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of the media to it. A reason behind the
preponderance of newspapers is simply the
dearth of secondary literature. Given how
recent the change in policy took place, few
non-media sources exist. Other non-German
media sources include the Associated Press,
Politico, the New York Times, and Stern. The
American Institute for Contemporary German
Studies, German Politics and Society, the Journal
of Refugee Studies, and the Migrant Policy
Institute are non-newspaper sources of
information on the SPD?s history and the
German political landscape. Lastly, the SPD
website and Facebook page provided
statements released directly by the party. The
party?s Facebook page proved particularly
useful. Since Facebook posts are normally brief,
they serve as one of the most direct forms of
contact between the party and the public, and
they often represent the core of the party?s
messages. For this reason, while only two
sources in the paper come from the SPD
Facebook page, Facebook played a crucial role
in the research process.

acknowledged the ever-growing challenge of
absorbing nearly a million refugees, but the
SPD emphasized the humanitarian cause of the
Flüchtlingspolitik throughout the conference,
suggesting that refugees legitimately deserve
help.1 On the same day, the SPD website
released
another
article,
titled
?SPD-Resolution:
Flüchtlingspolitik
in
Germany,? that covered the same press
conference in more depth.2 Again, refugees
were described as people in need who have a
right to European assistance:

Before the first week of September 2015, in
which Merkel announced her decision to
suspend European Union (EU) asylum rules and
allow refugees stranded in other EU countries
to enter Germany, the SPD enthusiastically
supported admitting refugees, even though
many of the party leaders recognized the
challenge of a large influx. The SPD website
demonstrates the party?s support of the
admission of refugees. The website published
an article on the press conference of SPD
leaders on August 31, in which Malu Dreyer,
the Minister-president of Rheinland-Pfalz, and
Martin Schulz, the President of the European
Parliament, discussed where the party stands
on the Flüchtlingspolitik. Dreyer and Schulz
focused on three tasks: ?humane admittance of
refugees, social cohesion of Germany, and
united European politics.? On the whole, they
called for more help for local communities in
order to implement a ?humane refugee policy,?
while exhorting the CDU to ?at last undertake
responsibility.?
Dreyer
and
Schultz

Notably, the SPD left economic migrants out
of the picture and instead argued that it is only
right that Germany should lift refugees out of
misery. In framing the issue in terms of
freedom and justice, the SPD assumed a risk:
once they described refugee?s claims to asylum
as legitimate, any action less than full
accommodation of refugees would be seen as
reneging on earlier promises of delivering
justice. Later in the article, the SPD positioned
itself as a counterforce to ?isolation and
deterrence? (Abschottung und Abschreckung)
that the Social Democrats ascribed to the
political right. Germany was ?not only
economically strong, but also formed of great
humanity? (Mitmenschlichkeit).

"[refugees] seek
freedom and
securi t y, t hey hope
t o be abl e t o l i ve i n a bet t er
soci et y, i n whi ch just i ce and
sol i dari t y are real . The
refugees count on our
fundament al val ues!?

The SPD leadership?s optimistic stance in
the last week of August is representative of the
line that the party had been treading for the
past several months. Party Chairman Sigmar
Gabriel was quoted on the SPD Facebook page
on August 19th as saying ?we will accomplish
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that Germany has limits and lambasted the
CDU for inadequately handling the situation.
Gabriel asserted that Germany cannot
constantly absorb a million refugees year after
year. Merkel too knows it, but ?she does not
speak about it?8 according to him.
Most of the SPD party leaders have taken
part in the rhetoric shift from welcoming to
wary, including Thomas Oppermann, chairman
of the SPD parliamentary group. In September
2013, Oppermann posted on Facebook that it
was ?good? that Syrian refugees should come
to his state, Lower Saxony. He called it an
?imperative of humanity? that Germany should
accept them; he even said that Germany should
do more than simply take in merely 5,000 out
of nearly 6 million Syrian refugees.9 A year
later, in November 2014, Oppermann
maintained the same message, saying it was a
?good chance? for Germany that refugees
should stay for the long term, since the
German economy needs manpower and many
Syrian refugees are well educated.10 On
October 5, however, the newspaper Die Zeit ran
an article on the SPD in middle of the ?refugee
dilemma,? in which Oppermann was quoted to
have said that Merkel should ?say clearly? that
a million refugees will exhaust Germany?s
capacity to integrate them.11 Likewise, the
newspaper Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung
asked him whether people in his circle believe
Merkel when she says ?we accomplish it? (wir
schaffen das). He gave a qualified response,
saying that Germany could accomplish it if
Europe develops a common refugee policy and
clear decisions can be made quickly in Berlin
and Brussels.12 Oppermann represents the new,
reserved tone among the party leadership on
the Flüchtlingspolitik. Given how sanguine
Oppermann had been a year earlier about
refugees entering Germany, his change in
opinion highlights the discrepancy in the SPD?s
statements before and after September.

40

The mi grant cri si s
has di vi ded t he SPD
bet ween i t s l eft wi ng
fact i on t hat want s t o
cont i nue admi t t i ng refugees
and skept i cs who want t o
rest ri ct t he i nfl ux.
The newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung focused on
the party?s internal discord in early October.
The newspaper reported Sigmar Gabriel saying
that ?we must urgently achieve a clear
reduction of the number of refugees in the
coming year.?13 While party leaders like
Steinmeier and Oppermann echo his message,
others, like Jusos (SPD?s youth wing) leader
Johanna Uekermann, said that it is not ?worthy
of social democracy? to join the opposition
against the admission of refugees. On
November 9, the FAZ released a detailed article
titled ?Where does the SPD stand in the
migrant crisis?? The article likewise delved into
the divisions within the SPD. In particular, it
noted the ?horizontal? division between the
student council that actively engages in aiding
refugees and ?the traditional representatives of
the workforce? among whom ?social political
fears and cultural reservations [against
refugees] dominate.? 14 In sum, the crisis has
thrown the SPD into confusion. The Grand
Coalition between the CDU/CSU and the SPD is
replete with tensions among all three parties.
Within the SPD, there is disagreement between
the left wing and the party leadership (though
the SPD is known for strong party discipline).
Lastly, Gabriel himself gives conflicting
messages. He speaks of both limiting the
number of refugees and advocating the earlier
stance of providing refuge to those in need.
However, the SPD?s change is more a shift
than a reversal; by no means has the SPD
turned its back on refugees. Despite its
warnings and the caveats, the SPD still
supports allowing hundreds and thousands of
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