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Jan 19
1. Origins of racial and ethnic 

categories 
2. Prejudice, inequality, and racism

3. Theoretical tradition 2: 

conflict theory



Content warning
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The slides in this lecture contain some disturbing images, 
including racial stereotypes and images of Nazi scientific 
instruments. Images like these have been used to justify and 
propagate racist institutions and further prejudice, violence, 
and genocide. 
I include these images to help understand the historical 
origins of contemporary racial categories. They serve as 
examples of the visual schemas and methods that were 
commonplace among Europeans during the Colonial and 
Enlightenment eras. I believe it is important to be able to 
examine such images in order to critique and dismantle 
racial and ethnic prejudices, cultures, and institutions today.
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Origins 
Racial & Ethnic 

Categories

 of 



17th and 18th century Europe
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Hight of colonial activity 
⦙ British, French, and other 

settlers in North America

⦙ Growth of Atlantic slave trade

Introduction to new peoples 
⦙ Customs, languages and 

appearances new to Europeans

Incentives to see those new 
peoples as subordinate and 
worthy of European 
dominance 
⦙ Colonized nations

⦙ Enslaved populations 

(especially African)

European colonialism



17th and 18th century Europe
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Emphasis on taxonomic 
descriptions 
⦙ Hierarchically structured 

categorizations

Emphasis on naturalistic 
classification 
⦙ Differentiation resulting from 

observable physical contexts

European enlightenment

Catalogue of different human ‘species’, by Josia Nott (1854)



Inconsistent definitions
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Colonial enterprises and Enlightenment 
thought led to the emergence of formalized 
(and inconsistent) definitions of “race” 
Historically highly variable and inconsistent, but based mainly 
on phenotype and/or ancestry

From Dr. Prichard's Natural history of man (1843)

Phenotype 
(physical description) 
⦙ Skeletal structure; hair form; 

skin type; facial proportions; …

Geography/genealogy 
⦙ Polygenism: 

theory that different subspecies 
of human emerged from 
different geographies


⦙ Natural selection of race: 
theory that natural races 
emerge from categorically 
different (and geographically 
located) selective forces

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/uvfwmth6


Example: Nazi racialization
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Chart describing Nazi “Nuremberg Laws” 
defining Jewish racial inheritance (1935)

Racial inheritance 
precisely delineated
See also racial hypodescent in 
United States and “Indian status” 
in Canada

Nazi instrument for measuring facial features

Racialized physical 
criteria
In cases of ambiguity, physical 
definition of “Jewishness” 
prevailed

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nurembergracechart.jpg
https://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2015/05/08/nazi-racialization-of-the-jews/
https://twitter.com/MrAndyNgo/status/1139279894515310592


Inconsistent definitions
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Failures of biological definition of race:

Neither phenotype nor 
genotype can account for 

race

⦙ Much more variety within any 
category of humans than 
between them


⦙ Huge variety in human biology, 
but no sharp divisions

Historically, no consistent 
definitions

⦙ Racial categories and criteria 
differ substantially depending 
on time and place 


⦙ Primary consistency is that 
definitions tend to support a 
society's existing power 
structure

Current (strong) consensus among biologists and 
physical anthropologists is that there is no empirical 
basis for race as a biological reality



Social construction of race
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Race as social construct 
• If race is not biological, does that mean race is 

not real?

• Race as a social rather than biological category

• Racial classification affects people’s 

experiences, behavior, and perceptions


Racial categorization is persistent 
• Changes to racial schema are slow


Connection to ethnicity and community 
Perpetuated by structural inequality 
Use as an administrative category by governments 
(and social scientists) 

Racial categorization is consequential 
• Dramatic influence on lived experience
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Administrative categories
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The census has collected information on
the ancestral origins of the population
for over 100 years to capture the composition
of Canada’s diverse population.

18 Is this person an Aboriginal
person, that is, North
American Indian, Métis or
Inuit (Eskimo)?

If “ Yes”, mark “ ninh” the circle(s) that best
describe(s) this person now.

iih No

iih Yes, North American
Indian

iih Yes, Métis

iih Yes, Inuit (Eskimo)

▼
Go to
Question
20

Continue with the
next question

19 Is this person:

Mark “ ninh” more than one or specify, if
applicable.

This information is collected to support
programs that promote equal opportunity for
everyone to share in the social, cultural and
economic life of Canada.

iih White

iih Chinese

iih South Asian (e.g., East Indian,
Pakistani, Sri Lankan, etc.)

iih Black

iih Filipino

iih Latin American

iih Southeast Asian (e.g., Vietnamese,
Cambodian, Malaysian,
Laotian, etc.)

iih Arab

iih West Asian (e.g., Iranian, Afghan, etc.)

iih Korean

iih Japanese

Other — Specify

iih White

iih Chinese

iih South Asian (e.g., East Indian,
Pakistani, Sri Lankan, etc.)

iih Black

iih Filipino

iih Latin American

iih Southeast Asian (e.g., Vietnamese,
Cambodian, Malaysian,
Laotian, etc.)

iih Arab

iih West Asian (e.g., Iranian, Afghan, etc.)

iih Korean

iih Japanese

Other — Specify

Specify as many origins as applicable
using capital letters.

Specify as many origins as applicable
using capital letters.
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Visit www.census2006.ca 
or call 1 877 594-2006
8 a.m. to 9 p.m. May 1 to 31. §$+¨

17 What were the ethnic
or cultural origins of
this person’s ancestors?

An ancestor is usually more distant than
a grandparent.

For example, Canadian, English, French,
Chinese, Italian, German, Scottish,
East Indian, Irish, Cree, Mi’kmaq (Micmac),
Métis, Inuit (Eskimo), Ukrainian, Dutch,
Filipino, Polish, Portuguese, Jewish, 
Greek, Jamaican, Vietnamese, Lebanese, 
Chilean, Salvadorean, Somali, etc.

▼

iih No

iih Yes, North American
Indian

iih Yes, Métis

iih Yes, Inuit (Eskimo)

▼
Go to
Question
20

Continue with the
next question▼

FOR INFORMATION ONLY

20 Is this person a member
of an Indian Band / First
Nation?

21 Is this person a Treaty
Indian or a Registered
Indian as defined by the
Indian Act of Canada?

22 Answer Questions 23 to 52
for each person aged 15
and over.

MOBILITY

23 Where did this person
live 1 year ago, that is, on
May 16, 2005?

Mark “ ninh” one circle only.

Note:

For those who mark the third circle:
Please give the name of the city or town
rather than the metropolitan area of which 
it is a part.

For example:
• Saanich rather than Victoria 

(metropolitan area);
• St. Albert rather than Edmonton

(metropolitan area);
• Laval rather than Montréal 

(metropolitan area).

iih No

iih Yes, member of an Indian Band / First
Nation

Specify Indian Band / First Nation
(for example, Musqueam)

iih No

iih Yes, Treaty Indian or Registered Indian

▼

Continue only for each person
aged 15 years and over
(born before May 16, 1991).

iih Lived at the same address as now

iih Lived at a different address in the
same city, town, village, township,
municipality or Indian reserve

iih Lived in a different city, town, village,
township, municipality or Indian reserve
in Canada

Specify name of:

City, town, village, township, municipality or
Indian reserve

Province / territory

Postal code

iih Lived outside Canada

Specify name of country

▼

▼

iih No

iih Yes, member of an Indian Band / First
Nation

Specify Indian Band / First Nation
(for example, Musqueam)

iih No

iih Yes, Treaty Indian or Registered Indian

▼

Continue only for each person
aged 15 years and over
(born before May 16, 1991).

iih Lived at the same address as now

iih Lived at a different address in the
same city, town, village, township,
municipality or Indian reserve

iih Lived in a different city, town, village,
township, municipality or Indian reserve
in Canada

Specify name of:

City, town, village, township, municipality or
Indian reserve

Province / territory

Postal code

iih Lived outside Canada

Specify name of country

▼

▼

Visit www.census2006.ca 
or call 1 877 594-2006
8 a.m. to 9 p.m. May 1 to 31.Page 12 0312 §$-¨

FOR INFORMATION ONLY

Canadian census 
• Reifies categories of 

race, ethnicity, 
nationality


• Shapes understanding 
of social dynamics


• Categories matter 
Legal rights/treatment


Ambiguities 
• Interviewer- versus self-

identification 
Dramatic change in Native 
Americans and Puerto Rican 
race in United States


• ~150% increase in self-
identified Métis in 
Canada since 2006 2006 Canadian Census 

Statistics Canada



Administrative categories
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Other 
Spanish/
Hispanic/

Latino

Other Spanish/
Hispanic

Other 
Spanish

Mexican, Mexican Amer., Chicano

Puerto Rican

Cuban

Mexican

Central or 
So. Amer.

Mexican

This graphic displays the different race, ethnicity and origin categories used in the U.S. decennial census, from the first one in 1790 to the latest count in 2010. 
The category names often changed from one decade to the next, in a reflection of current politics, science and public attitudes. For example, “colored” 
became “black,” with “Negro” and “African American” added later. The term “Negro” will be dropped for the 2020 census. Through 1950, census-takers 
commonly determined the race of the people they counted. From 1960 on, Americans could choose their own race. Starting in 2000, Americans could include 
themselves in more than one racial category. Before that, many multiracial people were counted in only one racial category.

What Census Calls Us  
A Historical Timeline

Some other raceOther raceOtherOther

Other

Eskimo

Aleut

Eskimo

Aleut

Indian American Indian Indian (American)

American Indian 
or Alaska Native 

Filipino

Chinese

Japanese

KoreanKorean

Vietnamese

Other AsianOther API

Other Pacific Islander

Guamanian, Chamorro

SamoanSamoan

Guamanian

Native HawaiianHawaiian

Another 
Hispanic, 

Latino, 
Spanish 

origin

CENSUS YEAR

U.S. Census Bureau

Part 
Hawaiian

Free colored males and femalesAll other free persons Black, 
African American, 

or Negro
Black, or Negro

Negro, 
or Black

BlackBlack 
(Negro or 
of Negro 
descent)

Negro

Black

Slaves
Black Slaves

Mulatto 

Mulatto

Mexicans were counted as a separate 
race in 1930 for the first and only time.

Chicano: A variation of “Mexican American” commonly 
used in Western and Southwestern states.

Aleut: People who trace 
their ancestry to the 
Aleutian Islands in Alaska.

Mulatto: Definitions varied from census to census, but this term generally means 
someone who is black and at least one other race. Mulattoes, octoroons and quadroons 
were counted as single-race black, but today could be counted as multiracial.

Multiracial: Two or more

People could choose 
their own race

People could choose 
two or more races

The nation’s first census was a count of the U.S. population as of Aug. 2, 
1790. U.S. marshals and their assistants were supposed to visit each 
U.S. household and record the name of the head of the household and 
the number of people in each household in the following categories: Free 
white males ages 16 and older, free white males younger than 16, free 
white females, other free persons, and slaves. This is the first page of the 
publication containing the results.

Asian Indian

Hindu: Referred to Asian Indians, 
regardless of religion.

Hindu

Mulatto  Slaves Octoroon

Quadroon

This category included 
smaller racial groups 
not specified on the 
census form.

In 1910, the vast majority of the Other 
category were Korean, Filipino and 
Asian Indian (called Hindu).

Although American 
Indians living in 
white society were 
included in the 
census before 1890, 
the 1890 census 
was the first to 
include a complete 
count of American 
Indians on tribal 
land as well.

Pacific Islanders were grouped with Asians from 
1960-1990. In the 2000 Census and 2010 Census, 
they were grouped with Native Hawaiians.

Quadroon: Someone with “one-fourth black blood,” according to 
census-taker instructions.
Octoroon: Someone with “one-eighth or any trace of black blood.”

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Historical timeline of racial categories used in the US Census  
Pew Research Center (2015) 

Interactive chart available at https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/interactives/multiracial-timeline/

https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/interactives/multiracial-timeline/
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/interactives/multiracial-timeline/


Ethnicity and race
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Ethnicity 
• Identification with a certain cultural, linguistic, 

religious, or national heritage

• Focus on inheritance of culture, traditions, 

history, and beliefs


Ethnicity versus race 
• Tightly connected—distinction is fuzzy at best

• Race frequently defined socially in terms of 

physical characteristics (despite problems with 
that definition)


• Race tends to be defined externally (at least 
initially) while ethnicity tends to be defined 
internally 

• Racial boundaries often sharper, more difficult 
to cross



Ethnicity and race
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Useful as a distinction 
• Making a distinction between race and ethnicity 

can reveal important social divisions

• Varied ethnic identities commonly exist within a 

particular racialized group

• E.g. Hispanic and Latinx ethnicity in United 

States

Clarifies difference between colonial histories 
(Spanish versus British) 
Allows investigation of intersecting discriminatory 
schemas 
(anti-Hispanic and anti-Black discrimination) 



Nationality
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Relation to ethnicity 
• Nationality, like ethnicity, based on cultural 

community

• Focus on group autonomy and self-

determination 
Not necessarily an independent nation-state 

• Often overtly political 
Formal leadership and governance


Nationality in Canada 
• Québécois

• First Nations

• Métis

• Canadian

• …
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Image credit

Photo by Henry Guttmann 
via Teller Report / Getty


Image via: Wellcome 
Collection

Image from United States 
Holocaust Memorial 
Museum Collection via 
Wikimedia

Image via: Wellcome 
Collection (19c)

Drawing by Josia Nott, via 
theexaminingroom.com


https://www.tellerreport.com/news/--deafness-of-civilization--how-western-countries-pursued-a-policy-of-forced-sterilization-.SkRZ9EAoQ.html
https://www.gettyimages.ca/detail/news-photo/man-having-his-nose-measured-during-aryan-race-news-photo/590677759
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/uvfwmth6
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nurembergracechart.jpg
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/trjjv5xm
https://theexaminingroom.com/2009/10/dialogues-with-darwin-exhibit/

