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How will Chanel, Fendi respond to Karl
Lagerfeld’s anti-refugee remarks?
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Karl Lagerfeld's remarks are insensitive and hurtful, but his associated brands seem unwilling to acknowledge them, Image credit: Hedi Slimane

By DANNY PARISI

Famed German fashion designer Karl Lagerfeld is notorious for his controversial and sometimes offensive
statements, but a series of remarks made on French television this past weekend may have been one of the most
shocking public moments for him.
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On a French talk show, Mr. Lagerfeld described refugees from predominately Muslim countries as the "worst
enemies" of Jewish people and compared Angela Merkel's policies of granting asylum as akin to the Holocaust.
While the designer has said some outlandish things in public before, his latest comments go much further and put

Chanel and Fendi, of which Mr. Lagerfeld is the creative director, in the awkward position of dealing with a public
figure in the company who is facing outrage.

Inflammatory remarks
Mr. Lagerfeld is no stranger to controversy.

While he has made multiple comments in the past that have landed him in hot water, they mainly consisted of him
insulting other prominent people, mainly women and mainly for their looks.

Of course, belittling women's appearances has its own political implications, but Mr. Lagerfeld's latest comments
saw him delving much further into one of the most divisive political questions of the moment.

Speaking on the French talk show Salut les Terriens!, Mr. Lagerfeld warned the audience that he was about to "say
something horrific."
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Chanel has yetto commenton Mr. Lagerfeld's statements. Image credit: Chanel

He went on to spend several minutes criticizing German chancellor Angela Merkel for allowing refugees from
countries such as Syria into Germany, implying that they are criminals and would not fit into European society.

As bad as itis to disparage the millions of men, women and children fleeing war and famine as criminals, where
Mr. Lagerfeld really touched a nerve was by evoking the Holocaust in his remarks.

"One cannot even if there are decades between them kill millions of Jews so you can bring millions of their worst
enemies in their place," Mr. Lagerfeld said.

The irony of his comments is that he implies Muslims are the worst enemies of the Jews in the same breath that he
evokes an atrocity committed against them by Europeans. Additional irony comes from the founder of Mr.
Lagerfeld's's own brand, Coco Chanel, being a notorious anti-semite and potential Nazi collaborator herself (see
story).

Streisand effect
Mr. Lagerfeld is an influential figure and his associations with Chanel, Fendi and his own namesake brand have
inevitably cast a bad light on those brands.

At this time, none of the three brands nor Mr. Lagerfeld himself have issued any statement on the remarks. None of
the brands responded to a request for comment.

Chanel and Fendi's silence is understandable, if not defensible. A very real concept in public relations is the
Streisand Effect, the idea that trying to cover something up or downplay it will only bring more attention to it.

By ignoring the comments, these brands may be hurting themselves even more. Image credit Fendi

On some level, Chanel and Fendi must not think Mr. Lagerfeld's comments a big enough deal that the potential extra
attention brought to them by addressing them is outweighed by the potential damage control possible.

However, this ignores the moral value of addressing and condemning wildly offensive statements from a
representative of the brand.

From a brand's perspective, the deciding factor of whether to respond or not rests entirely on how to avoid lasting
damage to the brand image. But from a human perspective, comments that denigrate a downtrodden and
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marginalized group of people, using inflammatory rhetoric that unfairly ties them to one of the worst atrocities in
history, should be condemned immediately, regardless of how much attention is being paid.
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