weren’t 

really the point. We spoke for the sake of enjoying the conversation 

and getting to know more about our fellow conversationalist, even if 

this fellow – and this is practically unheard-of in this sort of milieu – 

wasn’t any kind of a useful contact at all. There are lots of important 

people who are great communicators, who look you straight in the eye 

and assure you that their secret in life is that they love people, and even 

as they tell you as much they are already looking over your shoulder, 

seeking out someone more important than you, to whom they can 

make the same intimate declaration. 

Not having any idea, or at best just 

abstract, statistical ideas, about 

how other people, regular people, 

all over the world really live has no 

doubt been the case of all the 

different ruling classes over the 

centuries.
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We are not here to sing de Margerie’s praises, but this 

was how things played out. In our little group there was one 

of Félix’s childhood friends, Samuel, who, as we mentioned, 

was going through a rough period. He earned his living 

translating crime fiction and, we think, ought to be writing it 

himself, and is a gruff, but really a marvelous guy, although 

he seems to do his best to hide it. A guy like him pulls 

absolutely no rank in Davos, to say the least, even less than 

the young idealists in their igloos. They at least challenge the 

whole system, and protesters make the best converts, 

whereas  Samuel simply doesn’t give a damn about any of it 

and would much rather stay on the sidelines and read Nicolas 

Bouvier. Yet de Margerie spent most of that long night 

talking away to Samuel, ordering glasses of whisky at 

regular but prudently spaced out intervals – he never gets 

drunk – and breaking off the conversation from time to time 

to argue the toss with the big boss of Saudi Aramco, the Saudi 

oil company - «Nine million barrels a day! I’m a dwarf 

compared to that guy! » he joked.  Afterwards, he would pick 

up his conversation again - on life, love and death we imagine - 

with this antisocial guy who represented only himself, and even 

that with a certain difficulty, who wasn’t much in favor of big 

companies and their CEOs, but who, come dawn, more or less 

considered the Total boss a second father. 

Apart from his capacity to listen to other people, 

however far removed they are from his own life, what 

impressed us about de Margerie was his stamina. He is up 

and at it at eight in the morning, ready to face marathon 

meetings with high-stakes businessmen just like him, alert 

and quick-witted, a man who is as tough in business as he 

is cordial in his manners. Yet when we parted company 

around four in the morning, looking forward to crawling 

into bed, he casually mentioned that he wouldn’t be 

turning it yet, that once back in his hotel room, he would 

still need to spend an hour or an hour and a half alone and 

awake, just watching television or contemplating the sky 

through the window, going over some papers, day-

dreaming, or just doing nothing at all, but still up. We 

couldn’t help but wonder whether the driving force of all 

this activity, this accessibility, and almost unbelievable 

curiosity about everything, wasn’t some kind of intrinsic 

and deep-rooted melancholy. Taking advantage of the 

intimacy of the evening, we even asked him about it. He 

answered neither yes or no, and side-stepped the issue 

altogether. For someone usually so forthright, here was a 

tightly-sealed door. 

At one moment during that farewell evening, 

someone remarked on the unbridled use in Davos 

of the word “beyond”. The name of the company of the 

guy in  

 

charge of the cocktails was Beyond Liquids. The slogan of 

Félix’s firm is Beyond Influence, and we teased him about it. 

We had even have the business card of someone, and we 

have no idea what he does, but he does it under the “über-

Davos” trade name of Beyond Global – yes, that’s right, 

beyond the actual globe. De Margerie told the story of his 

chief rival company, BP, which, one day, finding they no 

longer liked the idea that BP should stand for British 

Petroleum, decided that from then on that it would stand for 

Beyond Petroleum. An oil company wanting to be “beyond 

petroleum” - this made de Margerie roar with laughter, as he 

thinks that his job really consists in finding, extracting and 

selling petroleum, that petroleum is something black, dirty, 

expensive and noxious, but also terribly useful. He thinks there 

is no point in trying to pretend that petroleum is rosewater – 

which is the sort of besetting sin to be found in Davos, 

whatever the activity in question. As for us, we didn’t know at 

the time what else would appear in the issue of XXI in which 

this article was to be published, but we were almost sure it 

would be about people in Greece, Spain and Portugal who 

didn’t consider themselves at all to be beyond unemployment, 

beyond the bills to be paid, or beyond all the crappy problems 

of life which had become impossible to solve. Not having any 

idea, or at best just abstract, statistical ideas, about how other, 

real people all over the world really live has no doubt been the 

case of all the different ruling classes over the centuries. And 

no doubt each of us, at our own level, would do well to do 

some soul searching on this point. Still, in Davos they are 

really a bit too much beyond. Or as French kids would say  - 

and this isn’t just to do with the altitude – they are all a little 

too high.  

 

“DID THEY REALLY USE TO LIVE LIKE 

THAT?”, OUR DESCENDANTS WILL ASK 

 

  On the last day, it felt odd to be alone in the silent 

chalet surrounded by snow. It was as if a tornado had 

passed – the tornado was Félix with his constant social 

buzzing, but also his genuine sense of friendship, his 

serious moments and his moments of doubt, and his 

way of turning life into a party and an adventure. 

Without him, we felt a bit orphaned, and as weren’t 

running late chasing after a dozen meetings --we had 

only one at the end of the afternoon -- we decided to 

take advantage of this quasi holiday by going on a 

literary pilgrimage. We decided to go up for tea at the 

Schatzalp hotel, the main setting in Thomas Mann’s 

The Magic Mountain. 
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As the cable car climbed up in altitude, the 
hubbub of the Forum, which, as it was the last day, 
had already started dying down, grew more 
distant, and when we arrived at the top, it was a 
miracle. We knew that since the 1950s, the 
sanatorium in which the novel takes place had 
been turned into a luxury hotel, and we had 
imagined it would be a luxurious botch up – but it 
wasn’t. It was exactly what we had dreamt about - 
comfortable, more than comfortable, but austere, 
silent, without any background music, and without 
any suits shouting into their mobiles. The staff were 
exquisite and attentive, but in a very unobtrusive 
way, and seemed to glide over the parquet floors. 
Outside, the only thing we could hear was the wind 
and the faraway, peaceful rumbling of the snow 
groomers, in fact we almost thought we could hear 
the snow falling. We could imagine ourselves, like 
the young Hans Castorp, Thomas Mann’s hero, 
leaving the industrious life down below for a few 
days, on the pretext of visiting a cousin suffering 
from tuberculosis, and, from one week to the next, 
putting off the moment of departure, letting 
ourselves be insidiously entranced by this quiet, 
balmy, languid pace of life which illness can 
afford you when you are well-off, and staying up 
there for one, two or three years without ever 

finding any good reason to go back down. If we 
had been really wealthy – something we never 
dreamt about at all when mixing with the super-
rich at the Forum – we wouldn’t have minded 
taking board for the year in this haven of peace 
and luxury, because we conjectured that this is 
what true luxury is all about, not the luxury that 
can be bought with stock options by people who 
stop by in helicopters between two deals, and who, 
thank God, don’t seem to know about this 
wonderful place. 
     It was in this peaceful mood that, because 
we had to go back down in the end, we 
arrived at our meeting with Mohamed Yunus, 
the inventor of microcredit, a Nobel Prize winner, and 
one of the gurus of Davos. He’s a small, friendly man 
who looks like Master Yoda in Star Wars, in much 
better looking. The interview followed the rules to 
the letter – strict timing, and smiling but implacable 
assistants. However, we got the impression – and 
perhaps the spirit of The Magic Mountain had 
something to do with it - that some kind of an 
exchange took place, that we were finally being told 
something. But what was it? What did Yunus say? The 
gist of it is that all the conditions are in place for a major, 
irreversible, global catastrophe and that, nonetheless, 
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according to him we were going to be able to avoid it 
because we had no choice - we were going to become 
better people, forgo our selfishness and free ourselves 
from the tyranny of our ego and all that goes with it - 
fear, greed, and competition. He said that we, and if not 
we, our children, were going to find it exciting and 
even fun to invent, with the help of the Internet, the 
concrete instruments of that liberation, and that one 
or two generations from now, this frantic, desperate 
world of ours, and its obsession with money, would 
become quite incomprehensible to our descendants. Did 
they really used to live like that? It was actually a good 
sign, Yunus added in a roar of laughter, that all these 
decision-makers at Davos, not knowing which way to 
turn anymore, were now ready to listen to someone like 
him, who said exactly the opposite of what they were 
used to thinking, and whom they had every reason to 
believe was a brilliant lunatic.   

We have to admit that, although we were under 
his charm, when listening to him we couldn’t help 
thinking about a yoga master we know, who always 
rounds off his seminars with a little prayer for the 
Earth to be governed by righteous men, for rain to 
fall when crops are in need of water, and for no-one 
to undergo useless suffering. These prayers always 
bring a smile to our face, but we take them to be the 
price to pay for the high-quality instruction. The 
Yoga master isn’t just blowing hot air though, as, in 
his domain, he can be proud of having achieved 
some exceptional, concrete things, and the same 
can be said of Yunus. He is far from being an abstract 
dreamer - he is a man of action, who has invented something 
that works, microcredit, which, since he invented it, has 
sometimes been put to bad use and has been heavily 
commercialized. He has abandoned it or been dethroned and 
no longer even wants to talk about it. He continuously 
invents other things though, and maybe something in all of 
this will be avant-garde. So you may smile or shrug your 
shoulders but you should ask yourselves if you 
wouldn’t have smiled and shrugged your shoulders in 
the same way when listening to Gandhi. Besides, when 
everything seems to be going awry in this world as it is 
perceived and managed by so-called realists, it might 
be worth turning to utopians who have their feet on the 
ground. 

LEVERAGE AT ITS MOST EFFECTIVE – THE 

BIG-TIME JACKPOT 

Slowly, we began to make our way back down the 
main street of the resort, which was now almost 
deserted. Night had fallen, and the snow crunched under 

our feet. Neither of us spoke; we were both thinking that 
what we had just heard was perhaps the truth, the noble 
truth that was being mocked by those huge display ads 
full of that mystical-capitalist crap that were already 
being taken down. Someone called out to us from a 
gallery window, a friendly young guy we had met the 

previous night. “We’re throwing the last cocktail party - 
one for the road - then we’re going to close. Won’t you join 
us?”  
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“The Magic Mountain” 

Hotel is a haven of peace and 

luxury. Not the kind luxury 

that can be bought with the 

“stock options” by the people 

who stop by in helicopters 

between two deals. 

We went in. The cocktail party was hosted by a 
company dealing in all sorts of philanthropic 
activities, the buffet was excellent and our new friend 
told us that after helping the Ukrainian oligarch, Boris 
Pinchuk, handle his charitable investments, he was 
now working for Yunus. “Always thinking about doing 
positive things», he explained, “makes life positive. I’m 
really lucky to be doing this.” There was nothing silly about 
him, but something funny happened that seemed to bring 
things to a silly end. A pretty young woman who also 
worked for Yunus turned up, and the two friends, already 
old hands in the “charity business” despite their young age, 
started talking about a mishap they’d just had, as though it 
were a joke. While in the Zurich airport, they had both 
somehow managed to lose recently purchased works of art 
by Damien Hirst.   

Let’s be honest: genuine works by Damien Hirst cost 
tens of millions of euros and it is tempting for the 
beauty of the story to imply that they were so 
graciously resigned to such an enormous loss. But the 
reality, of course, is that affordable «Damien Hirst» 
derivative products also exist, and, like Salvador Dali 
lithographs in the past, they swamp the market of 
amateurs who are pleased to own something signed 
by a famous name, even if that name is also the work 
of a specialized assistant. So no fuss was made. All 
the same, Damien Hirst is the art world equivalent of a 
financier’s dream, leverage at its most effective: minimal 
investment - without wishing to offend anyone as regards 
talent and integrity - and sky-high returns. The big-time 
jackpot! The fact that he was the favorite artist of these 
young people, who were so nice, so positive, so sincerely 
convinced that what is good for suffering mankind is also 
good for their own bank accounts, is only logical and 
makes sense. As Freud said about one of his patients, 
«Her neurosis is so well organized that it’s a true 
pleasure.»   XXI 

 

 


