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Norm destruction, norm resilience: 
The media and refugee protection in the UK and Hungary during Europe’s ‘Migrant Crisis’ 

 
 
 
Abstract  
 
Principles of refugee protection in Europe are said to have come under great pressure with the populist 
and nationalist backlash to the ‘migrant crisis’, often traced to illiberal regimes in post-communist 
countries. This paper tests these claims by comparatively analysing media coverage in the UK and 
Hungary, establishing the extent to which specific norms were challenged or upheld in April and 
September 2015. It develops a new methodology connecting ethical justifications for migration 
controls with the ‘normative terrain’ of refugee protection. The findings complicate existing 
assumptions about differences between conservative and progressive-leaning publications, and also 
the divide and direction of travel between Old/New and East/West in the European context. The article 
challenges the narrative of the ‘illiberal wind’ and advances understanding of the relationship between 
political culture and media systems in Europe, and the toxic nature of media coverage in relation to 
the survival of the normative regime around refugees. 
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Introduction: What/which ‘crisis’? 
 
The terms ‘migrant crisis’ and ‘refugee crisis’ have become synonymous with a set of events that 
began in 2015, with the deaths of large numbers of people attempting to travel to Europe by boat. 
Tragic mass-drowning incidents in the Mediterranean became headline news in April of that year and 
thousands more would die in the months that followed. The responses by Europe’s governments 
initially split between those more willing to accept large numbers of asylum seekers (Germany and 
Sweden), and the rest, determined to restrict and deter potential refugees. These positions became 
associated with two prominent European politicians: Germany’s Chancellor, Angela Merkel, who in 
the summer of that year promised ‘we can do it’ (Wir schaffen das)1 and the Prime Minister of Hungary 
Victor Orban, who, just a few days later at a press conference in Brussels said: ‘We have one message 
for refugees: Don’t come!’2.  
 
The very labelling of this human tragedy as a ‘crisis’ for Europe is questionable. If indeed there was a 
crisis in Europe 2015, then it is perhaps better understood as a political one: a crisis of hospitality 
(Balch 2016), or a crisis of European integration (Bauböck 2018) with the continent seemingly at odds 
with itself over observance of international norms while thousands of refugees perished. This crisis of 
hospitality can also be seen as part of a longer crisis of confidence around the international refugee 
system and the norms which underpin it (Betts and Collier 2017). Why did Europe again fail to protect 
those seeking sanctuary? One set of explanations points to the myriad structural flaws in terms of the 
effectiveness, appropriateness, and consistent implementation of national and regional systems of 
protection. The EU’s Common European Asylum System (CEAS) provides a good example, where a 
decades-long process of convergence has been undermined by gaps and problems with the system 
rooted in the persistence of national self-interest and constraints on integration (Lavenex 2018). These 
problems are compounded by weak systems for defending the rights of non-citizens, or seeking 
redress (Grigonis 2016).  
 

 
1 Merkel, August 2015 – press conference following visit on 31 August 2015 to refugee camp near Dresden 
2 https://www.helsinki.hu/en/no-country-for-refugees-information-note/ 



 2 

Another set of explanations takes more seriously the role of discourse, ideas and the importance of 
the media in generating a political climate conducive and moving public opinion in one direction or 
another, thereby strengthening or weakening the structures and systems in place. In this context, the 
choice of the ‘crisis’ descriptor is political, purposeful, and stigmatising (especially for the migrants) 
(Krzyżanowski et al 2018: 3). One prominent argument here is that a particularly virulent brand of 
hostility towards refugees surfaced in Hungary and more generally across Central and Eastern Europe 
(Beauchamp 2018), with the role of the media heavily implicated (Nougayrède 2015), and that this 
spread like an ‘illiberal wind’ – to the West of Europe, and on to North America (Rydliński 2017). 
 
This article contributes to the debates about the mediatisation and politicisation of the ‘migrant crisis’ 
by assessing how the normative system underpinning refugee protection was upheld or challenged in 
the public arena in Eastern and Western Europe. It does this by comparing two European countries 
where in 2015-2016 the political orientation of government was decidedly to the right of centre: the 
UK and Hungary. The first two sections connect the normative terrain around refugees with the 
communication and use of language on the topic in the media. This is followed by the introduction of 
a novel methodology that enables a qualitative and quantitative analysis of engagement with the key 
norms of refugee protection. The results are used to map patterns across four newspapers in the two 
countries, demonstrating the correlation between ethical justifications for migration controls and 
support for the international refugee regime. The conclusions discuss the significance of findings that, 
contrary to the ‘illiberal wind’ argument, highlight similarities across the East/West and 
conservative/progressive lines on the ‘migrant crisis’.   
 
 
Mapping the normative terrain 
 
There is plentiful evidence that discursive constructions in right-wing media actively politicised 
refugees in the summer of 2015 (Chouliaraki et al 2017, Greussing and Boomgaarden 2017, 
Krzyżanowski et al 2018, Lams 2018). This article extends that work by comparing both left and right-
wing publications and countries in Eastern and Western Europe, where the ‘crisis’ was experienced in 
very different ways. Use of the term ‘crisis’ already indicates a securitised discourse which leads to 
particular policy solutions (Karyotis 2012), i.e. restrictive migration policies over others protective of 
refugees (Goodman et al 2017). The media thus emerges as the key battle-ground for competing 
interests in terms of supporting or undermining the appropriateness of different legal and policy 
frameworks: legitimising or de-legitimising the international normative terrain 
 
This reference to international norms differs from ‘social norms’, where communication scholars have 
researched how the mass media may affect perceived antisocial behaviours, e.g. stopping young 
people from smoking (Gunther et al 2006), or how journalistic norms might affect coverage of issues 
such as climate change (Singer 2007). The language of international norms is more likely to be 
discussed by legal scholars and political scientists, disciplines that often have an elitist understanding 
of how ideas and power operate in society. Those advocating for positive change in the refugee system 
still rely on ‘reciting international law’ (Betts and Collier 2017: 209) rather than engaging with public 
debate as performed in daily newspapers, news broadcasts or through social media. This fits with a 
general tendency to underplay the role of the media (Gavin 2018), which this article seeks to address 
by assessing how, and to what extent, international norms of refugee protection are sustained, or 
eroded, in newspaper reports.  
 
The international regime of refugee protection has two foundational norms: asylum and burden-
sharing (Betts 2015). These then connect to other norms, for example about criteria for confirming 
status, or for what actions should be taken following decisions (i.e. return and reintegration in the 
country of origin, local integration into the country of asylum or resettlement to a third country).  
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The asylum norm relates to the obligation states have towards refugees that reach their territories. 
The most well-known aspect is non-refoulment, which has become a guiding principle of the 
framework of protection for refugees since 1933 and the 1951 Convention Relating to the 
International Status of Refugees. The Convention states: 
 

‘No Contracting State shall expel or return (‘refouler’) a refugee in any manner whatsoever to 
the frontiers of territories where his life or freedom would be threatened on account of his 
race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion’ (Art 
33(1)). 

 
There are exceptions if there are ‘reasonable grounds’ for believing the person is a danger to the 
security of the country, and although non-refoulment should apply when the person may face torture, 
there is a grey area around treatment that falls below torture (Duffy 2008). In the EU the principle is 
enshrined in Article 19(2) of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU. The second norm relates to 
burden-sharing. This arises out of the implications of the first norm on asylum - the obligation to 
provide protection leads to significant costs, therefore leading to problems of free-riding (Thielemann 
2018). Thus, the norm of burden-sharing can also be seen as central to the international refugee law: 
to oblige a reciprocal commitment, without which the whole system would collapse.  
 
 
Hungary and UK: At the forefront of Europe’s backlash 
 
UK and Hungary are selected for analysis as two different members of the EU who experienced the 
migrant crisis in different ways, but that ended up adopting strikingly similar stances in terms of their 
restrictive response. They both ultimately rejected Merkel’s ‘Wir schaffen das’, and as such offer an 
opportunity to explore differences in the treatment of norms and the understanding of state 
obligations towards refugees and how these play out in the media. Figures for numbers of first-time 
asylum applicants in UK and Hungary reveal how these two countries accounted for relatively small 
proportion of the total share across the EU in 2015 and 2016. In Table 1 Germany is included just to 
highlight the importance of that country in receiving the lion’s share of the region’s applications. 
However, the numbers also show how Hungary experienced a spike in applications in 2015 with a 
dramatic reduction in 2016, and how the UK experienced relatively flat levels for 2015 and 2016 (also 
similar to numbers for that country before the migrant crisis). In terms of numbers of applications for 
asylum, the UK did not experience Europe’s so-called ‘migrant crisis’.  
 
 

Table 1: First time asylum applicants in case study countries (source: Eurostat)   
2015  2016 Share of EU total (%) # applicants/million pop. 

Hungary 174,435 28,215 2.3 2870 
UK 39,720 38,290 3.2 586 
(Germany) (441,800) (722,265) (60) (8789) 

 
 
Despite the contrast in their experiences of asylum applications in 2015, both the UK and Hungary 
became strongly associated with anti-refugee and immigration discourse (EJN 2015, Bocskor 2018). 
While research into debates on refugees in 2015 has identified significant diversity across Europe, the 
UK media has been singled out as particularly negative and ‘aggressive’ (Berry et al 2015). In the 
country where politicians have tended to frame immigration as a threat to public security and the 
welfare state (Author 2016), coverage of refugees in 2015 was characterised by myth and 
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misrepresentation (EJN 2015). Similarly, Hungary and the political leadership of Victor Orban has been 
associated with anti-immigrant and refugee discourse. The referendum campaign launched in 2016 
directly sought to portray immigrants as potential terrorists (Bocskor 2018).  
 
In relation to the two foundational norms of refugee protection, both UK and Hungary are State 
Parties to the 1951 Refugee Convention and signatories to the 1953 European Convention on Human 
Rights (ECHR), where Article 3 prohibits extraditing or removing someone if they are likely to be 
subjected to torture or inhuman and degrading treatment. The UK has a mixed record on non-
refoulement with attempts to return foreign nationals to authoritarian regimes leading to highly 
mediatised cases in the ECHR (Webber 2013) and an anti-human rights narrative in parts of the UK 
press (Singer 2017: 14). Coverage of refugees is often inaccurate and discriminatory (see, e.g. Philo et 
al 2013) with a particularly egregious example being the publication of an opinion piece in a tabloid 
newspaper that described refugees as ‘cockroaches’ (EJN 2015). Concerns about Hungary’s adherence 
to non-refoulement were raised before the migrant crisis, but the changes to the Asylum Law in 2015 
and the closure of the border with Serbia and Croatia drew sharp criticism from NGOs across Eastern 
Europe (Voynov et al 2017), claiming that the moves violated international norms. The role of the 
Hungarian media as potentially complicit in this erosion of non-refoulment was highlighted following 
the damning report by Amnesty International (AI 2017) on the country and the subsequent attacks on 
AI through the government-friendly publications. 
 
Although both countries publicly rejected the EU’s relocation programme, this was more aggressive 
in the case of Hungary. Victor Orban led opposition to the scheme (even though it included the 
relocation of up to 54,000 asylum-seekers from Hungary) due to an unwillingness to be categorised 
as a ‘frontline’ EU state (Robinson 2015). The UK, automatically excluded from the EU’s plans due to 
its opt-out/in for that area of European integration, also declined to join a UN scheme to resettle 
Syrians. However, the government ended up setting up a parallel scheme (overseen by the UNHCR) in 
September 2015, called the Syrian Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Programme (SVPRP). This 
focused on a small number of the ‘most vulnerable’ while maintaining a highly restrictive regime 
(Armbruster 2018). The apparent contrast between the UK’s ‘generosity’ and Hungary’s ‘resistance’ 
masked a common unwillingness to accept anything approaching significant numbers of refugees, 
partly driven by a rise of nationalist and populist political forces (Brubaker 2017).  
 
 
Methodology 
 
We seek to understand how, and to what extent, the norms of refugee protection were undermined 
or sustained in the media coverage in these two countries. Our method combines an ‘ethical framing’ 
approach with analysis of the ‘normative terrain’ (Betts 2015) underpinning the system of refugee 
protection. In step one we trace ethical justifications identifying communitarian and cosmopolitan 
arguments over border controls. We use the notion of framing as put forward by Entman (1993) where 
frames are understood as a way to ‘define problems’, ‘diagnose causes’, ‘make moral judgments’ and 
‘suggest remedies’. The ‘ethical frames’ are drawn from the political theory literature (Bader 2005) 
and include: on the communitarian side - domestic social justice (DSJ) (broken down into welfare 
chauvinism and economic nationalism), cultural protectionism, public security, liberal 
constitutionalism and priority for compatriots as well as universalist (ecstatic), consequentialist 
(instrumental) and quotidian (banal) cosmopolitanism (for more detail see Author 2010, Author 2016). 
We graphically present the semantic fields of arguments shown in the paper in Figure 1 below. 
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In step two, we identify the presence and analyse the discussion of the two norms: asylum and burden-
sharing. We use four categories to assess how arguments are presented in relation to these, defined 
as: i) expand, ii) narrow, iii) raise the issue (no argument presented) or, iv) none (no reference to the 
norm). The legal and policy framework is constantly under discussion, at national and international 
levels. This is summarised in Table 2 with reference to the EU’s Common European Asylum System 
(CEAS) and the UN’s Global Compact, which both constitute either the maintenance or a partial/weak 
reform of the two norms.   
 
 
 
 
 

Communitarianism

Priority for 
compatriots

Liberal 
constitutionalism

Cultural 
protectionism

Domestic Social 
Justice

Public security

Cosmopolitanism

Universalist 
(ecstatic) 

Quotidian (banal)Consequentialist 
(instrumental)
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Table 2: Retrenchment and expansion of commitment on key norms in the refugee regime 
 Norm 
 Asylum Burden sharing 
Commitment/reform   
Narrow/more 
communitarian 

Increase conditions, restrict access, 
close borders, reject obligations 

Greater unilateralism (e.g. 
withdrawal from international 
treaties) 

Current regime Protect and provide right to asylum 
to those falling under 1951 
definition of refugee 

No requirement: e.g. soft principle 
of ‘international cooperation’ in 
Geneva Convention preamble 
(1951) 

Expand/ more 
cosmopolitan 

Widen to include other categories, 
e.g. internally displaced, reduce 
conditions, facilitate claims 

Sign up to a binding commitment, 
e.g. quota-based system 

   
EU CEAS Establish minimum standards across 

the EU around procedures, decision-
making, reception conditions  

Dublin Regulation establishing the 
State responsible for examining the 
asylum application, 2015 emergency 
relocation scheme 

Global compact Maintain 1951 definition but 
increase access to work, education 

Call for financial or technical 
assistance from rich to those 
countries facing most burden 

 
 
In step three the data from the ethical framing and the norm identification is cross-referenced. As 
Table 2 indicates, the expectation is of a strong relationship between the ethical framing and 
discussion of these norms, with communitarian and cosmopolitan justifications for narrowing or 
expanding commitments to the two key norms, respectively. The overlap is unlikely to be exact, 
however. This is because, while most moral philosophers accept ethical commitments to others, 
particularly those in need, there are various interpretations of these principles in terms of the strength 
of those commitments. While communitarian liberals might agree there are some duties towards 
those facing danger (Walzer 1983: 62), some argue that states have the right to reject all claims for 
asylum (Altman and Wellman 2009: 188). Cosmopolitan assertions vary from the idea that common 
humanity trumps national allegiance and borders (e.g. Carens 1987) to that free movement benefit 
global society and raises everyone’s quality of life (Higgins 2008). Thus, we would expect a variety of 
communitarian-cosmopolitan positions but for the two main categories to broadly correlate with 
discussions about the retrenchment or extension of the two norms.  
 
Datasets  
Empirically, our focus is on the press in the UK and Hungary, where we selected The Guardian and the 
Daily Mail (and their weekend editions Observer and Mail on Sunday) for the former and Magyar 
Hirlap and Nepszabadsag for the latter. These titles were chosen to offer a representative sample 
across the quality/tabloid and conservative/liberal divisions within the British and Hungarian press. 
The left-wing broadsheet The Guardian and the right-wing tabloid the Daily Mail are widely read (in 
the top ten most read online newspapers worldwide (Radwanick 2012)). In Hungary we selected 
Magyar Hirlap, a conservative government-friendly title, and Nepszabadsag, a left-leaning quality 
newspaper. The latter had the highest circulation amongst the political dailies at the time when it was 
‘liquidated’ in a politically-motivated move on 8 October 2016. As with other Central and Eastern 
European countries the media market in Hungary has been colonised by political parties, particularly 
Fidesz (Bajomi-Lázár 2015). Hungarian press coverage systematically and persistently promoted hate 
speech and hostility towards migrants and refugees (Georgiou and Zaborowski 2017). 
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The Nexis database was used to search for relevant articles during April 2015 and September 2015. 
The keywords used were Migra! or Asylum! or Emigra! or Immigra! or Refugee! for the British media 
and Menekult or Bevándorló or Migráns for the Hungarian media, taking into account previous 
research findings about the interchangeable use of the terms by the media (Blinder and Allen 2015, 
Buchanan et al 2003, Philo et al 2013).  
 
The two months were chosen as they are characterised by significant events in the European refugee 
crisis. April became a key turning-point (Spindler 2015) in a year when IOM estimated that over 3,770 
migrants died trying to cross the Mediterranean to Europe3. This would be the deadliest month when 
nearly 1,250 migrants were estimated to have died, largely due to the worst tragedy on record 
involving the death of 800 migrants from the loss of a single vessel off the coast of Libya (only 28 
survivors were rescued and brought to Italy (IOM 2015)). September had other significant turning-
points: the death of Alan Kurdi on 2 September, a 3-year old Syrian boy, prompting a worldwide outcry 
(see, e.g. Armbruster 2018); events at a de-facto camp at Keleti railway station, Budapest, where 
refugees were prevented from travelling onwards; closure of the Balkan route; announcement of the 
EU’s relocation plan; and the launch of the SVPRP by the UK. 
 
Based on the above the keyword search returned 1400 articles for the Hungarian print media and 
1164 – for the British. The sample that is closely analysed here consists of 159 and 98 articles 
respectively for Hungary and UK and was produced after a random representative sample of 500 
articles per country was generated for the whole year of 20154. The breakdown by month and title is 
illustrated in Table 3 below:  
 

Table 3: Media sample 
Newspaper April 2015 September 2015 
The Guardian 19 43 
Daily Mail 14 22 
Nepszabadsag  4 103 
Magyar Hirlap 7 45 
Total 44 213 

 
 
There is a significant increase in coverage from April to September, a shift even more noticeable in 
the Hungarian newspapers. The articles were entered into a database and a critical qualitative reading 
was then carried out to identify the range of communitarian/cosmopolitan arguments used. Up to 
two frames per article were recorded. The second stage of the coding involved the identification of 
the position taken by the articles in relation to the two norms of refugee protection under scrutiny 
here. This two-stage coding was followed by an analysis of the connections and correlations between 
the ethical justifications for immigration controls and the calls for expanding, narrowing or simply 
discussing the norms around refugee protection. The coding was carried out by two coders and a pre-
coder test was carried out to check agreement on a random sample of 20 percent of the UK articles. 
The inter-coder reliability was then calculated using the Holsti formula and equalled .95.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
3 Tragically, deaths at sea in 2016 were destined to significantly bypass the 2015 number - estimated at over 5,079 (IOM, 
2017) 
4 The current study uses some of the data from a bigger project covering the two years of the migrant crisis – 2015-2016.  
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Results and discussion 
 
The following discussion combines the results of the framing analysis with the coding for norms by 
month and country.  
 
April 2015 – UK 
The dominant frame in April for the Daily Mail sample was public security, emphasising the role of 
police and military forces (see Table 4). The language highlighted the disposability of the lives of those 
seeking safety: how people were tossed overboard and describing scenes of ‘floating bodies’, albeit 
with some recognition of human rights concerns. In The Guardian public security was also key, but 
with a more critical perspective and balance with other frames. Both samples discussed UK 
immigration policy (the general election would take place on May 7th 2015) and positions of the two 
main parties. Here the Daily Mail resorted to domestic social justice as observed in previous studies 
(Author 2016). The key focus was on the impacts of immigration on the welfare system and social 
fabric of Britain (6/18) with a smaller number framing policy in terms of the UK’s economic interests 
(2/18), or prioritising British workers (1/18).  
 

Table 4: Ethical framing – UK press, April & September 2015 
 Daily Mail Guardian 
Frames April September April September 
Domestic social justice 8 7 1 3 
Public security 8 11 1 12 
Priority for compatriots 1 1 8 0 
Cultural protectionism 0 4 0 0 
Liberal constitutionalist 0 0 0 1 
     
Universalist cosmopolitanism 1 7 7 21 
Consequentialist 
cosmopolitanism 

0 2 1 10 

Quotidian cosmopolitanism 0 0 0 0 
     
Total 18 32 18 47 

 
 
There are concerns raised in The Guardian about the asylum norm in relation to the UK and other 
countries (16/04/2015), while in the Daily Mail there are arguments for a narrowing of the norm 
alongside others focusing on the forthcoming elections and criticisms of the Labour Party (see Table 
6). The newspaper talks about: 
 

Years of Tory frustration over the ease with which illegal immigrants and foreign criminals can dodge 
deportation or delay it for years by claiming that it would breach their right to a family life under the 
European Convention on Human Rights (10/04/2015).  

 
Overall, however, the Daily Mail is less engaged with the two norms, instead the focus is on the 
individuals blamed for tragedies involving loss of human life (22/04/2015). In The Guardian there is 
more soul-searching particularly around the language of hate in the media. The accident near 
Lampedusa when around 800 people are believed to have died is also used to underline Triton’s 
failure, leading to conclusions that rescue operations were not a ‘pull factor’ (19/04/2015). 
 
Criticism of UK and European leaders’ responses raises the question of burden-sharing: 
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Under intense pressure to respond more humanely to the soaring death toll, Britain was the first to 
pledge ships and helicopters (The Guardian, 24/04/2015) 
 

This is even stronger in relation to racist and dehumanising media coverage (The Guardian, 
27/04/2015). Only one commentary in our UK sample in April unreservedly calls for an expansion of 
the asylum norm, suggesting a move from a conditional to an unconditional welcome, and ‘start 
talking about everybody's life as cherishable, irrespective of anything they might produce’: 
 

Political parties talk about migration as something to attract or repel, a tango between economic and 
political expediency. Human beings have no innate value in this worldview: there is no pride in 
representing the country that is safe and generous enough to offer a haven (The Guardian, 
20/04/2015). 

 
 
April 2015 – Hungary 
The focus in the Hungarian sample in April was on events outside the country, with reflections on how 
this may affect its position in Europe. Articles discussed human trafficking, the deaths of migrants in 
the Mediterranean, the EU response and refugee issues in other countries. As with the UK 
publications, the main frame was public security (see Table 5).  
 
In Magyar Hirlap, articles referred to human trafficking as a justification for action with dramatic 
language around the traffickers’ violence and cruelty. The metaphor of war was present with 
reference to an ‘invasion’ of migrants on Europe’s ‘uncontrolled’ coastline fleeing ‘Jihadist terror’. In 
Nepszabadsag there was an example of universalist framing with regard to the experience for 
migrants, using quotes from the UNHCR and NGOs. Cultural protectionism emerged through the voice 
of László Kövér (Speaker of the National Assembly of Hungary) justifying the restrictive response and 
accusing Western Europe of insulating itself. 
 

Table 5: Ethical framing – Hungarian press, April & September 2015 
 Magyar Hirlap Nepszabadsag 
Frames April September April September 
Domestic social justice 0 1 0 3 
Public security 3 17 0 52 
Priority for compatriots 0 0 1 2 
Cultural protectionism 1 3 1 10 
Liberal constitutionalist 0 1 0 4 
     
Universalist cosmopolitanism 0 6 1 24 
Consequentialist 
cosmopolitanism 

0 0 0 3 

Quotidian cosmopolitanism 0 0 0 1 
     
Total 4 28 5 99 

 
 
In the pages of Magyar Hirlap, the asylum norm is challenged through the representation of refugees 
as illegal migrants, and movement as evidence of criminality (see Table 6): 
 

Refugees from many different African countries to Libya were first detained at a farm near the capital, 
Tripoli; 1,000 to 1,200 people who were beaten with sticks if they disobeyed. Many people died of 
abuse and deprivation (23/04/2015) 
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This coverage is similar across both papers, with Nepszabadsag going into detail about trafficking and 
smuggling routes (11/04/2015). While Nepszabadsag’s framing of the deaths of refugees in the 
Mediterranean is humanitarian, it is distant and does not engage with either the asylum norm or the 
burden-sharing norm.  
 
Both newspapers repeated the communitarian rhetoric of Victor Orban and his demand for nationally 
determined policies (rejecting human rights or international burden-sharing). One article in 
Nepszabadsag repeated the racist comments of Fidesz MP László Pósán about the ‘threatening 
behaviour and sounds of black Africa’, albeit portraying this as a ‘scare tactic’ (27/04/2015). Orban’s 
speech about saving Europe from itself is the most obvious reference to the norms of asylum and 
burden-sharing, with his argument pushing for a narrowing of both (Nepszabadsag, 24/04/2015): 
 

Viktor Orbán, speaking on Kossuth Radio about Europe’s border protection, said: ‘We cannot be like a 
hole in cheese to walk in and out of our borders’ … Viktor Orbán confirmed the Hungarian position in 
the radio interview that it would be better for the EU Member States to decide themselves, in 
accordance with their capabilities, how to curb refugee waves … Finally, he reiterated his view that 
Europe does not need immigrants, rather a good family and employment policy.  

 
 
September 2015 – UK 
In the UK publications in September coverage increases and topics narrow to refugee issues. In The 
Guardian there is more consistency with the April sample, but with the notable addition of events in 
Central Europe, and the closure of the Balkan route. Both papers emphasise the public security frame, 
but there is a clear increase in compassionate framing, especially in The Guardian (see Table 4). This 
includes reflections on the public reaction to refugee issues, but also the ‘duty’ to help those in need 
by individuals (‘homemade humanitarianism’) and governments (utilitarian/consequentialist 
framing). The Daily Mail oscillates between dispassionate and humanitarian descriptions of refugees’ 
suffering but strikes a nationalist tone. There are similarities with the Hungarian coverage where 
events are understood in the context of European integration and threats to UK interests. A key focus 
becomes Prime Minister David Cameron’s announcement of the SVPRP. In The Guardian, the 
outpouring of grief following the death of Alan Kurdi is presented as a shift in politics (09/09/2015), in 
the Daily Mail these are dismissed, asking ‘what’s the point?’: you will never satisfy those 
cosmopolitans ‘who want almost open access for the world’s yearning and suffering people’ 
(08/09/2015).  
 
In relation to the two norms discussed here, there is divergence between the newspapers in 
September (see Table 6). The Guardian refers to the tradition of sanctuary – ‘They [refugees] are 
welcome here. That must be our response to refugees escaping horrendous conditions’ (03/09/2015) 
and reports those pushing for greater commitment to burden-sharing for example quoting a petition 
that claims that: 
 

The UK is not offering proportional asylum in comparison with European counterparts. We can’t allow 
refugees who have risked their lives to escape horrendous conflict and violence to be left living in 
dire, unsafe and inhumane conditions in Europe (03/09/2015).  

 
The same newspaper criticises Hungary’s securitised reaction and treatment of asylum seekers (The 
Guardian, 16/09/2015). For the Daily Mail the closure of the Balkan route, thus denying asylum to 
thousands, is rational (21/09/2015); whereas the Guardian wonders why Eastern Europe is so racist 
and unwelcoming, blaming the media (03/09/2015).  
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In The Guardian a letter from prominent Eastern European politicians and academics demands 
commitment to asylum (23/09/2015) while The Daily Mail employs welfare chauvinism to argue for a 
narrowing of obligations: 
 

Council leaders fear that… they will be left to pick up a bill running to tens of millions of pounds for 
education, housing and other services (08/09/2015).  

 
The ‘struggle’ to cope with refugees is also covered by The Guardian but reversed to ask how asylum 
could and should be enhanced (26/09/2015). There are also explicit criticisms of the way in which the 
EU acts to undermine asylum by ‘raising obstacles to people fleeing conflict and turning Europe into a 
hi-tech fortress’ (The Guardian, 10/09/2015). 
 
The Guardian raises the asylum norm via examples of individual acts of kindness, such as teaching 
refugees languages (15/09/2015) and guidance about how to host refugees in your home 
(18/09/2015). In the Daily Mail those offering to have refugees live in their own houses are described 
as hypocrites (26/09/2015), and burden-sharing is dismissed as a ‘numbers game’ where Chancellor 
Merkel is accused of ‘trying to blackmail the UK into accepting more’ (03/09/2015), to ‘rope us into a 
quota system by the back door’ (10/09/2015). 
 
Stories about operations in the Mediterranean in the Daily Mail focus on death and human misery but 
with little engagement with the asylum norm, just how to stem the ‘human tide’. A narrowing of the 
norm is implied in the complaints that refugees will not be sent back, effectively challenging or 
questioning the asylum norm because it prevents states from doing what they would like to do – 
deport asylum-seekers (Daily Mail, 17/09/2015). There is more engagement with burden-sharing and 
who should carry out operations (Italy, the EU) without comment on the fairness of the system. The 
Guardian points out that asylum in the UK often leads to destitution and exploitation (20/09/2015). 
The Daily Mail’s humanitarianism is all about ‘desperate’ refugee families and their journeys, 
referencing neither asylum nor burden-sharing. Instead they indulge in ‘othering’ of the individuals 
involved (Daily Mail, 14/09/2015).  
 
 
September 2015 - Hungary 
As with the UK, coverage increases in the Hungarian publications in September. Articles highlighted 
police activities, numbers of ‘illegal migrants’ crossing borders, and stories about public disorder 
particularly relating to the Keleti train station. The public security frame was again prominent: in 
Magyar Hirlap the themes were ‘loss of control’, criminality, and terrorism, related to ‘threatening’ 
behaviour, ‘mass riots’ and violence of refugees (see Table 5). These articles are also notable for their 
frequent references to the positions of other countries, and tensions between them, Hungary and the 
EU. In Nepszabadsag there were some critical perspectives over the fence-building strategy and 
reports from other countries. Coverage of the diplomatic tensions with Hungary’s neighbours 
(Romania, Croatia, Serbia, Czech Republic and Austria) allowed discussion of Germany’s more open 
stance. Specific cases of refugees were explored, for example Bangladeshi nationals expelled to Serbia, 
and whether these actions contravene the norm of non-refoulement.  
 
Articles with a cultural protectionist frame align with Victor Orban’s narrative regarding threats to 
Hungary and Europe’s cultural and historical identity from demographic decline and ‘Islamic 
migration’. In Magyar Hirlap, the only universalist frames appear in reporting of refugee issues in 
other countries or via articles summarising foreign news coverage critical of the Orban ‘doctrine’ and 
highlighting the need to respect human rights. In Nepszabadsag there is room for some criticism of 
the government, with quotes from Paul Lendvai5 about the damage done by Hungary’s ‘antagonistic’ 

 
5 Journalist born in Hungary living in Austria who has written extensively on Orban 
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approach and other comments from international political and religious leaders urging compassion 
and hospitality towards the refugees. Less visible, however, was any empathetic coverage of refugees 
themselves, with a notable distance in both newspapers.  
 
In relation to the two norms, asylum is generally denied any relevance by discussing events as 
examples of criminality with the ‘crisis situation’ caused ‘by mass immigration’ (see Table 6): 
 

The German policy of the ‘no ceiling, we accept everyone’ has also failed, and the population is no 
longer as sympathetic to migrants as before. Today, all responsibly thinking politicians realize that 
external borders must be closed and a system must be established that will stifle uncontrolled 
immigration… (Magyar Hirlap, 25/09/2015). 
 

There is almost no reference to asylum obligations, just a ‘rejection’ of illegal migrants (Magyar Hirlap, 
29/09/2015). The counter-argument comes via the voice of the Pope and his request for everyone to 
provide a welcome (Magyar Hirlap, 06/09/2015), also reported in Nepszabadsag with greater detail 
about the situation in Italy.  
 
Discussion of asylum within the pages of Magyar Hirlap comes in the form of reports about the 
activities of charitable organisations (10/09/2015). There is criticism of Merkel’s position as expanding 
the asylum norm (Magyar Hirlap, 11/09/2015). Arguments justifying border closure suggest a 
narrowing of the asylum norm for anti-terror or security reasons (Magyar Hirlap, 20/09/2015). The 
asylum norm is raised more frequently by Nepszabadsag, through the experience of refugees 
themselves, particularly young children (11/09/2015) and the risks they face (04/09/2015). 
 
Orban’s cultural protectionism acts to narrow commitment to asylum (Magyar Hirlap, 18/09/2015), 
for example through his exchanges with Merkel (Nepszabadsag, 05/09/2015): 
 

Viktor Orbán spoke about the Islamization of Europe in Kötcs, in a closed circle, and said that the 
country that has no border is not a country. …  Georg Streiter, deputy spokesman for government, said 
they both [Merkel and Orban] agreed that Hungary and Germany would have to comply with their EU 
obligations, including the Dublin Convention. 
 

There is again more space for critique of Orban in Nepszabadsag, e.g. by Romanian or Croatian 
politicians (16/09/2015), journalists (08/09/2015) or the UN (e.g. 21/09/2015). However, space is 
provided for the government response (Nepszabadsag, 16/09/2015). Nepszabadsag’s reporting in 
September raises the asylum norm more frequently and is more supportive, e.g. in reports about the 
disorder at Keleti train station (04/09/2015), the failure to register, or on treatment of volunteer 
helpers (30/09/2015).  
 
In Magyar Hirlap, the burden-sharing norm is raised, but in terms of blaming neighbouring countries 
(16/09/2015) or Western European countries that benefitted from colonialism and that should now 
pay a ‘higher price’ for current problems: 
 

As a result, both branches of the immigration river flowing to Europe, both war refugees and illegal 
economic migration, which surpass their headcount, require rational, joint action by all EU member 
states, as each member state is responsible for the future of Europe. However, sharing the burden 
cannot ignore the cause-and-effect relationships outlined above. Countries that have benefited from 
former colonialism should play a key role in managing migration (04/09/2015). 
 

Global solutions have the same underlying logic pointing the finger at the ‘major players in world 
politics’ (Magyar Hirlap, 28/09/2015). While the EU’s plans are rejected (Magyar Hirlap, 07/09/2015) 
there is resistance to any reduction in EU funding: 
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The Prime Minister considers it completely unfounded to withdraw or reduce EU funds in Brussels for 
countries that are not willing to accept refugee quotas, said Nándor Csepreghy, Deputy State Secretary 
(Magyar Hirlap, 16/09/2015). 
 

The focus is frequently on diplomatic relations and reception of other European leaders to Victor 
Orban and his rejection of the relocation programme (Magyar Hirlap, 26/09/2015). 
 
Overall, the variety of perspectives in the Hungarian sample is narrow, the differences subtle. 
Wholehearted support for the government position in Magyar Hirlap contrasts with greater attention 
to international criticism in the pages of Nepszabadsag, but the framing and the engagement with the 
underlying norms is broadly similar. By contrast the distinction between the two UK publications is 
one of pessimism over optimism. Reaction to the death of Alan Kurdi is a source of hope in The 
Guardian, dismissed by the Daily Mail as ‘an emotional spasm, dressed up as civilisation and 
generosity’ (06/09/2015, ‘We Won’t Save Refugees Destroying Our Own Country’).  
 
Table 6 summarises the aggregated results for norms discussed above.  
 
 

Table 6: Engagement with refugee norms April & September 2015 
 
 UK Hungary 
Asylum norm Daily Mail Guardian Magyar Hirlap Nepszabadsag 
None 15 8 19 12 
Raise the issue 11 21 4 17 
Expand 1 20 1 3 
Narrow 17 10 23 11 

     
Burden-sharing norm Daily Mail Guardian Magyar Hirlap Nepszabadsag 
None 23 33 23 29 
Raise the issue 11 12 14 12 
Expand 2 14 4 1 
Narrow 8 0 6 1 

 
 
 
Figure 2 below plots the combined results from the framing and norm analysis using each norm as an 
axis (x = asylum, y = burden-sharing). Each newspaper is plotted to illustrate the result of the aggregate 
number of articles coded as ‘expand’ minus the number coded as ‘narrow’. The position of the data 
points for each newspaper thus indicates a strong positive correlation between the two norms. To 
demonstrate the correlation between our ethical framing schema and arguments for narrowing or 
expanding the two norms, the total communitarian and cosmopolitan frames for each country 
(combining both newspapers) are also plotted. The spread of points show similarities between the 
Daily Mail and the two Hungarian publications. However, the inclusion of The Guardian means that 
the two UK papers deliver a more balanced spectrum of arguments when compared with the 
Hungarian publications, which are more closely clustered with values that are negative or 
neutral/weakly positive with respect to the norms.  
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Conclusions 
 
The methodology presented here breaks new ground by developing an original way to analyse the 
normative terrain upon which political debates over immigration and refugees occur. Future research 
can expand upon this study and consider applying the method to more contexts and including analysis 
of multiple modes and forms of communication. The findings are significant because of the 
importance of media coverage to the survival and future development of the international refugee 
regime. The political response in Europe has placed the two ‘cornerstones’ of international refugee 
protection (Kneebone, 2016) under incredible pressure. The European Union’s landmark readmission 
deal with Turkey in early 2016 arguably violates non-refoulment (Poon 2016), and the response to its 
relocation programme demonstrates the problem of burden-sharing (Thielemann 2018). The findings 
presented here are instructive for those seeking to understand why Europe has moved in this 
direction, and for those advocating a different future for the international refugee regime. Any 
prospect of re-forging an international consensus will surely rest on the ability to convince publics to 
enforce or expand the existing norms underpinning the rules. If such arguments are not visible in the 
mainstream press, then initiatives like the UN’s Global Compacts will continue to face considerable 
friction and resistance in the court of public opinion, leaving the entire system of refugee protection 
at risk. 
 
One assumption would be that the norms would come under greater and more consistent attack in 
Hungary, when compared to the UK, considering Victor Orban’s supposed hold on the media. This is 
only partially reflected in our sample. The variance and polarisation between The Guardian and Daily 
Mail is greater than the variance between the two Hungarian titles. However, the more striking finding 
is the similarity between the two ‘right-leaning’ publications in each country: Daily Mail and Magyar 
Hirlap, which follow a remarkably similar pattern. The difference is between the two ‘left-leaning’ 
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publications, with The Guardian emerging as an outlier in the whole group, particularly with regard to 
discussions of the asylum norm. There was little evidence to show a viral spread of Orban’s 
combination of securitisation and cultural protectionism. There were differences in the way the two 
norms were discussed in each country during the first period, but this did not change in the second. 
No illiberal wind from East to West, rather the emergence of a transnational and uniform hostility 
across Europe’s mainstream press, with pockets of resistance in the UK. 
 
While the results provide little evidence of resistance to right-wing populism in the media, the findings 
both confirm and challenge commonly held assumptions about coverage of refugee issues in Europe 
during the so-called ‘crisis’ of 2015. The pattern across the whole sample was of norms sometimes 
ignored, other times discussed, but often challenged. Calls to enforce or expand protection for 
refugees were far less frequent, with the exception of The Guardian. There was greater engagement 
on asylum compared with burden-sharing, reflecting perhaps the greater level of institutionalisation 
of this norm (Betts 2015). While the results indicate a generally negative picture for the two norms, it 
should be noted that it was still only a minority of articles that explicitly pushed for a narrowing of the 
key norms. More frequent were articles raising the issue in an apparently neutral way, relying on the 
readers’ pre-existing attitudes to ‘join the dots’ and come to their own conclusions about the need to 
reduce, or increase, commitments to refugees. Incorporating an ethical framing analysis enables 
access to this somewhat submerged critique of the normative terrain. 
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