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Abstract 

This thesis seeks to explain the difference in refugee admissions policies for Soviet 

refugees from 1988 to 1993 and Syrian refugees from 2011 to 2016. This comparison is 

elucidated by the historical foreign policy bias to U.S. refugee policy, in which the 

United States has typically supported refugees fleeing enemy states. As this is not true for 

Syrian refugees, this thesis instead evaluates three essential components of domestic 

politics—interest groups, public opinion and media coverage, and legislative-executive 

branch relations—and uses mixed methods of analysis to illustrate the impact of domestic 

politics on U.S. refugee policy during these two periods of migration. The findings 

suggest that each domestic political factor has had important implications for the different 

reception of each refugee group. 
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Introduction 

A global refugee crisis has never been as prominent an issue as in 2016. As soon as the 

New York Times began publishing daily horror stories of Syrian refugees crossing the 

Mediterranean, bookstores and cafes across New York City placed in their windows 

posters proclaiming refugee support. Major cultural institutions, like the Museum of 

Modern Art, also reflected on the crisis by opening a yearlong series of exhibitions on 

forced displacement. Refugee policy even became a prominent issue during the 

presidential campaign. Considering the scale of the Syrian refugee crisis, it is not 

surprising to observe this level of public interest. The most recent reports estimate that 

over 5.3 million Syrian refugees have been registered with the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR 2016). Yet the U.S. government has not 

meaningfully responded to the crisis by offering permanent solutions to the refugees. 

Historically, the United States has shown overwhelming support for refugees 

from countries it considers “hostile” (Hamlin and Wolgin 2012; Yarnold 1990; Zucker 

and Zucker 1987), a preference that arises from the belief that “refugee outflows serve to 

embarrass and discredit adversary nations” (Teitelbaum 1984: 439). This preference is 

typically referenced to explain the generous policies applied to refugees originating from 

communist states: during the Cold War, the United States admitted 218,000 Vietnamese 

refugees over the course of two years and 80,000 Cubans within a single month (Park and 

Omri 2016). Similarly, Soviet refugees in the late 20th century would ultimately become 

the greatest beneficiaries of this preference and the largest refugee group granted 

admission into the United States to date. 
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This particular history of U.S. refugee policy raises interesting questions about 

how the U.S. government has approached the Syrian refugee crisis. It can be argued that 

Syrian refugees are escaping an enemy that is viewed as the United States once viewed 

communist states. To elaborate, the United States today is similarly preoccupied with 

countering the spread of terrorism as it once was with containing communism during the 

Cold War. Yet, Syrian refugees have been presented with a vastly different reception than 

earlier refugees from communist states and Soviet refugees in particular. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, although the number of Syrian refugees registered with 

the UNHCR had already exceeded 2 million by 2013, the number of admissions granted 

to Syrian refugees was comparatively low: the United States only accepted 29 Syrian 

refugees in the 2011, 31 in 2012, 36 in 2013, 105 in 2014, and 1,682 in 2015 (U.S. 

Department of State 2015). The only substantial number of admissions granted to Syrian 

refugees occurred in 2016, when the United States accepted 12,486 Syrian refugees. Yet, 

even this only accounted for 0.26 percent of the total number of Syrian refugees 

registered with the UNHCR (Park and Omri 2016), and only 14.8 percent of the total 

number of refugees admitted into the United States that year (Krogstad and Radford 

2017). 

This level of admissions seems even lower when compared to the proportion of 

total Soviet refugees registered with the UNHCR that were admitted into the United 

States each year: 55 percent of the total Soviet refugees registered in 1989, 24.7 percent 

in 1990, 20.1 percent in 1991, 49.9 percent in 1992, and 38.4 percent in 1993 (Tolts 

2010; U.S. Department of State 2015). The same is true in observing the proportion of 

Soviet refugees to the total number of refugees admitted into the United States each year: 
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37 percent in 1989, 47.3 percent in 1990, 34.5 percent in 1991, 46.3 percent in 1992, and 

40.1 percent in 1993 (U.S. Department of State 2015). 

 

Figure 1: Refugees Admitted From Total Registered 

 

 

Sources: UNHCR, U.S. Department of State, and YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. 

Note: No data for total number of Soviet refugees registered for the year 1988. Total 
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number of Syrian refugees registered is cut off for years 2012-2016. Total number of 

Syrian refugees registered is 494,818 in 2012, 2,301,668 in 2013, 3,222,565 in 2014, 

4,595,198 in 2015, and 4,795,648 in 2016. 

 

Assuming foreign policy interests are the same, this thesis seeks to further explain 

the different treatment of Soviet and Syrian refugees. To this end, I compare refugee 

admissions policies for Soviet refugees from 1988 to 1993 with refugee admissions 

policies for Syrian refugees from 2011 to 2016. Within this framework, I explore three 

essential components of domestic politics—interest groups, public opinion and media 

coverage, and legislative-executive branch relations—using mixed methods to illustrate 

the impact of domestic politics on U.S. refugee policy during these two periods of 

migration. 

Overall, I argue that domestic political factors have had important implications for 

the different reception of Soviet and Syrian refugees. While interest group activity was 

generally associated with increased admissions numbers for both groups, interest group 

advocacy and public opinion could not alone explain the differences in policies applies to 

Soviet and Syrian refugees. Meanwhile, negative media coverage likely played an 

important role in shaping the restrictionist, security-oriented policies that led to low 

admissions numbers for Syrian refugees. Finally, I argue that the refugee policies for 

each of these groups heavily relies on the partisan preferences and legislative, not only 

executive, pressures. 

 

Defining Refugees and Refugee Registrations 

Although migration takes on many forms, this thesis focuses primarily on refugees. 

According to the United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951), a 
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refugee is defined as a person who, “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for 

reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is 

unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a 

nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of 

such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.” Refugee status 

is determined in a process referred to as “registration,” during which a country or the 

UNHCR evaluate and document the refugee’s claim under international law. Official 

refugee status determination protects refugees from refoulement, or the act of being 

forcibly returned to a country where the refugee might be subject to further persecution. 

As the United Nation’s independent refugee agency, the UNHCR has gradually become 

the primary facilitator of refugee registrations (Feller and Kamara 2003), as well as of 

camp organization and resettlement into participating third countries. 

 

Comparing Soviet and Syrian Refugees 

The comparison between Soviet and Syrian refugees is compelling for several reasons. 

As mentioned above, both of these groups fled regimes considered enemies of the United 

States. Additionally, both of these groups were comprised of demographic groups 

considered religious minorities in the United States (i.e., the incoming Soviets were 

primarily Jewish, while the incoming Syrians are primarily Muslim). The following 

addresses the major similarities and differences relating to the comparison of these two 

refugee flows and the implications they may have for my analysis of refugee policies set 

for each group. 
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Foreign Relations. This comparison is primarily elucidated by the United States’ poor 

foreign relations with both the Soviet and Syrian refugees’ countries of origin, relating to 

the theory that the United States has historically been welcoming towards refugees 

originating from adversary states (Hamlin and Wolgin 2012; Yarnold 1990; Zucker and 

Zucker 1987). From 1988 to 1993, the United States maintained a still-skeptical 

relationship with the Soviet Union in the final years of the Cold War, during which the 

two countries were major political adversaries. The United States headed many 

international, anti-Soviet campaigns criticizing human rights violations towards Soviet 

citizens, especially relating to the emigration ban that affected many of the Jewish 

refugees (Rosenberg 2015). 

The United States’ relationship with Syria as a country currently controlled in part 

by terrorist regimes has been similarly tense. Since the outset of the Syrian Civil War in 

2011, Syria has been occupied by ISIS and al-Nusra, two terrorist organizations 

considered adversaries to the United States in its decades long “War on Terror.” Today, 

the United States’ foreign policy interests in Syria focus on targeting and containing ISIS 

and other terrorist organizations (Terrill 2015).  As ISIS recruitment tactics in part rely on 

claims that the United States is Islamophobic, the admission of high numbers of Syrian 

refugees could prove a powerful strategy in reducing the influence of terrorist 

organizations in Syria. 

Although the Cold War was characterized by the legitimate threat of global 

nuclear war, the actual threat of terrorism in the United States is typically overstated. 

Still, the fear of terrorism has consistently ranked within the U.S. public’s “most 
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important issues facing the country,” just as the Soviet Union once did throughout the 

1980s (Aisch and Parlapiano 2017). Considering these similarities in U.S. foreign policy 

interests during the two periods of refugee flows studied, it appears that foreign policy 

alone cannot explain the different treatment of Soviet and Syrian refugees. 

 

Total Number of Refugees Registered and Admitted. This comparison is further 

developed by the number of refugees registered and admitted into the United States from 

each group. The United States admitted nearly 400,000 refugees from the Soviet Union 

between 1988 and 1993, making Soviet refugees the largest single refugee group 

admitted to the United States to date (U.S. Department of State 2015). Syrian refugees, 

on the other hand, have been awarded controversially low admissions, such that the 

United States admitted only 14,369 Syrian refugees from 2011 to 2016 (U.S. Department 

of State 2016). 

 The level of refugees registered with the UNHCR during each period studied is 

not exactly comparable: referencing Figure 1 again, we see that the total number of 

Syrian refugees far exceeds the total number of Soviet refugees throughout the period 

studied. However, this is not as detrimental to the framework of this thesis as it would be 

if the Soviet refugees far outnumbered Syrian refugees, in which case the number of total 

refugees registered could offer a simple explanation for the difference in admissions 

policies into the United States. These levels of refugee registrations share other important 

similarities: at the time of each period of refugee migration, the scale of refugee 

registrations was considered unprecedented and crisis-level for both periods (UNHCR 

2016). 
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To rule out lag time, as in the length of time needed to screen and resettle 

refugees, as an explanatory factor for the differences in refugee policy between the two 

groups, we must also recognize that both of these crises unfolded at similarly rapid rates. 

Gorbachev lifted the ban on emigration from the Soviet Union in 1989 (Rosenberg 2015), 

kick starting the precipitous departure and admissions of Soviet refugees. Likewise, the 

number of Syrian refugee registrations also arose steeply, having already exceeded 

500,000 total refugees registered by 2012 and 2 million by 2013 (UNHCR 2016). 

 

Status as Religious Minorities. Furthermore, both refugee groups were also comprised of 

demographic groups considered religious minorities in the United States. In 1988, Jews 

made up only 2.4 percent of the total U.S. population (Kosmin, Ritterband, and Schenker 

1989). In 2011, Muslims made up the second largest religious minority in the United 

States after Jews at 0.9 percent of the total U.S. population (Mohamed 2016). 

 As the United States is composed predominantly of Christians, at 70.6 percent of 

the total population, the role of each of these groups as religious minorities might 

influence whether they are perceived as outsiders in the United States. In such a case, the 

refugee policy applied towards each would be somewhat unfavorable as a result of 

common fears that the refugees, like other immigrants, might disrupt the cultural status 

quo of the United States (Paxton and Mughan 2003). 

  

Other Considerations. It is also possible that despite sharing this status as religious 

minorities in the United States, the perceptions of the two refugee groups as adherents of 

their respective religions are rather different. Many of the terrorist organizations currently 
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active are founded on Islamic extremism; the same is not true for Judaism. Thus, Syrian 

refugees, as Muslims, may be perceived as more threatening than their Soviet Jewish 

counterparts. Some of this effect can be mitigated by the U.S. population’s historical 

aversion to communists. During the Red Scare and era of McCarthyism, Americans were 

highly suspicious that communist immigrants might be potential spies for the Soviet 

Union (Schrecker 1994). However, it is not certain to what extent these fears applied to 

the period of Soviet migration studied in this thesis. Thus, the variation of public opinion 

towards each group and their religious affiliation might have had tremendous effect on 

the policies applied to each. As mentioned below, this effect is further studied in Chapter 

3. 

 

Looking Forward 

The next chapter discusses how various political factors have affected U.S. refugee 

policy, historically and in the present day. I elaborate on policy biases leading up to and 

during the Cold War, and the entrance of domestic politics in the refugee policy setting 

process as of today. In particular, I focus on the points at which domestic political factors 

might currently influence refugee policy. 

The following three chapters contain the substantive portion of my thesis.  

Chapter 2 analyzes the role of interest groups in advocating for their preferred admissions 

policies and against their ill-favored admissions policies for the two refugee groups 

studied. The findings of this chapter suggest that there is positive, though subtle, 

correlation between interest group advocacy and refugee admissions numbers for both 

groups: increased interest group activity, as measured by advocacy events recorded in the 
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national newspapers, typically corresponded with rises in admissions numbers awarded to 

each group. Additionally, the chapter discusses the barriers that make it challenging for 

interest groups to have more observable influence over refugee admissions policy 

decisions. 

Chapter 3 uses polling data and media analysis of newspaper coverage to examine 

how public opinion and mainstream media constructions varied and correlated with the 

admissions policies developed in response to each refugee group. Although polling data 

does not illustrate clear differences between the two groups, the portrayals of each 

refugee group identified in the media analysis were very different. Syrian refugees, unlike 

the Soviet refugees, were more likely to be associated with the threats of the state from 

which they were fleeing, a factor that might have contributed to their low admissions 

numbers. 

Chapter 4 discusses the partisanship and relationship between the legislative and 

executive branches during each period. Referencing bill profiles and hearing transcripts, 

this chapter reconstructs a legislative history in focusing on how the legislative branch 

sought to control or exert pressure over the refugee policy setting during each of the 

periods studied. The findings of this chapter illustrate the power the legislative branch 

holds over the refugee policy setting process, as well as how the partisan control of the 

legislative branch might have resulted in high admissions number for Soviet refugees and 

low admissions numbers for Syrian refugees. 

Finally, the conclusion elaborates on how these three domestic political factors 

might work as a system, ultimately resulting in the refugee admissions numbers observed 

for each refugee group studied. 
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Chapter 1: An Overview U.S. Refugee Policy 

This chapter discusses the influence of various political factors in determining U.S. 

refugee policy both historically and in the present day. The first portion of this chapter 

provides a historical overview of U.S. refugee policy, illustrating some early policy 

biases in determining refugee admissions numbers. Additionally, the chapter provides an 

overview of the current refugee policy setting process to further discuss the place of 

domestic politics within it. Overall, this chapter highlights that from the outset, U.S. 

refugee policy has been affected by various political concerns rather than unbiased 

humanitarian action, making refugee resettlement in the United States very much a 

“solution for only a few” (U.S. Department of State 2016). 

 

Origins in Foreign Policy 

Historically, the United States has portrayed itself as a “paternal protectionist” of 

persecuted minorities and individuals (Sampaio 2015). In reality, the United States has a 

more complicated history when it comes to refugee policy. Since World War II, the U.S. 

government has worked both to expedite and prohibit the admissions of various refugee 

populations (Haines 2010). Likewise, the American public and various institutions, such 

as the mainstream news media, have also vacillated between viewing refugee populations 

either as persecuted individuals or individuals who are themselves potentially dangerous. 

For example, although the United States readily admitted Jewish refugees from the Soviet 

Union, 61 percent of the U.S. public supported the government’s decision to deny entry 

to Jewish refugees fleeing Nazi Germany, out of fear that the refugees would spread 
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fascist and anti-democratic tendencies in the United States (Victor 2015; Zucker and 

Zucker 1987). 

 These origins of U.S. refugee policy illustrate the country’s limited commitment 

to upholding its “protectionist” image and instead allowing political preferences to 

preside. When the United Nations began to lay down the foundation for an international 

agreement on refugee protections with the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees, 

the United States did not (and has still yet to) sign onto the agreement (UNHCR 2017). 

Instead, the United States offered its own narrower standards within the McCarran-

Walter Act of 1952, defining refugees as only those fleeing Communist or Middle 

Eastern states (Zucker and Zucker 1987). However, these standards proved problematic 

for several reasons.  

First, the McCarran-Walter Act expanded on the executive branch’s dominance 

over refugee policy by (a) establishing the Attorney General’s parole provision to admit 

refugees on a case-by-case basis and (b) defining persecution in very limited terms 

(Frank 1977; Hamlin and Wolgin 2012). Second, the Act became an instrument through 

which presidents began admitting various refugee groups en masse as an extension of the 

United States’ anti-communist foreign policy preferences. Several major refugee 

movements into the United States illustrate this bias: Cubans fleeing the communist 

Castro regime were preferred over their Haitian counterparts fleeing the Duvalier regime, 

which was equally oppressive but not communist. Similarly, Vietnamese refugees were 

also readily admitted after the fall of Saigon to communist forces in 1975, while their 

Filipino counterparts, who were fleeing a country allied with the United States, were 

consistently denied (Nuckerud 1999; Zucker and Zucker 1987). 
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The United States later amended this narrow definition of persecution in the Hart-

Celler Act of 1965 to include individuals threatened with “persecution for their race, 

religion, or political opinion” and established official quotas to encourage fairer 

admissions (Anker and Posner 1981). However, neither of these amendments did much to 

alter the United States’ approach to refugee policy. Before signing the new Act, President 

Johnson endorsed it as a measure to improve immigration prospects for Eastern European 

(then communist-occupied) immigrants and refugees. Not long after, he also opened the 

borders to Cubans fleeing Castro, once again accepting amounts of communist refugees 

and asylum seekers that far exceeded the quotas established in law (Daniels 2004).  

Congress enacted the Refugee Act of 1980 with the intention to remedy these and 

other issues by creating a standardized and apolitical process for responding to refugee 

and asylum claims (Hamlin and Wolgin 2012). Broad changes included the legal 

incorporation of the UNHCR’s 1951 definition of refugees and the codification of the 

process through which refugee and asylum applications are processed (Anker and Posner 

1981). Both were strategic efforts by the legislative branch to overhaul the “discretion” 

awarded to the executive branch and the geopolitical biases that had presided over 

refugee policy until that point. 

Yet, the immediate aftermath of the 1980 Refugee Act’s passage quickly revealed 

its inability to diminish the role of the executive and these geopolitical biases in the 

formation of U.S. refugee policy (Hamlin and Wolgin 2012). When Fidel Castro opened 

Cuba’s borders, hundreds of thousands of Cubans fled to the United States in the Mariel 

Boatlift. Once again, the United States readily admitted Cuban asylum seekers fleeing the 
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communist Castro regime, while simultaneously refusing asylum seekers from Haiti, a 

U.S. ally, under similar methods and circumstances (Zucker and Zucker 1987). 

 

Entrance of Domestic Politics 

As the refugee policy setting process was further developed, domestic politics expanded 

into a more important component of it. The “on the books” process for setting refugee 

policy, as laid out in the Refugee Act of 1980, was written in careful consideration of 

including more balance between the legislative and executive branches: according to 

these guidelines, the president, in coordination with the House and Senate Judiciary 

Committees, approves a proposal for an annual ceiling and allocation of refugee 

admissions, which is then published in a presidential determination by the start of the 

fiscal year in October. Congress included this collaborative step in response to the power 

the executive branch had accrued over refugee policy prior to 1980 and to limit the 

geopolitical biases in earlier refugee admissions policies and practices (Zucker and 

Zucker 1987). 

Despite these changes in law, Congress still ended up with little direct input in 

and oversight over the “on the books” refugee policy setting process. In the first 

consultation between the president and the congressional Judiciary Committees, one 

House member identified his concerns over the lack of congressional power in the 

consultation process, highlighting that “the only control which could modify a 

Presidential proposal would be exercised by a funding committee rather than… the 

Committee on the Judiciary” (Zucker and Zucker 1987: 72). Thus, Congress and other 

domestic political factors would have to adapt their strategies to influence refugee 
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admissions outside of the “on the books” process. 

 Figure 2 is an infographic created to summarize and visually represent the entire 

refugee policy setting process from start to finish. It illustrates this one House member’s 

point that the consultation process between the president and the Judiciary Committees is 

perhaps best thought of as a procedural one at best (step 4). The president, typically in 

early to mid-September, presents his proposal for refugee admissions to the congressional 

committees, and the proposal is published, within a very short time frame of two weeks, 

as a presidential determination. There is no vote and no revision to this proposal, neither 

of which there would be time for with the start of the fiscal year commencing in just two 

weeks. By the time this process occurs, much of the next year’s refugee policy has 

already been set via other more political processes, which as this House member pointed 

out includes congressional input via the Appropriations Committees. 

 Refugee policy setting actually begins with the three offices that oversee the 

execution of refugee policy: U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services in the U.S. 

Department of Homeland Security, the Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration in 

the U.S. Department of State, and the Office of Refugee Resettlement in the U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 

2016) (step 1). During the budgetary process, these three offices, taking into account the 

scope of the global refugee situation and previous expenditures, submit their budget 

requests to the president and the Office of Management and Budget. It is during the 

budget approval process that Congress gets its first chance to influence refugee policy, 

but in a very minimal way (step 2). In 2016, the United States budget for the refugee 

admissions program was an estimated $1.192 billion, or approximately 0.03% of the total 
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$3.54 trillion budget for the fiscal year (U.S. Department of State 2016). At this point, 

Congress also has to fund a multitude of other programs, making it rather unlikely that a 

funding committee has the room to renegotiate refugee admissions. 

 Thus, the next major point of setting refugee policy also resides within the realm 

of the executive branch: the Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration is 

responsible for drafting the president’s proposal regarding the annual ceiling and 

allocation of refugee admissions, based on the criteria listed under step 3 of Figure 2. 

Zucker and Zucker (1987) note that another major deficiency here, besides the general 

inability of the Judiciary Committees to influence numbers set by the executive branch, is 

the lack of involvement of the Foreign Affairs Committee, which “possesses the expertise 

to check and complement the State Department’s reports” (75). After the consultation, the 

final point of refugee policy setting simply depends on the efficiency of the three offices 

involved in its execution (step 5). At no point in these steps of the process is there a 

congressional check to balance the executive’s policy preferences. However, much of the 

interest group activity, public opinion, and media coverage that will be discussed in later 

chapters is broadly directed at the actors involved in these steps, fulfilling this role of 

providing and verifying information used to support admissions decisions. 

 To accommodate for this lack of power in the “on the books” process, Congress 

attempts to influence refugee admissions numbers by attempting to enact laws outside of 

this policy setting process. As discussed later in Chapter 4, these laws have typically 

taken the following different forms: (a) explicitly stating revised goals or quotas, 

including outright bans, relating to specific refugee groups; (b) complicating or easing the 

requirements of refugee processing that the administrative agencies must follow; and (c) 
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posturing in an attempt to pressure the executive’s own numbers. As a result, each of 

these has introduced an additional level of legislative-executive politics into the refugee 

admissions process. 
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Figure 2: Infographic on Refugee Policy Setting Process 
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Chapter 2: The Influence of Interest Groups 

Interest groups were repeatedly credited with the successful passage of the welcoming 

policies applied to Soviet refugees during the period of 1988 to 1993. The Hebrew 

Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), for example, is named in several historical accounts for 

singlehandedly lobbying the executive branch to reverse the budgetary restrictions that 

stopped Soviet refugee processing at a site in Italy, and again for its work lobbying the 

legislative branch to pass the Lautenberg Amendment, which eased the conditions Soviet 

Jews had to meet to obtain refugee status (Beyer 1991; HIAS 2014; Rosenberg 2015). 

This chapter analyzes the advocacy activity of three interest groups, International Rescue 

Committee, Church World Services, and HIAS, as reported in national newspapers and 

the correlation of their activity with rises and falls in refugee admissions numbers. The 

findings of this chapter suggest that there is positive, though subtle, correlation between 

interest group advocacy and refugee admissions numbers for both groups: increased 

interest group activity, as measured by advocacy events recorded in the national media, 

typically corresponded with rises in admissions numbers awarded to each group. 

Additionally, the chapter discusses the barriers that make it challenging for interest 

groups to have more observable influence over refugee admissions policy decisions. 

 

What We Know About the Impact of Interest Groups 

Little of the scholarship on the political influence of interest groups goes without mention 

of interest groups as key players in the formation of major U.S. policies, from temperance 

in the 19th century to car safety regulations in the late 20th century (Burstein and Hirsh 

2007; Meier and Copeland 1983; Meier and van Lohuizen 1978; Walker 1991). 
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Similarly, interest groups have also been influential in blocking various policy measures. 

While qualitative data on interest groups typically support these narratives of successful 

political and policy influence, few quantitative studies using statistical data have come to 

the same conclusion. Two studies that measured the correlation of interest group 

“intensity” (as defined by visibility and political access) and the level of resources 

devoted to their respective interests found that interest groups rarely made a positive 

impact on the appropriations process (Meier and Copeland 1983; Meier and van 

Lohuizen 1978). Ability to positively impact budgetary decisions can be a clear measure 

of interest group influence, but is also difficult to rely on as a complete measure 

considering the complexity of the budget process. Regardless, these early findings on 

interest group influence intimate reduced political influence of refugee interest groups, 

given that refugee admissions policies are heavily reliant on the appropriations made to 

several government agencies (see Chapter 1).  

Qualitative studies also discuss where other barriers to influence might arise for 

groups like refugee interest groups. Some of these analyses find that interest groups 

whose area of interest is directly related to a single agency’s work are more likely to 

wield great power due to their close relationship to the government. This is particularly 

true for “those groups with more specialized interests who are better able to locate the 

one agency with authority over their unique area of policy” (Zeigler 1964: 286). Refugee 

interest groups are of course deeply interconnected with the government agencies that 

preside over their interests, as it is often these same interest groups who sponsor 

resettlement and provide services to refugees on behalf of the federal government. 

However, challenges might arise should these interest groups attempt to locate the agency 
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responsible for setting refugee policy.  As discussed in Chapter 1, refugee policy is not 

under the domain of just one agency, but rather several agencies, departments, and 

congressional committees.  The greater number of institutional stakeholders makes it 

challenging for refugee interest groups to influence refugee admissions policies, 

especially since many of these interest groups have limited staff and limited advocacy 

resources. 

 In general, previous scholarship on interest groups suggests that interest groups 

are likely to face many difficulties in trying to directly influence the decisions of 

government actors and institutions. However, interest groups do not necessarily focus 

only on “inside” strategies which consist of the conventional lobbying tactics, such as 

administrative and legislative lobbying and information sharing. They also take on 

“outside” lobbying strategies to “shape and mobilize public opinion” (Walker 1991: 103). 

Walker elaborates on this, writing that interest groups have “placed considerable 

emphasis on research and publicity,” adding also to the list of activities beyond 

conventional lobbying: “working with mass media, providing speakers, sponsoring 

conferences, litigating, electioneering, and protesting or demonstrating” (Walker 1991: 

93). Given this research, it is important to also consider a range of activities interest 

groups use to influence the policy making process, including both inside strategies, such 

as meeting with government officials, and outside strategies, such giving public 

comments, writing petitions, and organizing public events. 

 

Methods and Data: Collecting Records of Advocacy 

Selecting Interest Groups. The three refugee interest groups this study analyzes are the 
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International Rescue Committee, Church World Services, and HIAS. These groups were 

selected from a list of ten refugee interest groups also recognized by the Office of 

Refugee Resettlement as coordinating voluntary agencies and which, in providing direct 

services to refugees and assisting with refugee resettlement on behalf of the government 

(Office of Refugee Resettlement 2012), maintain close ties to the agencies presiding over 

U.S. refugee policy. Out of the ten voluntary agencies, these three groups were also 

mentioned most often1 in government documents. As a result, this study does exclude 

several smaller interest groups that advocated specifically on behalf of either Soviet or 

Syrian refugees (e.g., the Muslim American Society, which has testified in congressional 

hearings on the Syrian refugee crisis), but did not otherwise have as important a 

relationship with the government. As this study is also mainly analyzing “outside” 

lobbying strategies via newspaper archives, larger groups with strong relationships with 

the U.S. government were picked to prioritize the factor of visibility to the U.S. public 

and in turn the U.S. government.  

 

Analyzing Advocacy Events. To analyze the influence of refugee interest groups on U.S. 

refugee policy, I completed both a quantitative and qualitative analysis of publicly-

reported advocacy events, with an advocacy event defined as an action or an instance in 

which an interest group aimed or intended to impact the admissions numbers of each 

refugee group during the relevant time period. I excluded from this definition instances in 

                                                        
 
1 The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops was within the three most mentioned 

interest groups included on the list voluntary agencies. However, this particular group 

was ultimately removed the group due its involvement in other religious interests (e.g., 

pro-life advocacy) that perhaps skewed these results. 
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which an interest group aimed to influence the funding they were allocated by the U.S. 

government, as I ultimately measured their success against the change in admissions 

numbers of each refugee group being studied, not the budget of these programs. Although 

this funding is important (the interest groups require these funds to resettle refugees), 

these interest groups equally rely on private fundraising (Lazin 2005). Furthermore, 

because refugee admissions numbers are initially set as quotas per region of origin, 

greater funds would not necessarily translate into higher admissions numbers for refugees 

of a specific origin (or all refugees in general). The U.S. government could simply 

maintain the quota established for a certain group (or, again, all refugees in general) 

regardless of funding. 

 It is important to note that because these advocacy events consist only of those 

reported on in national newspapers, I am not able to fully observe the effects of “inside” 

lobbying, such as face-to-face negotiations with government officials. Such data could be 

collected via access to interviews or private records of interest group officials, but 

comparable data would be difficult to collect for both periods studied. Having occurred 

nearly thirty years ago, much of the data relating to the period of Soviet refugees 

migration has already been archived. 

 To identify and record advocacy events, I searched the LexisNexis Academic 

database of periodical archives, limiting the search to the database’s “U.S. Newspapers 

and Wires” source option. These archives include approximately 224 newspaper and 

wires published within the United States, ranging from a variety of national (e.g., The 

New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, etc.) to more regional 

(e.g. The New York Observer, Texas Monthly, etc.) sources. The search was conducted by 
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collecting articles, limited to the relevant time period, mentioning both the full name and 

acronym or the interest group and the name of the refugee group (either “Soviet refugees” 

or “Syrian refugees”).  

 Each advocacy event was recorded taking note of: (a) date of the event, (b) 

interest group, (c) target, (d) type of lobbying, and (e) goal. Targets consisted of the 

branch of government, typically either legislative or executive, and, if possible, the 

specific agency or committee as well. Types of lobbying were categorized as inside (i.e., 

providing speakers to conferences, information to mass media, or producing media) and 

outside lobbying (i.e. meeting with legislative or executive officials). Some activities 

(i.e., petitioning or letter writing to change policies, criticizing policies in place) were 

coded as inside-outside lobbying due to their mixed nature.  

 Three analyses of this data were performed: first, I compared the number of 

advocacy events registered in the national newspapers alongside the admissions numbers 

set for the following year. As refugee policy is set at the start of a fiscal year, advocacy 

events would not immediately affect admissions numbers. Rather, the effects of advocacy 

events are most likely to be seen in refugee admissions policy enacted for the following 

fiscal year. Second, I implemented a more qualitative analysis in reviewing the trends and 

strategies of the advocacy events, taking note of changes in targets, types of lobbying, 

and goals between individual interest groups and the combined groups as a whole. Third, 

advocacy events recorded from the database were compared to an interest group’s 

personal records and press briefings of advocacy activity (available only for Syrian 

refugees) to assess general visibility. 
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A Closer Look at the Influence of Refugee Interest Groups 

Correlation Between Advocacy Events and Admissions Levels. Data comparing the 

number of advocacy events registered in national newspapers to the number of refugee 

admissions for the following year complicates the claims made in historical accounts that 

the pressure of refugee interest groups were crucial to the development of the favorable 

policies applied to Soviet refugees. As depicted in Figure 3, the relationship between 

advocacy events and Soviet refugee admissions is not consistent: high numbers of 

advocacy events during the years 1987 to 1989 correlate with high, even increasing, 

admissions numbers during the years 1988 to 1990. A reversed relationship appears in the 

following year, when a decrease in advocacy events also correlates with decreased 

admissions numbers. Yet, the pattern breaks when assessing the high number of 

admissions illustrated in 1992.  Although this is the highest number of admissions 

awarded to Soviet refugees, the year preceding it had no major advocacy events recorded 

in the national newspapers. 

 

Figure 3: Correlation Between Number of Advocacy Events and Soviet Refugees 

Admitted to the United States 

 

Year # of Advocacy Events # of Refugee Admitted 

 1987 2 20,411 in 1988 

1988 11 39,602 in 1989 

1989 8 50,628 in 1990 

1990 1 39,226 in 1991 

1991 0 61,397 in 1992 

1992 0 48,773 in 1993 

 
Sources: Number of Refugees Admitted comes from U.S. Department of State, 

and YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. 

 

 This analysis is even more compelling when one considers how the number of 
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advocacy events recorded in national newspapers relates to the number of Syrian refugees 

admitted.  Figure 4 shows that as the number of recorded advocacy events increased at a 

growing rate, the number of Syrian refugees admitted also increased at a growing rate. 

Thus, we are left with something of a paradox: visible advocacy on behalf of a group that 

received more favorable treatment by U.S. refugee policy (Soviet refugees) ultimately 

appeared to have been less beneficial than the visible advocacy on behalf of a group that 

received less favorable treatment by U.S. refugee policy (Syrian refugees). 

Figure 4: Correlation Between Number of Advocacy Events and Syrian Refugees 

Admitted to the United States 

 

Year # of Advocacy Events # of Refugee Admitted 

 
2010 0 29 in 2011 

2011 0 31 in 2012 

2012 1 36 in 2013 

2013 2 105 in 2014 

2014 5 1,682 in 2015 

2015 31 12,486 in 2016 

 
Sources: Number of Refugees Admitted comes from U.S. Department of State. 

 

 What can account for this observation? A possible explanation is that refugee 

interest groups are not necessarily influencing refugee policy, but are instead being 

influenced by refugee policy, particularly when it is perceived as unjust. This might 

explain some of the trends revealed in the data, such as: (a) there are more recorded 

advocacy events when the number of admissions granted to Soviet refugees is generally 

low and almost none when the number of admissions granted to Soviet refugees is 

perhaps high enough to satisfy the interest groups; (b) the number of recorded advocacy 

events on behalf of Syrian refugees is increasing alongside the increasing rate (and 
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therefore need for resettlement) of Syrians registered with the UNHCR; and (c) the 

majority of the advocacy events recorded during this periods were “outside” and 

oppositional in nature, meaning that the interest groups were recorded speaking out in 

public against the policies in place. 

 I should also reiterate that my observation may also be influenced by the 

limitations of my data. It would be interesting to see how the inclusion of the advocacy 

events that I was not able to collect (due to general inaccessibility or archiving) might 

have correlated with refugee admissions numbers. Despite not being recorded in the 

national media, face-to-face negotiations between interest group and government leaders 

might be very effective. The inclusion of such data might have strengthened the 

correlation between advocacy events and admissions numbers for Soviet refugees. 

 Overall, this analysis suggests that visible advocacy by refugee interest groups 

correlated with admissions numbers for both refugee groups and furthermore, that this 

correlation is stronger for Syrian refugees than Soviet refugees. Due to this unexpected 

finding, differences in interest group activity alone cannot explain the refugee policies 

applied to each group. The qualitative analysis that follows highlights some potential 

weaknesses that limit the ability of these interest groups to change refugee policy 

outcomes. 

 

Difficulty to Target. Chapter 1’s overview of the refugee policy setting process in the 

United States provides a visualization of the issues that arise for interest groups 

attempting to establish a target at whom they might direct influence. Refugee interest 

groups cannot simply direct influence to a single government agency or committee, as the 
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policy making space includes a wide array of government figures, offices and agencies, 

and multiple legislative committees, all of which also preside over an array of other 

interests. The most obvious points at which a refugee interest group might direct 

influence (and some do) are the congressional Judiciary Committees, which according to 

the Refugee Act of 1980 are tasked with consulting the president on setting refugee 

admissions numbers. Yet, as noted in Chapter 1, these committees lack the ability to vote 

on, and therefore meaningfully impact, refugee admissions numbers. Meanwhile, as the 

scholarship on interest groups state, appropriations committees are also difficult to target 

and influence (Meier and Copeland 1983; Meier and van Lohuizen 1978). Zucker and 

Zucker (1987) quote an advocate of the Refugee Policy Group to depict how this has 

impacted advocacy thus far, concluding that “the voices of the voluntary agencies… and 

other public interest groups are quieter” (75) as a result of these difficulties.  

 The inability of interest groups to identify one specific target at which to direct 

influence presents itself within the data as well. In my initial methods, I intended to 

identify and record the specific node of influence (i.e., the office or even department, the 

committee or legislative body, the courts) that was the target of an advocacy event, but I 

was generally unable to do so. Besides a few letter writing campaigns directed towards 

specific department secretaries or, in one case, at the Judiciary Committees, the targets of 

the advocacy events were typically addressed in general statements or criticisms than in 

direct addresses. For example, HIAS repeatedly criticizes the “United States” and the 

“U.S. government” throughout the late 1980s. Likewise, when the International Rescue 

Committee released proposals for the United States’ response to the Syrian Refugee 

Crisis, they stated broadly that they “call on the United States to take emergency 
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measures and resettle 12,000 Syrian refugees in 2014.” Without directing criticism at a 

specific target, it can be difficult for interest groups to garner a response from the 

government actors responsible as these actors can redirect the criticism to other actors 

instead of responding. 

 

Discord in Advocacy Goals. An analysis of the goals behind the advocacy events 

recorded during these two eras provides additional insight into the relatively weak 

influence that refugee interest groups have had on U.S. refugee policy.  Refugee interest 

groups do not always appear to work in coalition with one another and do not necessarily 

have shared goals. For example, the majority of advocacy events performed on behalf of 

Soviet refugees during the period of 1988 to 1993 originated from HIAS. In fact, only 

two of all advocacy events recorded during that period originated from an interest group 

besides HIAS.  

Besides not working as actively as HIAS on influencing refugee policy directed 

toward Soviet refugees, International Rescue Committee and Church World Services also 

appeared to have different goals in regard to Soviet refugees.  Although still advocating 

for resolving processing issues for Soviet refugees, these two groups spoke out of 

frustration that until these issues were resolved, they could not get back to working with 

the other refugee groups that they seemed to perceive as having greater need. For 

example, in January 1988, the executive director of International Rescue Committee was 

quoted emphasizing the horrible of conditions for other refugees in a way that might have 

lessened the Soviet refugees own claims: “In a sense we face triage already, having to 

choose between turning down an appeal for sanitary equipment for Malawi dealing with 
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dysentery in refugee camps or the Vietnamese boat people or the starving Ethiopians. 

We'd be glad if the situation about the Soviet Jews and Armenians was resolved,” 

(Teltsch 1988). Although likely unintentional, the executive director’s phrasing appeared 

to bolster the Reagan administration’s views that the plight of Soviet refugees was not 

legitimate or as serious as other refugee claims. 

 Collective action problems between the groups were also observed in the analyses 

of advocacy events performed on behalf of Syrian refugees. For example, although HIAS 

and Church World Services petitioned for the U.S. government to admit 65,000 Syrian 

refugees by the end of 2016 and within a month raised this number to 100,000 Syrian 

refugees, the International Rescue Committee was simultaneously advocating for a more 

modest number of 65,000 Syrian refugees total over the course of three years. The 

admissions numbers ultimately proposed by the U.S. government are more reflective of 

the numbers suggested by the International Rescue Committee, but still do not actually 

reach any of the interest groups’ suggested marks. 

 

Registering in the Mainstream Media. The analysis comparing advocacy events collected 

from the LexisNexis Academic database and those mentioned in the interest groups’ 

organizational records2 and press briefings of advocacy activity reveal another barrier to 

influence: only a fraction of major interest group activity is visible in national newspaper 

coverage, suggesting that the media is an important gatekeeper in this issue area. For 

                                                        
 
2  As mentioned earlier in the “Methods and Data” subsection, this analysis was 

completed only for the more recent period in this study regarding Syrian refugees from 

2011 to present. This is due to the difficulty of locating and accessing interest groups’ 

personal records of activities dating as far back as 1988 to 1993. 
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example, although the organizational records and press briefings of interest group 

advocacy depicted a flurry of activity during November 2015, when state governors and 

legislative branches were introducing a bill to block Syrian refugees (Steinhauer 2015), 

several advocacy events, such as a major letter writing campaign initiated by HIAS, were 

missing from the national newspaper coverage. The letter campaign, signed by over 

1,000 rabbis and their communities across 48 states, called on Congress to raise 

admissions ceilings for all refugees and was published in ad space purchased by the 

interest groups themselves, but never publicized in an actual newspaper article from the 

national media itself.  

As for the type of advocacy events that the media did cover, oppositional 

lobbying in the form of general statements or criticisms was most common. Mentions of 

interest groups in the national media typically consisted of statements regarding the level 

of admissions the interest groups felt the government should increase Syrian admissions 

to and were typically lifted from interest groups’ press releases. For example, a 2015 

article quotes Rev. John L. McCullough, the President of Church World Service, 

criticizing the presidential determination on refugee admissions: “President Obama must 

have forgotten to add a zero at the end of this number, as he should be committing the 

United States to resettle 100,000 Syrians refugees, not this meager figure of 10,000” 

(Harris, Sanger, and Herszenhorn 2015). This quote was lifted directly from a press 

release the group published that same day. Another article published two days prior also 

reproduced a quote from a CWS press briefing: “Church World Service is calling on the 

Obama administration to allow 200,000 refugees to be resettled in the United States in 

the coming federal fiscal year, including 100,000 Syrian refugees, in response to the 
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growing need” (Church World Service 2015). Less common was media coverage 

regarding activities like a letter writing campaigns, petitions, or events hosted by the 

groups. 

Much of this might be due to timing: although the interest group’s organizational 

records illustrate year-round advocacy activity, the majority of the advocacy events that 

registered in the media during 2015 (22 out of 31 total) occurred in September, when the 

President published his determination regarding refugee admissions. Not only does this 

speak to the difficulty refugee interest groups face in gaining visibility to policymakers 

through the media, it also relates back to the issue of interest groups being able to target a 

specific government agency or decision maker to act on their demands. As mentioned 

earlier in Chapter 1, the process of setting refugee policy begins much earlier than this 

point in time. By the time the President has published his determination, it is already too 

late for interest groups to impact the policy decision. Although not observable due to a 

lack of comparable data for the earlier period, it is very likely that this inability to register 

in the national media would also be observed during the era of Soviet migration. 

 

Conclusion 

Despite the discussion in several historical accounts that refugee interest groups were 

singlehandedly responsible for the favorable policies applied towards Soviet refugees 

during the period of 1988 to 1993, the analysis in this chapter suggests that the overall 

impact of refugee interest groups, while not insignificant, cannot fully explain the 

different policies applied to each refugee group.. My analysis elaborates on the reasons 

for this and the various barriers refugee interest groups face to exerting influence, 
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particularly relating to their access to the government and media. 

This chapter, however, does not mean to discredit the work that these interest 

groups do on behalf of refugees.  For one, this study is not able to address what refugee 

admissions numbers would look like in the complete absence advocacy. Furthermore, this 

study does not fully analyze the effect of refugee interest groups using “direct” influence 

(e.g., meeting with the government via conventional administrative and lobbying tactics). 
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Chapter 3: The Influence of Public Opinion and Media 

Coverage 
 
Public opinion and media coverage has had an important, and usually negative, influence 

on immigration policy throughout U.S. history (Citrin, Reingold, and Green 1990). 

During the current refugee crisis, the cause for low admissions numbers has typically 

been credited to the U.S. public’s prejudice and fearfulness of Syrian refugees (Griswold 

2016). This chapter uses polling data and media analysis to assess the role of these two 

factors in influencing admissions policies for each refugee group. My analysis finds that 

although polling data does not illustrate clear differences between the two groups, the 

portrayals of each refugee group identified in the media analysis were very different. 

Syrian refugees, unlike the Soviet refugees, were more likely to be associated with the 

threats of the state from which they were fleeing, a factor that might have contributed to 

their low admissions numbers. 

 

What We Know About the Role of Public Opinion 

There is little debate regarding the relationship between public opinion and public policy 

in the United States. Social scientists generally agree that public opinion has a significant 

influence over public policy outcomes, particularly relating to high salience issues on 

which the public has consistent and intense opinions (Burstein 2003; Page and Shapiro 

1983). Some scholars have challenged the strength of this relationship: Monroe (1998), 

for example, argues that the relationship between public opinion and public policy has 

been in decline since the 1980s, while Burstein (2003) elaborates on this decline in 

claiming that the relationship between the two is weakened by external factors, such as 
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interest group lobbying. Yet, these scholars still generally agree that public opinion has 

maintained a consistent influence over public policy in the United States. 

 This relationship is particularly relevant in the discussion of immigration and 

refugee policy, which has been a high salience issue at different points in U.S. history. 

Major historic developments within this policy area, such as the rise of xenophobic 

political parties (e.g., the Know-Nothing Party during the 1840s and 1850s) and policies 

(e.g., the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882) have coincided with rising anti-immigrant 

sentiment among the U.S. public (Cohn 2000; Tichenor 2002). Various studies have 

attempted identify the factors that heighten xenophobic sentiment in public opinion.  In 

the past, the main explanatory factor offered was the health of the economy.  If the U.S. 

economy was prosperous, the public would be more willing to “share the pie” with 

immigrants, thus accepting and supporting liberal immigration policies. Tichenor (2002) 

cites two examples that support this theory: the Chinese Exclusion Act, which he “traces 

to labor market stresses in California” (21) and another restrictive quota that was enacted 

during an overall market depression in 1921. 

More recently, scholars have also argued that xenophobia often arises alongside 

heightened nationalist attitudes that develop independently of economic patterns, but 

perhaps with wartime patriotism or racism against new immigrant groups (Behdad 1998; 

Ngai 2007). Valid examples of this exist for an array of immigrant populations: the 

Jewish children mentioned earlier in this thesis, who were returned to Nazi-Germany, 

(Victor 2015), and Sacco and Vanzetti, two Italian immigrants ultimately sentenced to 

death as a result of having communist leanings at the height of the Red Scare (Trasciatti 

2010). A more recent example of this war-inspired xenophobia also applies to Muslim 
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immigrants such as the Syrian refugees, whose Muslim affiliation has been increasingly 

associated with terrorism in the United States since the 9/11 terrorist attacks (Saeed 

2007). 

 

How We Can Assess Public Opinion and Media Coverage 

The most accessible method through which one can assess public opinion and its effect 

on public policy is through analysis of existing polling data. However, the reliability of 

polling data is not perfect, especially in cases where it has been collected by different 

polling organizations that ask slightly different question. Additionally, polling data might 

be altered and influenced by framing issues (Monroe 1998). Burstein (2014) also points 

out that polling data might not even be that relevant to the policy-making process, as 

politicians seeking an understanding of public opinion on an issue might not refer to 

polling data, but instead to information delivered by lobbyists or the media.  

Meanwhile, the media, while not necessarily an equivalent to public opinion, play 

an important role in shaping public opinion, as the media “inform the public… influence 

perceptions of pressing issues, depict topics and people in particular wants, and may 

shape individuals’ political views and participation” (Bleich, Bloemraad, and de Graauw 

2015: 857). Thus, an analysis of the media “as a reflection of broader societal 

representation” (Bleich, Bloemraad, and de Graauw 2015: 863) can make an excellent 

supplement to traditional polling data analyses of public opinion. Bloemraad, de Graauw, 

and Hamlin (2015), for example, utilize a media analysis to research the civic visibility of 

Vietnamese and Indian immigrants in major metropolitan areas in the United States and 

Canada. By recording the quantity of coverage, topical focus, and tone of newspaper 
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articles discussing Vietnamese refugees and Indian immigrants in major metropolitan 

areas, the study is able to depict the “invisibility” of these two groups to the American 

(and Canadian) public. Another study utilizes a textual and visual analysis of televised 

news segments to examine how metaphorical constructions and repeated images of 

immigrants in the media “co-construct or challenge dominant discourses of immigration” 

(Cisneros 2008: 574).  In his analysis, Cisneros identifies and records repeated images 

and descriptions of immigrants (e.g., immigrants as “floods” and “burdens”) in the media 

coverage and relates these back to the overall discussion of immigrants as “pollutants” 

and other types of threats to the U.S. public. 

 

Methods and Data: Collecting Polling Data and Newspaper Samples 

The first portion of this analysis adopts traditional methods of analyzing public opinion 

by compiling polling data from the Roper Center for Public Opinion Research to analyze 

U.S. public opinion towards the two refugee populations and their respective religious 

affiliations. Although data was collected from a variety of polling organizations and 

surveys, I attempted to preserve the consistency of the data by picking data from surveys 

using similar, if not identical, phrasing. For example, data collected on the general 

attitudes toward each refugee group was extracted from surveys that asked whether or not 

the individual felt the United States should admit more, less, or about the same amount of 

each refugee group. Data collected on attitudes towards the religious affiliation of each 

refugee group were collected from surveys using two different types of questions: the 

first asked respondents to choose one of four options (very favorable, mostly favorable, 

mostly unfavorable, or very favorable) to describe their feelings towards Jews and 
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Muslims; the second asked respondents to rate their attitudes towards Jews and Muslims 

on a “feelings thermometer,” where responses ranging from 0-50 degrees were 

considered “cold” and those ranging from 51-100 degrees were considered “warm.” 

Researchers then assigned their own of the four same four categories used in the previous 

question (very favorable, mostly favorable, mostly unfavorable, or very favorable) based 

on the quartile of the temperature assigned. Due to the prioritization of maintaining 

consistency in survey questions, the data collected was limited with large gaps on a year-

to-year basis. 

 The second portion of this analysis utilizes a media analysis to construct a more 

nuanced understanding of how each refugee group was discussed and framed during the 

relevant period of migration. While media coverage is not a perfect representation of how 

the public views refugee issues, it offers another accessible source of data to be used in 

an analysis of public perceptions of refugees. Ideally, social media, as a literal reflection 

of public opinion, would have provided the clearest insight into the public perception. 

However, comparable data would not have been available for Soviet refugees during the 

years 1988 and 1993. 

Using the same LexisNexis Academic database used in Chapter 2, I expanded the 

search this time to the database’s “U.S. Publications” option. Somewhat broader, the 

search option included 944 national and local newspapers, perhaps more accurately 

reflecting the regional diversity of media coverage and influence on public opinion. The 

search option also included magazine articles and transcripts from televised news, which 

were ultimately excluded from the analysis. The search was conducted by compiling a list 

of articles that included the name of the refugee group (either “Soviet refugees” or 
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“émigrés3” or “Syrian refugees”) within the headline and the “United States” within the 

full body, during the relevant periods (1988-1993 for Soviet refugees and 2011-2016 for 

Syrian refugees). The aim of these search terms was to ensure that the focus of the article 

was the relevant refugee group within the context of the United States and its refugee 

policy, not in relation to these refugee groups in other countries. The search returned 341 

articles for Soviet refugees and 3,892 for Syrian refugees. Of these, I sampled one in ten 

articles for Soviet refugees (for 30 total) and one in forty articles for Syrian refugees (90 

articles total), which were then analyzed for tone and content. 

 The methodology used to analyze the content of the sampled articles was adapted 

from both the study by Bloemraad, de Graauw, and Hamlin (2015) and the study by 

Cisneros (2008). For each article, I analyzed the tone of the article based on a scale from 

1 to 5, where 1 was a negative tone, 2 was a somewhat negative tone, 3 was a neutral 

tone, 4 was a somewhat positive tone, and 5 was a mostly positive tone. An article coded 

1 had consistently negative viewpoints of the refugee group, bringing up also direct 

criticisms of the group. An article coded 5 had predominantly positive viewpoints of the 

refugee group, including, for example, articles that urged the government to admit more 

refugees or included human interest stories meant to evoke sympathy. An article coded 3 

consisted of neither positive nor negative statements, but simply noted factual changes in 

policy or movements. Articles in between these three points, coded either 2 or 4, 

contained elements of both, but typically leaned closer in one direction over the other. 

                                                        
 
3 The inclusion of a search term for “émigrés” is included in this chapter for the purpose 

of returning a higher amount of results. 
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 I also coded articles based on the topical focus applied to each refugee group or, 

in some instances, refugee groups in general. The topical focuses included in the study 

were determined after a preliminary overview of the sampled articles. They included 

references to (1) the scale or size of the refugee group, (2) the potential illegitimacy of 

the refugee group’s status, (3) the domestic threat associated with the refugee group, (4) 

the socioeconomic status of the refugee group, (5) the budgetary burden of the refugee 

group on government, and (6) appeals to the moral obligation of the United States to help 

the refugee group. Articles could be marked with more than one topical focus, if multiple 

topics were covered over the course of the article. It is also useful to note that some of 

these topical focuses are more positive or negative than others. For example, while 

reference to scale can be used to elicit a plea for both urgency and reducing refugee 

flows, topics such as the domestic threat or the budgetary burden of the refugee group are 

generally negative. Appeals to the moral obligation of the United States to intervene, on 

the other hand, are typically positive. The way these topical focuses are used in the media 

could have had tremendous influence in shaping the refugee policy applied towards each 

group.  

 

A Closer Look at the Role of Media Coverage in Shaping Perceptions 

Mixed Polling Data. To investigate the hypothesis that the less favorable admissions 

numbers awarded to Syrian refugees are a result of negative public opinion, the polling 

data would have to illustrate that the U.S. public had more negative opinions of Syrian 

refugees than their Soviet counterparts. Likewise, to relate the lower refugee admissions 

number for Syrian refugees to their religious affiliation, which is primarily Muslim, the 



 46 

polling data would also have to illustrate that the U.S. public had more negative opinions 

of Muslims than Jews, the religious affiliation of most Soviet refugees. Here, it must be 

reiterated that comparable polling data was not available for all years and that these 

findings must therefore be interpreted with caution.  

The polling results fluctuated significantly from year-to-year, making the data 

difficult to interpret. As Table 1 shows, in 1988, 82 percent of the public felt favorably 

towards Jews, but within just a year this percentage dropped to 48 percent. The data for 

attitudes towards Muslims jumps just as much, as shown in Table 2. In 2012, 41 percent 

of Americans viewed Muslims favorably, but within a year this number had dropped to 

27 percent. This happened again in 2016, when only 12 percent of Americans viewed 

Muslims favorably, despite 51 percent viewing Muslims favorably just the year prior. 

This could be a result of the data coming from different surveys and polling 

organizations, but it might also be reflective of the rapid changes in public opinion in 

response to current events. For example, the large drop in favorable attitudes towards 

Muslims in 2016 could have been the result of the terrorist attacks that occurred in Paris 

in November the year before. 

 
Table 1: U.S. Public Opinion of Jews from 1988-1993 

 

Year Favorability Poll Warmth Poll 

1988 - 82% 

1989 - 48% 

1990 - - 

1991 - - 

1992 52% - 

1993 - - 
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Notes: Polling data sourced from American Attitudes Toward Islam (1993), General 

Social Survey (1988), and American National Election Study (1988). The prompt in the 

favorability poll was, “First, I'm going to name several spiritual groups and as I name 

each one, please tell me if your overall impression of that group is generally favorable or 

unfavorable.” The prompt in the warmth poll was “I'd like to get your feelings toward 

groups that are in the news these days. I will use something we call the feeling 

thermometer, and here is how it works. I'll read the names of a group and I'd like you to 

rate that group using the feeling thermometer. Ratings between 50 degrees and 100 

degrees mean that you feel favorable and warm toward the group” 

 

Table 2: U.S. Public Opinion of Muslims from 2011-2016 

 

Year Favorability Poll Warmth Poll 

2011 57% - 

2012 48% 41% 

2013 - 27% 

2014 - - 

2015 64% 51% 

2016 58% 12% 

 

Notes: Polling data sourced for the favorability poll from Pew Global Attitudes Project 

Poll (2011), PIPA/Gfk Knowledge Networks Poll (2012), NBC News/Wall Street Journal 

Poll (2015), and NBC News/Wall Street Journal Poll (2016). Polling data for the warmth 

poll was sourced for National Hispanic Media Coalition/Latino Decisions The Impact of 

Media Stereotypes on Opinions and Attitudes Toward Latinos Survey (2012), Public 

Religion Research Institute American Values Survey (2013), Democracy Corps Poll 

(2015), Democracy Corps Poll (2016). The prompts asked for each poll is identical to 

those mentioned in the previous note. 

 
 In general, data on public opinion towards each groups’ religious affiliations 

seemed to gravitate towards a middle range for both groups, with between 40 to 60 

percent of Americans thinking favorably of each religious group. Only the extreme 

values in this data are indicative of some difference in American attitudes towards each 

group. The extreme for Soviet refugees was overwhelmingly positive, with 82 percent of 

Americans thinking favorably of Judaism, while the extreme for Syrians was 

overwhelmingly negative, with 12 percent of Americans thinking favorably of Islam. 
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However, public opinion must generally be intense and stable to impact public policy 

(Page and Shapiro 1983). Here, it appears to be extremely fickle. 

 Polling data depicting the general attitudes Americans had of the U.S. policy 

response to each refugee group was also somewhat difficult to interpret. In 2015, 43 

percent of Americans felt that the United States should admit more Syrian refugees while 

in 2016, this number drops to just 33 percent.  Both statistics suggest that the majority of 

Americans were generally unwelcoming of Syrian refugees. The same statistic for Soviet 

refugees is less clear. In 1990, only 16 percent of Americans felt that the United States 

should admit more Soviet refugees. However, this does not necessarily mean that 

Americans were less welcoming of the Soviet refugees than Syrian refugees.  In fact, an 

additional 57 percent of Americans felt that the United States should maintain the 

admissions numbers they had in place for Soviet refugees, which could have been 

considered rather high already. Regardless, there are also reasons to doubt how informed 

the U.S. public was about refugee admissions numbers, which affects the reliability of 

these statistics as well. Overall, analysis of polling data was not helpful in proving or 

disproving my hypothesis. This is due, in part, to the unavailability of polling data for 

every year, as well as the inconsistent nature of U.S. public opinion regarding refugee 

admissions towards each group. 

 

Mixed Tone Across Media Coverage. Findings from the media analysis were in fact a 

helpful supplement to the polling data, as the tone of the articles illustrated clearer 

differences in the depictions of each refugee group presented to the public. In the media 

data, the depictions of Syrian refugees, as hypothesized, were more negative than those of 
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their Soviet counterparts. The average tone for newspaper articles on Soviet refugees was 

3.6 on the scale from 1 to 5, while the tone for articles on Syrian refugees was 3.1. Still,, 

the average tone of articles for Syrian refugees is not as negative as had been expected: a 

score of 3.1 is just above neutral, even tending towards positive. 

A breakdown of articles by tone better points out the directions in which tone was 

skewed for each group.  As Figure 5 shows, only one, or 3 percent, of the 30 sampled 

articles on Soviet refugees was coded 1, while the majority of articles were coded 5. 

Articles on Syrian refugees, while still predominantly coded either 4 or 5, clearly had a 

greater presence on the negative end of the tonal scale than articles on Soviet refugees 

did. It is also apparent that there were fewer neutral discussions regarding Syrian refugees 

than Soviet refugees, suggesting that issues relating to Syrian refugees were presented as 

more divisive than those related to Soviet refugees. Thus, the tonal breakdown suggests 

that negative media coverage of Syrian refugees might have correlated with and 

contributed to the negative policies applied to them. 

 

Figure 5: Tone of Newspaper Articles for Soviet Refugees during 1988-1993 and 

Syrian Refugees during 2011-2016 
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Notes: 1 is predominantly negative, 2 is somewhat negative, 3 is neither positive nor 

negative, 4 is somewhat positive, and 5 is predominantly positive. 

 

Depictions of Each Refugee Group. To test the hypothesis that Syrian refugees were 

more likely to be associated with negative qualities in media coverage, the data would 

have to show that articles about Syrian refugees were more likely to contain negative 

topical focuses, while those about Soviet refugees were more likely to contain neutral or 

positive topical focuses. As seen in Table 3, the data also supports this hypothesis. The 

most common topical focus in articles on Syrian refugees, relating to the threat that they 

are potentially associated with terrorism, is mentioned in 60 percent of sampled articles. 

A similar threat for Soviet refugees is only mentioned 3 percent of sampled articles, 

suggesting that the Soviet refugees were not depicted as threatening radicals or spies 

during the relevant period. There were other negative discussions present in articles on 

Soviet refugees. For example, the budgetary burden, often cited by the Reagan and Bush 

administrations as a reason to reduce Soviet admissions numbers (Zucker and Zucker 

1987), is discussed in at least 39 percent of sampled articles. Still, this discussion appears 

in a lower percentage of articles than the percentage of articles mentioning terrorism for 

Syrian refugees, suggesting that negative constructions of Soviet refugees was not as 

intense as those of Syrian refugees.  

 

Table 3:  Percentage of Articles Containing Various Topical Focusess 

 

Topical Focus Soviet Refugees Syrian Refugees 

Scale 45% 18% 

Legitimacy 16% 0% 

Threat 3% 60% 

Socioeconomic 16% 0% 
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Budget Burden 39% 3% 

U.S. Morals 20% 14% 

 
Notes: Some articles were coded with more than one topical focus. 

 

 The data also loosely supports the hypothesis that articles covering Soviet 

refugees were more likely to mention positive or neutral topics. This is visible in the 

percentage of articles relating to each group that mention U.S. morals or the country’s 

obligation to help refugees. While this topic appears in 20 percent of articles discussing 

Soviet refugees, the same is only true for 14 percent of the articles on Syrian refugees. 

The difference in these two percentages is not large, but still generally follow the patterns 

predicted in the hypothesis. Additionally, it might suggest that newspaper coverage of 

Soviet refugees was more likely to present sympathetic images than that of Syrian 

refugees.  

 The more interesting finding of this media analysis is perhaps how and how often 

Syrian refugees were conflated with the threat terrorism. Cisneros (2008: 592) writes that 

“the metaphorical plot” (such as the various negative discussions recorded in this portion 

of the media analysis) becomes so standard that other explanations or alternatives begin 

to seem “unrealistic or ridiculous.” This is something that appears to have developed in 

media coverage of Syrian refugees. Regardless of whether the article was coded 

negatively or positively on the tonal scale from 1 to 5, the article was just as likely to 

mention terrorism and the threat admissions of Syrian refugees might pose to the United 

States. This presentation of Syrian refugees in media coverage confirms the U.S. public’s 

latent fears regarding this threat.  
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 Additionally, the threat of terrorism was more likely to be discussed in visceral 

terms than the budgetary implications of admitting more Soviet refugees. Whereas 

articles discussing budgetary issues associated with Soviet refugees did so using 

ambiguous and detached language, articles discussing Syrian refugees and terrorism were 

more specific. For example, one article in the New York Times described the problem 

using the simple and reduced language, stating only “tight budgets make for tough 

choices” (New York Times 1989). The article discusses the average amount spent on a 

single refugee, but in terms of how it might affect other refugees “in Africa or Asia,” not 

a resident of the United States. To summarize, the coverage did not include discussions of 

tangible consequences for the U.S. public. 

 On the other hand, coverage of Syrian refugees spoke of the group and their 

potential terrorist threat in extremely visual terms as if it had the intention of making the 

reader envision its contents as reality.  Many of the articles included vivid descriptions of 

violence and references to specific but otherwise unrelated terrorist attacks. One article in 

the San Bernardino Sun briefly presented a local Supervisor’s criticism of President 

Obama’s move to admit 10,000 refugees and then transitioned into an unrelated mention 

of the “terrorist attack on Paris that killed 130 people.” The same article ends with a 

visual of one Paris attacker’s body and a Syrian passport that was found near it (Favot 

2015). Several more refer to nonexistent domestic terrorist attacks as if they are 

legitimate daily threats, suggesting that we should be “vigilant” about “another deadly 

catastrophe” and “growing threat of Islamic extremism” (Barret 2016). Ultimately, these 

articles, in emphasizing violence and specific terrorist attacks, create a reality in which 

these threats have become a legitimate reason to prevent Syrian refugee admissions. The 
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absence of a similar phenomenon in media coverage of Soviet refugees highlights an 

important difference in the presentation of the two groups that might have contributed to 

their different receptions. 

 

Conclusion 

The analysis in this chapter attempted to determine whether poor public opinion and 

media coverage of Syrian refugees compared to Soviet refugees contributed to their lower 

admissions numbers. Although it was difficult to determine this effect from public 

opinion data alone due to a lack of consistent data, the analysis of media coverage did 

indeed suggest a link between how Syrian refugees were discussed in the media and the 

policies applied to them. Soviet refugees, who received more favorable treatment under 

U.S. refugee policy, were presented more positively in media coverage. Syrian refugees, 

who have received less favorable treatment under U.S. refugee policy, were regularly 

written about alongside references to terrorism. 

 Some features of the media coverage of Syrian refugees might have contributed to 

validating people’s concerns that Syrian refugees were in fact a threat to the United 

States. First, references to terrorism occurred in articles coded both positive and negative 

in tone overall. Additionally, the discussion of terrorism was somewhat more vivid in 

language, as if to suggest or persuade the reader that this threat is a reality. A similar 

strategy was not employed in articles covering Soviet refugees. 

 



 54 

Chapter 4: The Impact of Legislative-Executive Branch 

Relations 
 
The more generous admissions policies applied to Soviet refugees were not immediately 

passed without controversy or opposition. Indeed, the executive branch challenged Soviet 

refugee admissions several times due to the budgetary concerns of admitting and 

resettling large numbers of Soviet refugees. In 1988, the U.S. Department of State 

temporarily defunded an entire processing site through which many Soviet refugees were 

being processed. Then in 1989, the U.S. Department of State shifted refugee-processing 

centers from Rome and Vienna to Moscow, where Soviet refugees received significantly 

higher denial rates (Churgin 1996). Given these dynamics, there is reason to believe that 

the high numbers of admissions awarded to Soviet refugees were ultimately the result of 

some intervention by the legislative branch. 

 This chapter analyzes the interaction between the legislative and executive 

branches relating to refugee policy during the years 1988-1993 and 2011-2016. In 

particular, I focus on the relationship between partisan and legislative dynamics between 

these two branches, and how this relationship ultimately resulted in the policies 

implemented for each refugee group studied. Referencing bill profiles and hearing 

transcripts, this chapter’s analysis shows that the refugee policy implemented towards 

each group reflects the preferences of the political party in power of the legislative branch 

at the time. 

 

Refugee Policy and Power Distribution Across Legislative-Executive Branches 

Until recently, the courts typically abstained from interference with U.S. immigration 

policy (which relates to refugee policy), deferring instead to the “plenary power” doctrine 
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which grants absolute power over immigration policy to the political, or rather executive 

and legislative, branches of the government (Cox and Rodriguez 2009; Legomsky 1985; 

Motomura 1990). This status quo has been changing overtime, especially with the recent 

rulings on President Trump’s “Muslim Bans.” However, the effects of these 

developments are not immediately relevant to this study. What is important, however, is 

how immigration policy and in turn refugee policy is divided between and influenced by 

the executive and legislative branches. 

 As Cox and Rodriguez (2009) point out, literature on the separation of powers in 

immigration policy tends to focus on this “plenary power” doctrine and judicial review, 

placing the focus on the courts versus the other two branches of government combined. 

As a result, there are few, if any at all, concrete discussions weighing in on dynamics and 

the power balance between the legislative and executive branches. Legomsky (1995) 

argues that the power over immigration policy in recent years has clearly been within the 

wheelhouse of Congress’ power.  Yet, he also recognizes that the president still wields 

immense power over refugee policy. As discussed in Chapter 1, Congress passed the 

1980 Refugee Act in part due to frustration with the executive branch’s broad and 

growing power over refugee issues and its overuse of the Attorney General’s parole 

authority.  Many argue that Congress ultimately failed to pull back the executive branch’s 

power over these issues (Zucker and Zucker 1987). 

 Legomsky’s (1995) suggestion, however, that Congress had, in 1980, virtually 

“written the President a blank check to decide how many overseas refugees to admit” 

(676) is not entirely valid. Several other studies have pointed out that although the 

president has the power to set the agenda for refugee policy, Congress maintains vital 
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power “over the purse” to shape refugee processing and resettlement programs (Kertscher 

2016; Zucker and Zucker 1987). Congress has also mobilized to consolidate even more 

power over immigration and, in turn refugee policy, by passing laws intended to restrict 

immigration in their favor. One example of such laws includes the USA PATRIOT Act, 

which expanded terrorism-related exclusions on immigrants and refugees (Nezer 2014).  

Additionally, it is important to discuss Congress’s interests in either expanding or 

restricting immigration or refugee admissions into the United States, and the answer for 

this might be as simple as partisanship. Tichenor (2002) writes that the Democratic 

Party’s strategy has long been to attract immigrant voters by opposing restrictionist 

policies and attitudes. He also adds that the Republican Party, while not always opposed 

to the expansion of immigrants and refugees flows into the United States, has 

comparatively been more likely adopt restrictionist stances. This partisan divide can be 

observed in the policy positions each party took towards both Soviet and Syrian refugees 

during the two periods studied.  

 

Methods and Data: Reconstructing Legislative History 

The analysis in this chapter draws on a reconstruction of the partisan alignment of the 

legislative and executive branch during the two periods studied. I also review the 

legislative history of bill proposals and hearing testimony relating to refugee policy for 

the periods. To this end, I collect data using the ProQuest Congressional database, 

limiting my search to laws or hearings that reference Soviet refugees during the years 

1988-1993 and Syrian refugees during the years 2011-2016.  
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 The analysis focuses on highlighting the differences in legislative-executive 

branch relations that might have contributed to the development of the refugee policies 

applied to Soviet and Syrian refugees. In particular, I focus on how these two branches 

were divided by party lines, as well as the content and intentions in their legislative 

behavior. The expectations are that a Democratic-leaning legislative branch had 

demonstrated greater interest in implementing high refugee admissions numbers for 

Soviet refugees, while the Republican-leaning legislative branch had supported the 

opposite in the case of Syrian refugees.  

 

Congress as a Driver for Refugee Policy 

Theory. My theory on the role of partisan alignment across the legislative and executive 

branches and its impact on refugee policy is illustrated in Figure 7 below. This theory 

relies on Tichenor’s (2002) findings that Democrats are more likely to prefer policies that 

expand immigration and also refugee flows, while Republicans are more likely to prefer 

the opposite. This theory also builds on earlier findings that the Congress has 

consolidated power over immigration policy, as well as over refugee policy, over time. 

Figure 7:  Theory on Party Alignment 

 A B C D 

Legislative Dem Dem Rep   Rep 

Executive Dem  Rep     Dem Rep 

 

 Figure 7 presents four different scenarios labeled A, B, C, and D. Scenario A and 

Scenario D both represent unified governments. In Scenario A, Democrats control both 

the legislative and executive branches, which I argue would typically result in the highest 

possible number of refugee admissions of these four scenarios. In Scenario D, 
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Republicans control both the legislative and executive branches, which would typically 

result in the lowest possible number of refugee admissions. 

 Scenario B and Scenario C both represent divided governments, but follow a 

similar pattern. Assuming the party controlling the legislative branch has the advantage 

over refugee admissions policy, their preferred preference will likely preside but possibly 

to a diminished extent. For example, Scenario B would result in admissions numbers that 

are considered high, but probably not as high as they would be in Scenario A. The 

opposite would likely be observed in Scenario C, in which a Republican legislative 

branch would successfully implement lower admissions numbers, but not as low as in 

Scenario D.  

  

Divided Government. As neither period under study is characterized by a fully unified 

government, I am only able to test Scenarios B and C to determine how these actually 

played out in refugee policy during each relevant period. As illustrated in Figure 8, two 

Republican presidents headed the executive branch throughout the duration of the 1988-

1993 period: first with President Reagan and then President H. W. Bush. Although the 

Congressional session from 1987 to 1989 also features a divided legislative body, the 

Democratic Party generally dominates the legislative branch during the period as a 

whole.  

 

Figure 8: Party Alignment in Legislative and Executive Branches, 1988-1993 

 1987-1989 1989-1991 1991-1993 
House 258 Dem 

  177 Rep 
260 Dem 

175 Rep 
267 Dem 

167 Rep 
Senate 47 Dem 

53 Rep 
55 Dem 

45 Rep 
56 Dem 

44 Rep 
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Presidency President Reagan 
 Rep  

President Bush 
  Rep 

 
  

In 1989, Congress was able to exert direct influence on refugee admissions 

numbers by passing and extending the Lautenberg Amendment, a law that removed the 

need for Soviet refugees to prove individual persecution. This law, originally opposed to 

by the Reagan administration, had the effect of easing the requirements that the refugee 

group had to meet to be admitted into the United States (HIAS 2014) and sharply 

increased the Soviet refugee flow into the United States. 

However, the Democratic-controlled legislative body also worked in more 

indirect ways as well. For instance, it introduced several bills attempting to change the 

course of the executive branch’s refugee policy agenda, which until that point had been 

aimed at reducing the number of Soviet admissions. For example, in 1990, Senator Paul 

Martins Simon (D-IL) introduced a bill to increase the number of Soviet and East Asian 

refugees (S. 476, 1990). This bill, however, never made it out of the Senate Judiciary 

Committee. Nevertheless, there were several other attempts by the legislative body to 

introduce bills like this that did not ultimately move forward—such as, H.R. 1605 (1989) 

which also sought to directly adjust admissions numbers for that fiscal year, or H.R. 2202 

(1989) which sought to establish special protections for Soviet refugees—that must have 

exerted some pressure on the executive branch. 

Other bills that introduced only resolutions criticizing the executive branch’s 

limitations on Soviet refugee admissions were unwaveringly critical of both the 

government’s actions and the Soviet refugees’ need for aid and resettlement.  For 

example, several House members introduced a resolution “expressing the sense of the 
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Congress that the number of refugees admitted to the United States and the appropriation 

for programs for refugee migration and resettlement should be increased and that the 

Department of Justice should reestablish the presumption that Jews and members of other 

religious minorities emigrating from the Soviet Union quality for refugee status for 

admission to the United States” (H. Con. Res. 73, 1989).  Still, regardless of whether or 

not these bills were passed, the Reagan administration ultimately reflected the legislative 

branch’s policy preferences by shifting from its initial policy position of stopping Soviet 

refugee process altogether and increasing spaces for Soviet refugees (Pear 1989). Such a 

case perfectly models Scenario C from Figure 7 above. 

 

Figure 9: Party Alignment in Legislative and Executive Branches, 2011-2016 

 
 2011-2013 2013-2015 2015-2017 

House 193 Dem 

242 Rep 
201 Dem 

234 Rep 
188 Dem 

247 Rep 
Senate 51 Dem 

47 Rep 
53 Dem 

45 Rep 
44 Dem 

  54 Rep 
Presidency President Obama 

  Dem 
 

Referencing Figure 9, we see that for the period of 2011 to 2017, the Republican 

Party controlled the House of Representatives and eventually the Senate as well, while a 

Democratic President headed the executive branch. This partisan divide also models 

Scenario C from Figure 7, in that the legislative branch was immensely opposed to 

raising Syrian refugee admissions, while the executive branch was more sympathetic 

towards the refugees. 

As in the earlier period, the legislative branch’s interactions with the executive 

branch over Syrian refugees were similarly assertive of their policy preference. From 
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2011 to 2016 (and especially during the period of 2015 to 2016), Congress introduced an 

even greater number of laws intended to disrupt or directly dictate the number of 

admissions to Syrian refugees. The majority of these called for the indiscriminate 

suspension of the program. For example, one bill (H.R. 4048, 2015) introduced by 

Representative Garret Graves (R-LA) called to “suspend the admission and resettlement 

of aliens seeking refugee status as a result of conflict in Syria until adequate protocols are 

established.” Later, when Republican governors across the country requested bans of 

Syrian refugees within their states, Republicans in Congress introduced two other bills 

(H.R. 4033, 2015; H.R. 4078, 2015) asking to authorize governors to “refuse such 

placements” as wished, again attempting to directly overpower and limit the executive 

branch’s authority over refugee policy. 

 Congress also utilized the same less forceful modes of communication seen in the 

earlier period, like introducing resolutions to express their preferences or condemn the 

Obama administration’s expansionist actions towards Soviet refugees. One example of 

this tactic was introduced by Representative Roger William’s (R-TX), who presented a 

resolution “expressing disapproval of the President’s plan to accept 10,000 Syrian 

refugees” (H. Res. 533, 2015). Likewise, as Congress once passed laws to ease the 

requirements for the admission of Soviet refugees, it also attempted to pass laws to 

complicate this process by requesting additional security requirements. Such a bill was 

introduced to Representative Ken S. Calvert (R-CA) to “to provide for additional security 

requirements for Syrian and Iraqi refugees, and for other purposes” (H.R. 4291, 2015). 

In this period in particular, the majority of legislative actions were characterized 

by the directness and aggressiveness with which they attempted to take control of the 
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refugee policymaking process. Again, although few of these bills passed, and much less 

made it out of the House of Representatives, it is important to note that they still likely 

influenced President Obama’s ultimate admissions decisions. In Obama’s final year of 

presidency, he raised the refugee admissions ceiling rather significantly from 85,000 to 

110,000 refugees (Toosi and Kim 2016) for the fiscal year that he would be out of office, 

demonstrating perhaps for the first time his true position on refugee policy. Throughout 

the earlier years of his presidency, he maintained more conservative numbers, rarely 

increasing from the standard ceiling of 70,000 refugees. It is no doubt that part of these 

decisions, as well as the relatively low ceilings for Syrian refugees implemented under 

the Obama administration, was influenced as a result of the implications demonstrated in 

Scenario C from Figure 7. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter contains perhaps the most compelling depiction of how domestic politics 

resulted in varying admissions policies for each of these refugee groups. The findings in 

this chapter highlight two important factors regarding legislative and executive branch 

relations during the refugee admissions policy setting process. First, it is important to 

take into account the partisan divide of these two branches. I was able to confirm that 

Republicans typically opposed refugee admissions, while Democrats were generally more 

approving of them during both periods studied. 

 Additionally, this chapter found that the legislative branch is very effective in 

influencing the executive branch to shift towards the legislative branch’s policy 

preference. From 1988 to 1993, the Democratic Party dominated the legislative branch, 
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resulting in more favorable admissions policies for the Soviet refugees despite the 

Republican executive branch’s position to stop Soviet refugee processing altogether. For 

Syrian refugees, the opposite is true: from 2011 to 2016, the Republican Party dominated 

the legislative branch, ultimately resulting in practically nonexistent admissions for 

Syrian refugees. 
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Conclusion 

This thesis begins with the observation that Syrian refugees, despite fleeing an enemy of 

the United States, have been responded to with comparatively low admissions numbers 

under current U.S. refugee policies. This is particularly interesting in consideration of 

historical trends in U.S. refugee policy, in that the United States was more likely to admit 

refugees from enemy states, such as communist countries, “to embarrass and discredit 

adversary nations” (Teitelbaum 1984: 439). For this reason, the admissions policies 

applied to Soviet refugees from 1988-1993 and Syrian refugees from 2011-2016 are 

compared to determine if and how domestic political factors, such as interest groups, 

public opinion and media coverage, and legislative-executive branch relations, might 

have also influenced the admissions numbers for each of these groups. 

 Thus far, this thesis has determined that domestic political factors did, in fact, 

play an important role in the resulting policies applied to each refugee group. 

Additionally, this thesis has mainly discussed the impact of each of these domestic 

political factors independently of one another. In Chapter 2, the impact of predominantly 

“outside” advocacy by refugee interest groups was found to have a subtle positive 

correlation with the admissions numbers for both Soviet and Syrian refugees. 

Additionally, the chapter elaborated on the reasons for the subtlety of this effect and how 

interest group advocacy likely could not alone explain the differences in policies for the 

two refugee groups. The following chapter determined that, while the impact of public 

opinion on admissions numbers is difficult to interpret, the relationship between the tone 

and topical focus of media coverage likely had significant implications for the policies 

applied to these two refugee groups. Specifically, the prospects for Syrian refugees were 
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particularly affected by the negative tonal and topical focuses present in their media 

coverage. The final chapter on legislative-executive relations observes two important 

determinants of the final admissions policies applied towards each refugee group. First, 

the chapter finds that partisan divide was critical to the determination of whether a 

political branch took an expansionist or restrictionist approach towards the two refugee 

groups. Second, the chapter also finds that the legislative branch was very influential over 

the policies ultimately implemented by the executive branch. 

However, these three domestic political factors do not work independently of one 

another, but in unison with one another as a system. To some extent, the findings of this 

thesis may also speak to how these three domestic political factors worked in unison. In 

particular, the findings relating to interest group advocacy and public opinion both 

suggest that neither of these domestic political factors could alone explain the vastly 

different approaches of the U.S. government toward Soviet and Syrian refugees. Yet, 

each of these in conjunction with the significant differences observed in media coverage 

were important in shaping how these groups were ultimately discussed by the political 

branches of the U.S. government. One example of this relates to how the Republican 

legislative branch from the period of 2011 to 2016 adopted much of the terminology and 

topical focus discussed in media coverage to shape their arguments for limiting Syrian 

refugee admissions: each of the calls to stop Syrian refugee processing mentioned in the 

previous chapter referenced improving “security” from potential terrorism in the United 

States. Overall, the most important factor in the system is the legislative-executive branch 

dynamics, as the two political branches are the vehicles through which the policies, as 

shaped by other domestic political factors, are ultimately processed. To better understand 
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and verify the workings of these domestic political factors as a system, further studies can 

apply the analysis of these three domestic factors toward admissions policies for other 

refugee groups.  
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