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Social scientists have long studied how the ‘categorical inequality’ of class, race and gender 
affect public attitudes about the provision of social and civil rights to different groups. Recently, 
migration scholars underscore how categorization into distinct legal statuses can also affect 
public attitudes. Importantly, while drawing deservingness distinctions by class, race and 
gender is often perceived as illiberal in Western democracies – leading advocates to denounce 
“second-class citizenship”— the same is not true for migrants. Excluding noncitizens, and 
especially precarious migrants, from rights protections is regularly seen as legitimate by the 
public. In this talk, I share data from survey experiments in Canada that measure the degree to 
which ordinary people draw rights distinctions by legal status. I then ask, how can migrants 
make effective claims to rights and equal treatment, especially when calls on citizenship are 
difficult? Those advocating for migrants commonly deploy appeals to human rights, an 
attractive strategy given its universalism. Survey data do not, however, support the idea that 
human rights appeals are particularly resonant among the public, including in Canada. Rather, 
claims on shared national values might be more effective in prompting support for protections. 
I conclude by speculating on some of the possible reasons for why, perhaps paradoxically, 
nationalism might be a more effective vehicle to social and civil protections than human rights, 
even in Canada. 
 


