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Abstract
Previous studies hypothesize that countries discriminate between refugee groups 
of different backgrounds depending on cultural similarity to the host population 
and whether they flee from a rivaling regime. We argue that these explanations 
miss how political actors frame the collective identity of the host nation and the 
refugees in political discourse, and the nation state-specific cultural repertoires they 
draw on. The different responses of the German and Polish governments to Syrian 
and Ukrainian refugees are a case in point. While Poland welcomed Ukrainian and 
rejected Syrian refugees, Germany differentiated relatively little between Syrian and 
Ukrainian refugees in terms of its admission policy. Based on a qualitative analysis 
of parliamentary debates in Germany and Poland, we show that the German govern-
ment employed mostly “cosmopolitan” frames by highlighting Germany’s humani-
tarian orientation, the commitment to international law, and the principles of liberal 
democracies. In contrast, the Polish government employed mostly “communitarian” 
frames by highlighting Poland’s national sovereignty and drawing strong cultural 
boundaries.
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Introduction

Over the last decade, the European Union (EU) has been the destination of two of 
the largest refugee movements worldwide. Following the eruption of the Syrian civil 
war and other conflicts in the Middle East and Northern Africa, the EU received 
around 1.2 million first-time asylum applications both in 2015 and in 2016 (Eurostat 
2024a). A few years later, following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, an 
estimated 6.6 million Ukrainians have been displaced abroad (UNHCR 2024b), of 
which more than 4 million have registered for temporary protection in the EU as of 
mid-2023 (Eurostat 2024b). According to international human rights and refugee 
law, refugees have a right to apply for asylum, and states are not allowed to discrimi-
nate between them based on race, religion, or country of origin.1 The corresponding 
instruments like the 1951 Refugee Convention and/or its 1967 Protocol have been 
signed by all member states of the EU and are affirmed by EU law. However, EU 
member states have responded in very different ways to pressures to admit refu-
gees and differ in the extent to which they treat refugee groups of different origins 
equally.

A case in point is the response of the German and Polish governments to refu-
gees mostly from Syria2 on the one hand and Ukrainian refugees on the other. 
Germany has differentiated little between both groups in terms of reception. In 
the late summer of 2015, the German government opened Germany’s borders 
to Syrian refugees traveling via Hungary and temporarily suspended the EU’s 
Dublin Regulation, which would have stipulated to send back refugees to their 
first country of arrival in the EU. Germany also proposed a mechanism to relo-
cate refugees within the EU according to specific quotas (Zaun 2018). Despite 
more restrictive measures later on, Germany hosts the largest number of refu-
gees from Syria and other Middle Eastern and Northern African countries in the 
EU (UNHCR 2024a). Then, in 2022, Germany, along with all other EU member 
states, supported the activation of the EU’s temporary protection directive and 
welcomed Ukrainian refugees fleeing the Russian invasion (around 1.2 million 
as of mid-2024; UNHCR 2024b).3 In contrast, Poland reacted very differently to 
both groups. The Polish government refused to take part in the distribution of ref-
ugees, mostly from Syria, among EU member states. On the other hand, it hosts 
around 1 million Ukrainian refugees in line with the EU’s temporary protection 

1  There is a broad debate in political philosophy about the normative foundations of international refu-
gee law (Drewski and Gerhards 2024b).
2  During the 2015/16 refugee movement to the EU, most of the refugees applying for asylum came from 
Syria, followed by persons from Afghanistan, Iraq, and Western Balkan countries. While Syrians had 
the highest recognition rates, applicants from the Western Balkans were mostly rejected. Some of the 
policies we discuss, such as Germany’s lifting of the Dublin Regulation, applied mainly to Syrians, while 
others, like the EU relocation mechanism, also applied to other nationalities. Given that the main country 
of origin and the focus of debates was mostly on Syria, we speak of “Syrian refugees” in this paper.
3  Ukrainians already enjoyed visa-free travel to the EU before the war, and under the temporary protec-
tion directive are granted a residence permit for one year (and up to three years), access to employment, 
housing, education and social services, and free movement within the EU (European Council 2024).
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directive as of mid-2024 (UNHCR 2024b). At the time of writing, no significant 
restrictions to this approach have been enacted.

In this paper, we ask how to understand these cross-national differences in the 
extent to which Germany and Poland have differentiated between Ukrainian refu-
gees on the one hand, and Syrian refugees on the other. We focus on the positions 
of the German and Polish governments as expressed in public statements and par-
liamentary debates. As explained in the next section, the most pertinent explana-
tion in the literature for why states differentiate between refugees of different ori-
gins are cultural/ethnic closeness and international rivalry (see Abdelaaty 2021): 
Governments are more open to refugees that are culturally/ethnically similar to 
the majority of the host population, and to those that flee from a rivaling regime. 
We highlight that these explanations miss an important point, namely the role 
of political actors and their framing, and the cultural repertoires they can draw 
on. Echoing other studies (e.g., Morgül 2024), we argue that depending on how 
the collective identity of the host nation is defined (“who are we?”), and how the 
refugees are interpreted in relation to this identity construction (“who are they?”), 
a differentiation between refugees of different origins is made or is attenuated.

As outlined in the methodological section, this paper is based on a qualitative 
content analysis of parliamentary debates and public statements on the Syrian/
Middle Eastern and Ukrainian refugee crises in Germany and Poland. We analyze 
the frames employed by the German and Polish governments and governing par-
ties in debates on the admission of Syrian refugees in particular in 2015/16 and of 
Ukrainian refugees in 2022. While, in our interpretations, we can build on previ-
ous research on how the 2015/16 refugee crisis was framed in political debates in 
Germany (e.g., Vollmer and Karakayali 2018; Holzberg et al. 2018; Lemay 2024) 
and Poland (e.g., Cap 2018; Jaskułowski 2019; Krzyżanowski 2018, 2020), we 
move beyond the existing literature by adopting a comparative approach that cov-
ers two countries (Germany and Poland), and two different refugee groups (Syr-
ians and Ukrainians).

Overall, we show that in Germany, the government employed mostly “cosmo-
politan” frames resulting in a position that hardly discriminated between different 
refugee groups. In the discourse during the 2015/16 refugee crisis, it highlighted 
German society’s humanitarian orientation, the commitment to international 
law, and de-emphasized cultural boundaries toward refugees. In the discourse on 
Ukrainian refugees, in turn, the German government also emphasized Germany’s 
commitment to international law and to liberal democracy, from which it derived 
its support of Ukrainians fleeing the Russian invasion. In contrast, the Polish gov-
ernment employed mostly “communitarian” frames, which led to a strong dis-
crimination between different refugee groups. In the 2015/16 discourse on Syrian 
refugees, the government emphasized Poland’s national sovereignty, drew strong 
cultural boundaries, and rejected any moral obligation to receive refugees. With 
respect to the Ukrainian refugees, however, this communitarian framing turned 
into solidarity with Ukrainians, who were interpreted as culturally close and as 
people suffering a similar fate as Poles with regard to Russian aggression. We 
argue that these differences can be interpreted less as reflecting ideological dif-
ferences between the German and Polish governments and governing parties, and 
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more as cross-national differences between the cultural repertoires available to 
them.

Conceptual framework

There are several possible explanations for why countries differentiate between refu-
gee groups of different origins in their admission policies. Summing up the state of 
the art, Lamis Abdelaaty (2021) recently highlighted two. The first explanation is 
cultural and/or ethnic closeness between the majority population of the host soci-
ety and the refugees. The more similar refugees are to the host society in terms of 
their cultural characteristics or ethnic origins, the higher the probability of admis-
sion. The second explanation refers to foreign policy and highlights international 
rivalry. Governments are more open toward refugees that flee from a rival regime 
than toward those that flee from an allied regime. This is because admitting refu-
gees implies stigmatizing the regime generating the displacement as breaching basic 
human rights. As Abdelaaty shows, the two variables ethnic/cultural closeness and 
international rivalry generally offer a good explanation for why countries discrimi-
nate in the admission of refugees of different origins (see also Blair et al. 2022).

However, there are important cross-national variations in the extent to which 
countries differentiate between refugee groups of different origins that cannot be 
explained by these variables, such as the difference between the German and the 
Polish responses to refugees from Syria and other countries in 2015/16 and Ukrain-
ian refugees in 2022 addressed in this paper. Even though the theory would have 
expected both countries to react in similar ways, Poland has privileged Ukrainian 
refugees over Syrians in terms of admission, while Germany has not (or to a lesser 
extent).4

On the one hand, the variables cultural and/or ethnic closeness and international 
rivalry seem to work well to understand Poland’s response. Syrians are predomi-
nantly Muslims and therefore culturally distant to the Christian majority in Poland, 
and Poland is not directly involved in the Syrian civil war as an opponent of the 
regime of Bashar al-Assad. In contrast, as Central and Eastern Europeans with a 
Christian heritage, Ukrainians are culturally close to Poles and they flee an inva-
sion by a regime that is an antagonist to the Polish government, namely that of Rus-
sia’s Vladimir Putin. On the other hand, both variables do not predict the German 
response very well, as one would have expected a similar differentiation between 
the two groups as in Poland: Ukrainians are culturally closer to the German major-
ity population than Syrians, and the German government is much more engaged in 
opposing the regime of Putin in Russia than the Assad regime in Syria.

4  An important contextual factor may be the unequal constraints imposed by international treaties and 
membership in international organizations, because of normative commitments to equal treatment and 
potential sanctions in the case of non-compliance (e.g., de Haas et al. 2018; Helbling and Kalkum 2018; 
see also Soysal 1994). In our case, however, both Germany and Poland are equally constrained by inter-
national refugee law and EU law as member states of the EU, and yet they have pursued quite different 
refugee policies.
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Apart from ethnic closeness and international rivalry, there are further possible 
explanations for why Ukrainians were more favorably received in the EU than Syr-
ians and others, but these cannot account for cross-national differences as well. For 
example, it has been pointed out that for Ukrainians, the EU is the first safe desti-
nation in fleeing from the Russian invasion, while this is not the case for Syrians, 
who have to travel via third countries to reach the EU (Koopmans 2023). Further-
more, in demographic terms, Ukrainian refugees are mostly women, children and 
elderly, while there is a majority of males among Syrian refugees (Koopmans 2023). 
Both factors might make EU countries more welcoming of Ukrainian than Syrian 
refugees. However, these factors cannot explain why Germany differentiated less 
between Ukrainian and Syrian refugees than Poland, as they are constant for both 
countries.

To account for these deviations, we advance two arguments. First, we argue that 
the explanations for why countries discriminate between refugee groups identified 
in the previous literature omit processes of interpretation or “framing” by political 
actors. Whether refugees are ethnically/culturally close to the host population or flee 
from a rival country are not so much objective factors, but depend on how political 
actors define the collective identity and characteristics of the host country (“who are 
we?”), as well as their definition of the identity and characteristics of the refugees 
(“who are they?”). For instance, the impact of the variable “ethnic/cultural close-
ness” hinges on whether and which ethnical/cultural characteristics are interpreted 
as salient markers of national identity, and how the ethnical/cultural identity of the 
refugees is assessed. In his study on the Turkish government’s discourse on Syrian 
refugees, Kerem Morgül (2024) makes a similar argument, showing how Syrians are 
included in the imagined community of “us” by referring to the shared Ottoman past 
and religious similarity.

In line with the relevant literature (for many others, see Entman 1993; Ger-
hards 1995; Scheufele 1999; Snow 2013), we understand “frames” to be schemata 
of interpretation through which social actors make sense of the world. Framing is 
an important element of politics and policymaking, as frames suggest what is at 
stake regarding an issue, provide a justification for a certain policy position, and 
mobilize political support (Ferree et  al. 2002).5 One could understand political 
actors’ framing merely as a device to “sell” a policy to the public (Benford and 
Snow 2000), in which case there would be no substantial relationship between 
the policy and the frame. Following other studies (e.g., Sniderman and Theriault 
2004; Helbling 2014), we argue instead that the policies proposed by political 
actors must be embedded in frames that resonate with the ideology and program 
of a political party on the one hand, and the broader cultural repertoire that is 
taken for granted in a particular country on the other. Otherwise, the policies will 
not appeal to the broader public of a country and the specific targeted elector-
ate (at least in democracies, in which politicians with different proposals con-
tend). Furthermore, and in empirical terms, our analysis shows that there is some 

5  For the importance of framing in the formulation of migration policy, see, e.g., Boswell et al. (2011). 
Helbling (2014) explores how political parties in Europe frame the issue of migration.
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coherence in framing over time, even across the two refugee crises, which sug-
gests that frames are not chosen at random but reflect an underlying orientation.

Second, we argue that in interpreting and framing the “we” and the “others,” 
political actors are constrained by “cultural repertories” specific to their country 
(Lamont and Thévenot 2000; see also Gamson 1992; Díez Medrano 2003), which 
help understand cross-national differences in framing. These repertoires consist 
of collectively shared cultural elements like narratives, historical memories, and 
ideologies that have been constructed by various actors (politicians, intellectuals, 
academics etc.) over time and are institutionalized in the respective countries. For 
instance, as we will show in our empirical analysis below, the notion that German 
politics are bound by the memory of National Socialism and the Holocaust is a 
cultural repertoire specific to Germany (Olick and Levy 1997), while the narra-
tive that Poland is historically at risk of being attacked by its neighbors (Germany 
and Russia) is an important repertoire in Poland (Lewicki and Mandes 2015).

Evidently, there are within-country differences between political parties in how 
they frame political issues like the question of admitting refugees. Depending on 
their ideological profile, they may emphasize certain narratives of the repertoire 
over others, and they may interpret similar narratives in different ways. However, 
we claim that each country has some dominant cultural repertoires that are rel-
evant for most political parties and constrain their options to frame an issue.Thus, 
even though political parties may have similar ideological profiles in different 
countries, there remain cross-national variations that can only be understood with 
reference to each country’s dominant cultural repertoire.

It should be noted that we do not assume that cultural repertoires “determine” 
how politicians view the world and “cause” political action. They are often under-
determined and inconsistent, leaving some margin of maneuver for politicians to 
draw on them strategically. They may also change over time through processes 
of re-interpretation. This becomes evident in the case of Germany, where the 
memory of National Socialism and the Holocaust only became a widely accepted 
constraint on national politics in the wake of the 1968 student movement and is 
currently being challenged again (by the radical right). Again, however, echoing 
Max Weber’s switchmen metaphor, we do argue that cultural repertoires provide 
the “guardrails” for how politicians can act. They shape what is taken for granted 
and what approach can be viewed as legitimate within certain contexts, as it must 
resonate with the political culture of a country.

Our analysis shows that taking into account processes of framing and the 
cultural repertoires that frames are based on helps to understand why Germany 
discriminated less between Syrian and Ukrainian refugees than Poland. We 
demonstrate that the Polish government adopted predominantly “communitar-
ian” frames by emphasizing threats to national sovereignty (once by the EU and 
once by Russia) and the importance of “cultural fit” between natives and refu-
gees, thus differentiating between Syrian and Ukrainian refugees. In contrast, the 
German government adopted mainly “cosmopolitan” frames, de-emphasizing 
cultural boundaries between Germans and refugees and expressing adherence 
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to humanitarian principles and international law, leading to little differentiation 
between Syrians and Ukrainians.6

Methodological approach

This paper is based on a qualitative content analysis of political statements and par-
liamentary debates in Germany and Poland. On the one hand, Germany and Poland 
host the largest number of Ukrainian refugees among the EU member states and 
have adopted an unrestricted policy of open borders. On the other hand, they differ 
markedly with regard to their position on the Syrian refugee crisis. While Germany 
has initially adopted a rather open border policy and (despite some later restric-
tions) hosts the largest number of refugees from Syria and the Middle East in the 
EU, Poland was among the staunchest opponents to the admission and distribution 
of Syrian refugees in the EU. Thus, comparing the German and Polish case allows 
us to disentangle why states differ in the extent to which they differentiate between 
refugee groups of different origins.

In each country, we focus on the positions and frames employed by members of 
the government and governing parties as expressed in statements and debates in par-
liament (i.e., the “Bundestag” in Germany and the “Sejm” and “Senat” in Poland).7 
Even though we have also analyzed the positions and frames of the opposition par-
ties in both countries, we will not go into this in more detail in order not to overbur-
den the paper. However, we will briefly summarize our findings in order to substan-
tiate our argument that these parties too are influenced by the cultural repertoires of 
their countries.

We selected those parliamentary sessions where the question of refugee admis-
sions was most extensively discussed (see Table  1). In the German Bundestag, 
the Syrian refugee crisis was heavily discussed during the general budget debate 
in September 2015 and prior to the meeting of the European Council in March 
2016, in which the readmissions agreement between Turkey and the EU was 
approved. Additionally, we included the “summer press conference” with the 
German Chancellor in August 2015, during which the Chancellor discusses more 
general governmental policies, and which formed an important point of reference 
for the German debate. In Poland, the Syrian refugee crisis was discussed during 

6  With this terminology, we refer to the recent literature on political cleavages. Scholars have suggested 
that governments’ and political parties’ positions on immigration and asylum are structured by an ideo-
logical divide between “cosmopolitanism” and “communitarianism” (for many others, de Wilde et  al. 
2019; see also Kriesi et al. 2008; Hooghe and Marks 2018). While cosmopolitans adhere to universal-
ist principles of justice and thus support open borders, multicultural societies, and supranational institu-
tions, communitarians emphasize the importance of bounded communities of solidarity and thus support 
closed borders, culturally homogenous societies, and national sovereignty.
7  Focusing on parliamentary debates has the following advantages: (1) As arenas of political communi-
cation and discussion, they provide a window into the different political actors’ positions on and interpre-
tations of an issue. (2) The debates in parliament are relevant for decision-making, as the speakers refer 
to policy proposals and justify their positions. (3) Finally, cross-national comparisons such as this study 
require easily accessible data, and most parliaments publish their proceedings online.
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a special sitting of the Sejm on this issue in September 2015, and during a debate 
on the EU relocation mechanism in October 2016.

The reception of Ukrainian refugees was less discussed in both countries in 
explicit terms, as there seems to have been a consensus across party lines that 
they should be admitted. Instead, the issue of Ukrainian refugees was embedded 
in debates on the Russian invasion of Ukraine and on Germany’s and Poland’s 
foreign policy, respectively. In Germany, this included a government declaration 
and debate following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, as well as a special session 
on the situation of Ukrainian refugees in Germany. In Poland, debates on the con-
flict in Ukraine and on Ukrainian refugees already took place in early 2014, after 
the eruption of the Maidan protests, the annexation of Crimea by Russia, and the 
military conflict in the Donbas region. In addition, we included a debate follow-
ing the Prime Minister’s statement on the Russian invasion of Ukraine in Febru-
ary 2022, and on a bill addressing Ukrainian refugees in March 2022.

During the Syrian refugee crisis, the German government was formed by a 
“grand coalition” between the social democratic party (SPD) and the Christian 
democratic parties (CDU and CSU) under the leadership of Chancellor Angela 
Merkel. Following federal elections in 2021, Olaf Scholz of the SPD became 
Chancellor, backed by a coalition with the Greens and the Liberal party (FDP). 
In Poland, the government was formed by the centrist Civic Platform (PO) until 
elections in September 2015, when it was replaced by the right-wing populist 
Law and Justice (PiS). PiS continued to form the government until 2023, first 
under Prime Minister Beata Szydło, then Mateusz Morawiecki. It formed the 
“United Right” coalition together with some minor parties. Although some sam-
pled debates from Poland refer to the period under the government of Civic Plat-
form, we will concentrate here only on PiS and the United Right. After the latest 
elections in 2023, the Civic Platform is back in government.

The sampled statements were subject to a qualitative content analysis (Kuck-
artz 2014). We used a system of categories of interpretation developed elsewhere 
(Drewski and Gerhards 2024a). It was developed both inductively based on the 
empirical material, as well as deductively with reference to other methods of dis-
course analysis (in particular, Reisigl and Wodak 2016). After several rounds of 
interpretation, two dimensions turned out to be key to understand political actors’ 
stance on the admission of refugees: (1) The definition of the national identity 
(“who are we?”) and (2) the definition of the identity and characteristics of the 
refugees (“who are they?”). Consequently, our analysis will focus on these two 
dimensions. As explained in more detail in Drewski and Gerhards (2024a), we 
reconstructed six different ways both the “we” and the refugees can be framed: in 
economic, cultural, moral, legal, security, and international terms. Each of these 
six frames can be filled with different content. For example, the cultural identity 
of the host society can either be described as culturally homogeneous or as mul-
ticultural, leading to opposite conclusions regarding refugee admission. Table 2 
describes the six frames in more detail. Based on these categories of analysis, 
each speech was first interpreted by a member of the research team, then checked 
and revised by two further team members. Results were written down in the form 
of thematic case summaries.
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The discourse on Syrian and Ukrainian refugees in Germany

The German governments discriminated relatively little in their positions toward 
Syrian and Ukrainian refugees.8 Table  3 summarizes the frames of the “we” and 
the “others” these positions were based on. In both cases, the German government 
adopted mostly frames with a cosmopolitan character, blurring the boundaries 
between “us” and “them.” With regard to Syrian refugees, it emphasized Germany’s 
commitment to humanitarianism, human rights, international law, and the values of 
the EU and portrayed the German economy as open to foreign labor.9 With regard to 
Ukrainian refugees, the emphasis shifted to the international frame, but stayed con-
sistent with a cosmopolitan perspective, depicting Germany as a defender of inter-
national law, liberal democracy, and human rights against Russian aggression. Even 
though the parties in government changed between the first and the second event, 
the framing has hardly undergone any change. Furthermore, most frames were also 
shared by the main opposition parties (except for the right-wing challenger party 
“Alternative for Germany,” AfD), which supports our argument that there is a domi-
nant cultural repertoire in Germany.

The framing of the German government (CDU/SPD) in the discourse on Syrian 
refugees

(1) At the heart of the discourse of the government coalition on Syrian refugees was 
a definition of the German “we” in morally humanitarian terms. German society was 
not defined as a closed community, which is only committed to the well-being of its 
own members. Rather, it was described as being committed to the values of humani-
tarianism and international solidarity and thus ready to extend a helping hand to 
foreigners who are in need. The carrier of this humanitarianism was German civil 
society, which the government saw as having self-organized in an exemplary manner 
to welcome and help the refugees coming to Germany. The “images from Munich 
of helpfulness, solidarity, and mutual respect” were contrasted with the “chaos and 
helplessness” in Budapest: “Thanks to these helpers, Germany is showing the whole 
world its best side during these days” (Thomas Oppermann, SPD, September 9, 
2015). In turn, the government drew strong symbolic boundaries against those who 

8  It should be noted that the governing grand coalition not always acted in unison on the Syrian refugee 
crisis. Next to minor differences between the CDU and the SPD, Merkel’s refugee policy particularly 
caused a rift between the two sister parties CDU and CSU. While the CSU parliamentarians supported 
Angela Merkel’s policy, the CSU chairman, Horst Seehofer, demanded a more restrictive policy. Initially, 
the government resisted these calls, but over the winter of 2015/16, the coalition moved toward a more 
restrictive position—without, however, giving in to the CSU’s demand for an “upper limit” to the num-
ber of refugees admitted.
9  Previous analyses confirm the dominance of humanitarian and cosmopolitan frames during the debate 
in the summer of 2015, but also point toward a more restrictive framing later on. This shift, however, 
was not built on mobilizing communitarian frames, but on the issue of “deservingness” and the effort to 
distinguish between “real refugees” and “economic migrants” (Vollmer and Karakayali 2018; Holzberg 
et al. 2018; Lemay 2024).
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do not share its cosmopolitanism and have protested the admission of refugees, like 
anti-immigrant movements and the AfD. They were defined as not representing the 
true German society (Angela Merkel, CDU, September 9, 2015).

In line with its moral definition of the “we,” refugees were defined as people flee-
ing a grave humanitarian crisis who therefore require help. Speakers vividly empha-
sized violence and disaster as sources of displacement, the refugees’ plight during 
their journey to Europe, and the poor conditions in the refugee camps in first arrival 
countries. They emphasized that “we all follow the tragedies that take place,” such 
as the death of young Aylan Kurdi, and that there are individual fates behind the 
“numbers” (Angela Merkel, CDU, September 9, 2015).

(2) The moral framing blended into a legal framing. In the view of the governing 
coalition, the German state is bound by international law, human rights, and the 
underlying universalist principles, which includes granting asylum to those who flee 
from persecution. These values are also enshrined in its Constitution, which is the 
result of Germany’s historical responsibility for mass persecution and displacement 
during World War II:10 

The fundamental right to asylum for politically persecuted persons applies. We 
can be proud of the humanity of our Basic Law. It is particularly evident in this 
article. We also grant protection to all those who flee from wars and come to 
us. They, too, are entitled to this protection. (Angela Merkel, CDU, August 31, 
2015)

 Accordingly, refugees were seen as carriers of fundamental rights and thus hav-
ing a right to apply for asylum in Germany, as stipulated in national and interna-
tional law. At the same time, a distinction was made between those who have a right 
to stay according to refugee law, and those who do not and have to be sent back. 
The latter include those who are migrating for economic reasons. Note, however, 
that even though the distinction between migrants and refugees was made, speak-
ers did try to show compassion with those who “merely” migrate for economic rea-
sons or come from “safe countries of origin,” like the Balkan countries. One speaker 
referred to the history of his home region, the Swabian Alb, from which many emi-
grated to America in the past century, to underline that he perfectly understands the 
reason to migrate for better opportunities: “But it is also clear that we have to say: 
Those who have no reason for asylum and come anyway must return to their home-
land as quickly as possible” (Volker Kauder, CDU, September 9, 2015).

(3) Third, Germany was also defined in economic terms as a strong economy that 
has the capacity to carry the “burden” of receiving refugees. This is precisely the 
message Chancellor Merkel sent when she stated that “we can do it.” But what is 
more, the German economy was also defined as needing refugees as labor power to 
top up labor market shortages resulting from Germany’s demographic decline: “We 
must also see it as a great opportunity for an aging society to attract young skilled 

10  Even though the scope of this right was restricted during the so-called asylum compromise of 1993, 
speakers frequently evoke the original spirit of the law.
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workers” (Thomas Oppermann, SPD, September 9, 2015). The influx of refugees 
with the necessary skills was seen as a partial remedy.

In line with this economic frame, refugees were seen as a human capital that can 
fill up shortages on Germany’s labor market, as expressed in the quote referring to 
“young skilled workers” just mentioned (Thomas Oppermann, SPD, September 9, 
2015).

(4) Fourth, the government coalition’s political discourse on refugees was also 
shaped by an international positioning of Germany as a country that is strongly 
committed to the EU. Germany was not imagined as an isolated nation, but as 
embedded within a European community of values. In the view of the government 
coalition, it is a requirement of the fundamental values of the EU to help refugees 
and show solidarity by distributing them among member states:

Universal civic rights have been closely linked to Europe and its history. This 
is one of the founding impulses of the European Union. If Europe fails on the 
refugee issue, this close bond with universal civic rights will be broken. It will 
be destroyed, and it will not be the Europe that we imagine, and it will not 
be the Europe that we must continue to develop today as a founding myth. 
(Angela Merkel, CDU, August 31, 2015)

(5) Finally, but less salient, Germany was also defined in culturally cosmopolitan 
terms as an open and tolerant country that makes no distinctions based on the cul-
tural background of the refugees. The question of whether Germany is a “country 
of immigration” had caused heated political debates in the past. During the refugee 
crisis, the grand coalition now answered this question affirmatively (Angela Merkel, 
CDU, August 31, 2015).

Accordingly, the grand coalition rejected drawing cultural boundaries against 
refugees. Instead, it strongly criticized radical right-wing movements and the emerg-
ing AfD for highlighting the cultural and religious background of refugees and sug-
gesting that as Muslims, they are incompatible with the German culture. Instead, 
speakers blurred cultural boundaries by referring to the equal dignity of all persons, 
regardless of their background:

I believe that our system of values in Europe is built on the dignity of every 
individual. It grieves me when people then start saying, “We don’t want Mus-
lims, we are a Christian country.” Maybe tomorrow someone will say, “Chris-
tianity is also not so important anymore, we are without any religion.” That 
cannot be right. I have just as little understanding for that as I do for statements 
that are made in our own country, and we have to talk about that in Europe, 
too. (Angela Merkel, CDU, August 31, 2015)

Overall, it is notable that the grand coalition did not mobilize security-related 
frames, not even to justify more restrictive policies. To the contrary: even after secu-
rity incidents, it was emphasized that one should not blame all refugees for terrorist 
attacks or crime.

The government’s framing was mostly shared by the main opposition par-
ties in parliament. Both the Left and the Greens adopted a cosmopolitan framing, 
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with only minor differences to the government. They emphasized humanitarian-
ism and expressed pride in the solidarity of German civil society while drawing 
strong symbolic boundaries to delineate right-wing anti-refugee movements. Like 
the government, they emphasized Germany’s constitutional commitment to human 
rights generally and the right to asylum specifically, and they converged on the 
view that Germany, qua member of the EU and historically committed to European 
unity, should search for a European solution to the crisis. Finally, they highlighted 
the capacity and even the need for the German economy to absorb refugees. We 
interpret the commonalties between the coalition government and the two left-wing 
opposition parties as evidence for our argument that, despite ideological differences 
between the parties, there is a dominant country-specific cultural repertoire to which 
most parties referred.

The refugee movement of 2015 also saw the rise of the right-wing populist AfD, 
which entered the Bundestag on an anti-refugee platform following the subsequent 
federal elections. It radically challenged the dominant position and frames of the 
established parties by drawing on different cultural repertoires, such as a sovereign-
tist and ethnic understanding of the German nation state, which had shaped migra-
tion policy in Germany in earlier decades (Brubaker 1992). However, the fact that 
the AfD depicted itself as anti-establishment challenger and that the other parties 
drew strong symbolic boundaries against it suggests that these repertories did not 
count as “legitimate” in the political discourse.

The framing of the German government (SPD/Greens/Liberals) in the discourse 
on Ukrainian refugees

(1) The German discourse on Ukrainian refugees following the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine was dominated first and foremost by an international framing that included 
Ukraine in the “we” and defined Russia as the “other.” It contained two dimensions. 
On the one hand, the German government positioned Germany on the side of the 
international community that adheres to the basic principles of international law as 
institutionalized in the UN Charter, namely the principles of non-intervention and 
of peaceful international relations. As Russia challenged both by invading Ukraine, 
Germany must stand by the side of Ukraine:

This war is an attack on peace in Europe. This war is an attack on our free-
dom. This war is an attack on international law. This war is an attack on 
all the values of a rules-based international order. This war is an attack on 
human peaceful coexistence. (Annalena Baerbock, Greens, February 27, 
2022)

Furthermore, the German government positioned Germany within the family 
of liberal democracies sharing the same basic values, such as democracy, free-
dom, rule of law, and human rights. These values were contrasted with Russia 
and its authoritarian and oligarchic regime under Vladimir Putin. In this interpre-
tation, Ukraine aspired to become a liberal democracy, posing a direct challenge 
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to Russia’s authoritarian regime, which reacted with military means. This gener-
ates the moral obligation to stand by Ukraine’s side:

In Kyiv, Kharkiv, Odessa and Mariupol, people are not only defending their 
homeland. They are fighting for freedom and their democracy, for values 
that we share with them. As democrats, as Europeans, we stand by their 
side, on the right side of history. (Olaf Scholz, SPD, February 27, 2022)

In other words, much like in the debate on Syrian refugees, the German govern-
ment’s definition of the “we” was not restricted to the German nation but encom-
passed those who share cosmopolitan values (international law, liberal democracy, 
human rights etc.). If specific carriers of these features were mentioned at all, they 
were mostly the “European community” or the “West,” which must stand united 
against Russia (Reem Alabali-Radovan, SPD, March 17, 2022).

In line with this international framing dominating the debate, Ukrainians were 
defined as people who share the same values (freedom, democracy and the rule of 
law) as “us,” thus blurring the boundary between Germans and Ukrainians. They 
have “our” support because they are not only fighting for their survival and that 
of their home country, but also for “our” values of freedom and democracy (see 
the quote reported above: Olaf Scholz, SPD, February 27, 2022).

(2) While an international framing dominated the discourse, the government also 
mobilized a moral self-definition. As in the discourse about Syrian refugees, Ger-
many was defined as a country that adheres to the principles of humanitarianism and 
international solidarity with people in need, thus blurring the boundaries between 
“us” and “them.” Again, German civil society and the many volunteers were identi-
fied as the carriers of these values:

What is being done these days is outstanding. Germany is helping people in 
the greatest need. […] Germany is standing together. People just get going, 
day in, day out. For that, they deserve our utmost respect and recognition. 
(Reem Alabali-Radovan, SPD, March 17, 2022)

Accordingly, Ukrainian refugees were defined in morally humanitarian terms as inno-
cent victims who are forced to leave behind their homes because Russia is bombing 
civilian areas, including schools, homes, and hospitals (Stephan Thomae, FDP, March 
17, 2022). In particular, speakers emphasized that the majority of people who were 
forced to flee belong to particularly vulnerable groups, such as women, children, and 
the elderly: “Within the last three weeks, more than three million people, mostly women 
and children, have already left Ukraine” (Stephan Thomae, FDP, March 17, 2022).

(3) Consistent with the cosmopolitan framing by the German government is that, 
from a legal perspective, some speakers emphasized that there should be no spe-
cial treatment of some refugee groups in contrast to others, “whether they came 
from Ukraine before or from Syria, Afghanistan, Eritrea, or Iraq.” Thus, Ukrainians 
should not be admitted qua Ukrainians, but because they belong to the universal 
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category of “refugees”: “We do not divide into groups; we give security to all peo-
ple who need protection because they are human beings” (Reem Alabali-Radovan, 
March 17, 2022). In contrast to Poland, possible cultural similarities were not 
addressed.

Just like in the debate on Syrian refugees, the government’s frames were shared 
by the strongest opposition party, in this case the conservative CDU/CSU. Like 
the government, it emphasized the strong obligation to admit Ukrainian refugees, 
deriving not only from humanitarian commitments but also from a self-understand-
ing of Germany as a country of liberal democratic values and from the interpre-
tation of Ukrainians as defending these same values against authoritarian Russia. 
The other two parties in parliament—the Left and the right-wing populist AfD—
also expressed their support for the admission of Ukrainian refugees, but were more 
hesitant in framing Russia as Germany’s “other,” based on the suspicion that the war 
is also partly the fault of the “West” and NATO, including Germany. Despite their 
increasing opposition to government policy, the dominant framing of the Ukrainian 
refugee crisis has not changed over time. Again, the convergence of most parties’ 
positions and frames suggests the existence of a dominant cultural repertoire.

The discourse on Syrian and Ukrainian refugees in Poland

In contrast to the response by the German governments, the Polish government dif-
ferentiated strongly between Syrian and Ukrainian refugees. Table 4 summarizes the 
frames of the “we” and the “others” employed by the Polish government to support 
its policy positions. It adopted mainly communitarian-type frames. In the discourse 
on Syrian refugees, it emphasized national sovereignty against intervention by the 
EU, national solidarity and Poland’s Christian heritage, thus drawing a cultural 
boundary against Middle Eastern/Northern African refugees and representing them 
as a “threat.”As regards Ukrainian refugees, the Polish government again adopted 
communitarian frames, which, in this case, however, supported a welcoming stance 
toward Ukrainian refugees. Like the German government, it also emphasized the 
international frame, but with a different meaning, focusing on the Russian threat to 
the national sovereignty not only of Ukraine, but to Poland as well. While the posi-
tioning and framing of the government and opposition largely converged with regard 
to the admission of Ukrainians, there was less agreement with regard to Syrian refu-
gees, suggesting somewhat more disputed cultural repertoires than in the German 
debate.

The framing of the Polish governing parties (PiS/United Right) in the discourse 
on Syrian refugees

(1) The representatives of the PiS coalition vehemently denied that Poland has any 
obligation to participate in the admission and relocation of Syrian refugees within 
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the EU. This denial was primarily based on their understanding of Poland’s interna-
tional position and its relation to the other EU member states. Politicians of the PiS 
coalition described Poland as a state whose national sovereignty is at risk within the 
EU. They accused the EU of being dominated by the interests of the large and pow-
erful “Western” member states—primarily by Germany—that are taking advantage 
of weaker nations like Poland and trying to bully them into submission, for example, 
by forcing them to accept refugees. The emphasis on protecting Poland’s national 
sovereignty was derived from PiS’ reading of Polish history, which should make it 
wary of its Western neighbors and their intentions, then and now:

Additionally, the German state and its representatives want to teach us solidar-
ity. They constantly tell us about solidarity. In that case, I would like to ask, 
where were these countries, where was the West when Prime Minister Putin 
harassed us, the Republic of Poland? After all, you know the answer to this 
question. The West then signed Nord Stream II four days ago. Not to mention 
the kind of Western solidarity with us we know from history. Well, High Sejm, 
not to look far, [let me remind you] the September Campaign [of 1939], the 
Warsaw Uprising, Yalta. We remember all of this, High Sejm. And the fact 
that the West wants to teach us solidarity now is peak insolence. (Patryk Jaki, 
Sejm, United Poland, September 16, 2015)

(2) In justifying their rejection of refugees from the Middle East and Northern 
Africa, the representatives of the United Right coalition also mobilized a cultural 
frame to define Poland as a homogenous, Christian (particularly Catholic) nation. In 
doing so, they emphasized the historical role of the Catholic Church in the forma-
tion of the Polish nation:

The Polish nation—regardless of whether someone likes it or not—is evidently 
a nation very strongly associated with Christianity, with Catholicism. And we, 
as Poles, will emphasize it, not because someone likes it or not, but because it 
results from our internal sensitivity. (Jan Żaryn, PiS, October 19, 2016)

Some representatives even interpreted Poland as a defender of Europe’s Chris-
tian heritage against Islam. They drew on the historical myth of Poland as Europe’s 
“bulwark of Christianity,” e.g., evoking the role of the Polish King Jan Sobieski in 
liberating Vienna besieged by the Ottomans (Patryk Jaki, United Poland, September 
16, 2015). This framing suggests that Poland should nowadays play a similar role 
in stopping the expansion of Islam in Europe, in particular by opposing the failed 
“multiculturalist” policies enacted in other countries that now threaten Europe’s 
Christian heritage (Konrad Głębocki, PiS, October 20, 2016).

Accordingly, the refugees were frequently “othered” in cultural and religious 
terms as “Muslims.” Immigrants with a Muslim background were not only seen as 
incompatible with Poland’s cultural and religious heritage, but also as posing a seri-
ous threat to it, e.g., by desecrating places of worship and implementing sharia law:

What is happening in Italy? Churches occupied, used sometimes as toilettes. 
What is happening in France? Incessant row, sharia law implemented as well, 
patrols enforcing sharia law. The same in London, also in Germany the strong-
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est, the toughest on this point these kinds of occurrences take place. Do you 
want this to appear in Poland, so that we’ll cease to be hosts in our own coun-
try? Do you want that? (Jaroslaw Kaczyński, PiS, September 16, 2015)

(3) Third, the cultural definition of Poland as Christian nation also contained a self-
definition in moral terms. Central to Christian ethics is the principle of charity, that 
is, to “love thy neighbor” and to aid people who are in need. In contrast to the offi-
cial position of the Catholic Church, however, PiS’ chairman Kaczyński turned the 
argument of Christian charity around. According to him, this principle obliges Poles 
to help their own families and their nation first, because help cannot be extended to 
all foreigners: “There is such a principle and it’s ‘ordo caritatis,’ the order of loving. 
Based on that principle, the loved ones go first, family, then the nation, then others” 
(Jaroslaw Kaczyński, PiS, Sejm, 16 September 2015).

(4) Fourth, PiS representatives occasionally also drew on an economic frame to justify 
the rejection of refugees, suggesting that they are a burden to the national economy. 
For example, one Senator described Poland as a “developing” country and suggested 
that refugees should be settled in “rich” and geographically closer countries like Saudi 
Arabia and the Arab Emirates (Waldemar Bonkowski, PiS, October 19, 2019).

In line with this economic framing, refugees were seen as less hardworking than 
Poles and lazy, suggesting that they will be a burden on the national economy and 
social services. According to one speaker, data from other countries show that “90% 
of the so-called emigrants do not want to work, they do not want to accept any job, 
despite the fact that they get the job” (Patryk Jaki, United Poland, September 16, 
2015). What is more, Middle Eastern and Northern African refugees were con-
trasted negatively to those Poles that have emigrated in the past, as these have con-
tributed to their countries of destination.

(5) Fifth, the Law and Justice coalition also mobilized a legal frame by repeat-
edly questioning whether the persons migrating from the Middle East and North-
ern Africa to the EU are bona fide “refugees” fleeing war and persecution, or rather 
“economic migrants” looking for better opportunities. Categorizing them as “mere” 
migrants implies that destination countries do not have the legal obligation to admit 
them and can rightfully turn them back, given that their lives are not at risk. Accord-
ing to one speaker, they are “migrants impersonating refugees” and therefore “abus-
ing of the asylum system” (Konrad Głębocki, PiS, October 10, 2016).

(6) Finally, PiS also mobilized a security-framing of Muslim refugees as potential 
“criminals” and “terrorists” from the Islamic State: “The United States in its last 
position clearly indicate that among the refugees there will also be representatives of 
the Islamic State” (Patryk Jaki, United Poland, September 16, 2015). As such, they 
pose a security threat to Poles and should therefore not be admitted.

Compared to the PiS government, the oppositional Civic Platform was less 
opposed to the admission of Syrian refugees and their redistribution via the EU 
relocation mechanism. Under PO Prime Minister Ewa Kopacz (in government until 
November 2015), Poland agreed to voluntarily accept some relocated refugees, 
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but the party aligned with PiS to oppose any automatic relocation within the EU, a 
stance that continues until the time of writing. PO’s more compromising stance was 
supported by a framing that draws on another cultural repertoire specific to Poland. 
Most importantly, Civic Platform suggested that refusing to cooperate at least some-
what would put Poland’s reputation within the EU at risk. It highlighted the nar-
rative that Poland had “returned to Europe” after the collapse of the Soviet Union 
(Sztompka 2004) and that it was indebted to the EU for its support with structural 
funds (as well as receiving many Polish emigrants in the past).11 Nevertheless, the 
Civic Platform did not approximate the open discourse of political parties in Ger-
many and did not appeal to universal values like humanitarianism and international 
human rights law in the same way. We interpret this as evidence of cross-national 
differences in cultural repertoires shaping these responses.

The framing of the Polish governing parties (PiS/United Right) in the discourse 
on Ukrainian refugees

(1) Much like in the German case, the Polish discourse on Ukrainian refugees was 
embedded in a foreign policy discourse on the Russian invasion of Ukraine and thus 
dominated first and foremost by an international framing. However, the content of 
the international frame differed significantly from the German debate. Similar to 
Germany, the Polish government situated Poland within the “free world” and drew 
a strong boundary against Russia as the “other”—but the term “freedom” referred 
primarily to the idea of national self-determination. Thus, the definition of who 
“we” are did not transcend the category of the nation state, and the Russian invasion 
was interpreted less as an attack on liberal democracy and human rights, as in the 
German discourse, but rather as an attack on national sovereignty, which could also 
endanger Poland:

This morning, February 24th, 2022, will go down in history as the day when 
Russia chose war, as the day when one country in Europe attacked another, 
attacked without the slightest reason, without any provocation, without any 
reasons that could in any way justify such an act of aggression. This barba-
rism, which we encounter beyond our eastern border, must meet with the 
determined resistance of the entire free world. (Mateusz Morawiecki, PiS, 
February 24, 2022)

In line with this interpretation of the war, support for Ukraine was not derived 
from the wish to uphold values like liberal democracy and human rights. Instead, 
it was primarily derived from a reading of Poland’s own history of having been a 
victim of Russian aggression as part of the Eastern bloc. This creates a particular 
solidarity with Ukrainians who share this fate. As Morawiecki continues:

We are perfectly aware of how well the risk, the Russian threat, is visible 
from our perspective, and we also know that until very recently it was not so 

11  It also pointed to Poland’s forgotten multicultural past to suggest that Poland would be able to receive 
at least some refugees of other cultural backgrounds.
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clearly visible in Western Europe. Today, Europe speaks more and more in a 
Polish manner. (Mateusz Morawiecki, PiS, February 24, 2022)

Accordingly, Ukrainians were also framed in international terms. But in contrast 
to Germany, Ukrainians were not seen as defenders of democracy and liberal val-
ues, but as people who are actively defending their homeland and fighting for 
national self-determination:

Today it must be emphasized with all might that Ukraine is fighting not 
only for its own independence. Today Ukraine is fighting not only for its 
own freedom. Today Ukraine is also fighting on behalf of all Europe, for the 
freedom of all Europe. (Mateusz Morawiecki, PiS, February 24, 2022)

As Ukrainians are also fighting on behalf of “our” freedom, this creates a particular 
obligation to help Ukrainians and support the refugees who are fleeing.

(2) Secondly, much like the German government, the Polish government character-
ized Polish society in moral terms as a humanitarian and caring society, pointing 
out how Polish civil society self-organized to receive Ukrainian refugees. According 
to a speaker, Poland has even become the “conscience of Europe” and, in a swipe 
against Western Europe, which had been critical of Poland before, a humanitarian 
and diplomatic “spokesperson for the Ukrainian cause in Europe” (Błażej Poboży, 
PiS, March 10, 2022). In contrast to the German discourse, however, Polish society 
was also portrayed as particularly emotionally affected by the war in Ukraine and the 
ensuing refugee crisis, because of being an immediate neighbor and the many per-
sonal ties of Poles with Ukrainians (Błażej Poboży, PiS, March 10, 2022).

In line with this interpretation, Ukrainian refugees were framed from a morally 
humanitarian perspective as people in existential need. To emphasize their needi-
ness, government politicians often pointed out that it is mostly women, children, and 
the elderly who are fleeing, and of whom Poland must take care, while the men are 
defending their homeland at war (Błażej Poboży, PiS, March 10, 2022). As just noted, 
however, Ukrainian refugees were additionally framed as having close ties to Poles—as 
“our friends, our neighbors, our brothers from Ukraine” (Błażej Poboży, PiS, March 
10, 2022), which generates a particular obligation of solidarity.

(3) Third, there is also some evidence that Ukrainians were interpreted in cultural 
terms. Especially during the 2015/16 debate on refugees from the Middle East and 
Northern Africa, Ukrainians were defined as culturally close, and therefore capable of 
being integrated more easily in Poland, though it is not mentioned what the cultural 
commonality consists of:

It is possible that there may be a situation where millions of actual refugees 
from Ukraine, refugees who are culturally closer to us, will rapidly come 
flooding in here. I believe that we cannot open ourselves to culturally alien 
nations.’ (Waldemar Bonkowski, PiS, October 19, 2016)

(4) Finally, much like in the German debate, the legal status of Ukrainians as refu-
gees was not debated but taken for granted. However, in the Polish debate, a contrast 
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was made between Ukrainians, who were considered “real” refugees, and Middle 
Eastern and Northern African refugees, who were assumed to be mostly economic 
migrants. Even though until 2022, Poland had admitted Ukrainians mostly as labor 
migrants, several politicians from PiS already argued before the Russian invasion of 
early 2022 that Ukrainians are akin to refugees, and the fact that Poland has admit-
ted them weighs up its reluctance to admit refugees from the Middle East and North 
Africa (Jan Żaryn, PiS, October 19, 2016).

In contrast to how Syrian refugees were portrayed, a noticeable characteristic of 
the discourse on Ukrainian refugees was the complete absence of frames that por-
trayed them as security threat or an economic burden.

Finally, a brief summary of the policy positions and frames of the main opposi-
tion party. The Civic Platform also supported the admission of Ukrainian refugees 
and justified this with frames similar to those of the government, by highlighting the 
closeness between Poland and Ukraine and the need to support Ukrainians in their 
fight against Russia, not least to protect Poland’s own national sovereignty. Thus, 
both the government and the opposition seemed to be influenced by similar cultural 
repertories, such as the memory of when Poland was under the geopolitical influ-
ence of the Soviet Union during the Cold War.

Conclusion

Several variables have been identified in the literature to explain why countries 
discriminate between refugee groups of different origins, such as cultural/ethnic 
similarity and international rivalry (Abdelaaty 2021). While we do not deny their 
relevance, our study points to cross-national variations that do not fit these expec-
tations, as is the case for Germany’s and Poland’s response to the Syrian and 
Ukrainian refugee crises. Poland strongly preferred Ukrainian over Syrian and 
other Middle Eastern and Northern African refugees, while this was less the case 
in Germany, even though one could have expected both countries to respond in a 
similar way as they were confronted with the same groups of refugees. We have 
put forward two theoretical arguments in this study to account for this deviation.

First, we have emphasized the importance of framing by political actors. Eth-
nic similarity and international rivalry are not objectively given factors but are 
open to interpretation in political discourse. For example, we could show that the 
variable “cultural/ethnic closeness” was nearly absent in the German discourse, 
because the German government tended to interpret German identity in cosmo-
politan terms and de-emphasized cultural boundaries, whereas the Polish gov-
ernment defined Polish identity as Christian, which implied cultural boundaries 
against Syrians as Muslims (but not against Ukrainians).

Second, we have argued that how political actors frame the issue is strongly 
shaped by the cultural repertoires specific to a country. Consider, for instance, 
how the Polish and German governments justified the admission of Ukrainian ref-
ugees. The governments of both countries emphasized the duty to receive Ukrain-
ians, because they have fled the attack by a rival regime, namely Putin’s Russia. 
In the German case, however, this sense of duty was derived from a commitment 
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to universal values like freedom and democracy, which Ukrainians allegedly 
share. Germany was imagined as a defender of the liberal international order, to 
which it subscribed as a lesson from its nationalist and violent past. In contrast, 
the Polish debate emphasized the threat to national sovereignty: solidarity with 
Ukrainians was derived from a shared history of having been Russian victims in 
the past and the sense that “we could be next.”

By highlighting the importance of cultural repertoires, we are not saying that 
ideological differences between political parties are insignificant for the framing 
of political issues. However, we do argue that in each country there are domi-
nant repertoires that constrain the options of political parties to frame an issue. 
In order to further substantiate this argument, we have also analyzed the framing 
of the opposition parties in Germany and Poland on both issues and briefly sum-
marized the results.

In line with our argument, the two left-wing parties that formed the opposition 
to Angela Merkel’s government in the debate on the admission of Syrian refugees 
largely shared the government’s cosmopolitan framing. We find similar results 
for the debate on the admission of Ukrainian refugees, as the framing of the gov-
ernment headed by Chancellor Olaf Scholz—a social democrat—was supported 
by the strongest opposition party, the conservative CDU/CSU. We interpret these 
findings as evidence for our argument that there exists a dominant country-spe-
cific cultural repertoire to which most parties refer.

In Poland, cultural repertoires are more disputed, reflecting a more polarized polit-
ical landscape and leading to larger differences in framing between political parties. 
While we do not find any framing differences between the two main political parties 
(PiS and PO) concerning Ukrainian refugees, we do find differences with respect to 
the Syrian refugees. Unlike the PiS, the Civic Platform was more ready to participate 
in the (voluntary) relocation of refugees in the EU. However, it justified this by draw-
ing on a specific Polish narrative about Poland’s place in Europe and did not appeal 
to humanitarianism and human rights as in the German debate, thus adopting a more 
restrictive position than the CDU in Germany. In this context, it is interesting to see 
what refugee policy the Civic Platform is pursuing since it took over the government 
in December 2023 and Donald Tusk became Prime Minister. In early 2024, Tusk 
spoke out against the relocation mechanism that was negotiated as part of the reform 
of the Common European Asylum System because it is mandatory and not voluntary, 
thus restricting Poland’s self-determination and sovereignty.12 This suggests a con-
vergence with the restrictive policy position and framing of PiS.

Finally, it can be noted that survey research also suggests that there is a differ-
ence between the German and the Polish populations in the extent to which they 
prefer Ukrainian over Syrian refugees. The gap is larger in Poland than in Germany 
(Dražanová and Geddes 2023). Even though one cannot say whether this is an effect 
of the way the respective governments have framed the issue, or whether the govern-
ments have simply followed public opinion, the result shows that cross-national dif-
ferences between the two countries are significant.

12  https://​www.​reute​rs.​com/​world/​europe/​poland-​wont-​accept-​migra​nt-​reloc​ation-​mecha​nism-​pm-​says-​
2024-​04-​10/

https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/poland-wont-accept-migrant-relocation-mechanism-pm-says-2024-04-10/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/poland-wont-accept-migrant-relocation-mechanism-pm-says-2024-04-10/
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