Mestizos:A People emerge from the conquest

The word mestizo originated from the Latin word "Mixticius", meaning "mixed". In the Portuguese and French languages, the words "Mestiço" and "Métis" were also used in the Portuguese and French Empires to identify individuals of mixed European and Amerindian ancestry.
People most often consider race a biological difference between groups.  Although it is true that humans are born with a variety of skin colors, the concept of race cannot be dismissed simply as a difference in DNA.  Although it has no biological basis, the social construction and function of race has a distinct purpose for those in power.   Simply stated, biology is an excuse for racial division.  So, it was beneficial for the Spanish conquistadors to create racial distinctions within their new society.  The concept of a mestizo, a person of mixed blood, displays the arbitrary divisions placed between different segments of the population in order for the Spanish to maintain their power.  The flexible nature of the term mestizo during the Spanish colonial period of 1530-1750, along with the varying treatment toward these people, defends the idea that race is not biological.  Instead, it is a socially constructed concept developed by those who wish to maintain power and organization. The Spanish had to consider themselves the epitome of human civilization and achievement in order to remain superior.  Being Western, white, and Christian were characteristics considered “natural” and “universal” by the Spanish.  It seems that the Indians were unable to become “white” enough in order to achieve this level of sophistication. 

    The first generation of mestizos in the Andean region was almost exclusively the product of a Spanish father and an Indian mother.  The first generation of mestizos was 95% illegitimate.  With two issues to deal with, it is difficult to conclude whether being illegitimate or being of mixed heritage was worse according to society’s standards.  Historian James Lockhart believes the Spanish might have considered illegitimacy to be a more serious problem than racial mixing because of their strong Catholic beliefs (Lockhart 188). 

Names for mixtures

Under the caste system of Spanish America and Spain, the term originally applied to the children resulting from the union of one European and one Amerindian parent or the children of two mestizo parents. During this era, a myriad of other terms including "Castizo" (3/4 European and 1/4 Amerindian), Cuarterón de Indio, and "Cholo" (1/4 European and 3/4 Amerindian), were in use to denote other individuals of European-Amerindian ancestry in ratios smaller or greater than the 50:50 of mestizos.

Mestizos form the majority of the population in most of Latin America; however, it is difficult to know with any reasonable precision except by genetic studies how extensive the Mestizo population is. Various censuses since Spanish colonial days tracked the race of inhabitants of the Latin American countries, but even these statistics are only generally indicative since race was closely tied to official legal status (the Spanish caste system) and language use. Wealthy people paid to change or obscure their actual ancestry. Many indigenous people sought to be counted as mestizos to avoid tribute payments to the Spanish. Many indigenous people were classified as mestizo if they spoke Spanish or lived as Mestizos.
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In general, the countries believed to have a majority mestizo population today are Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Guatemala, and Paraguay. In some countries like Chile and Costa Rica, the majority of the population belongs to a group referred to as "White and Mestizo" where both groups are not easily separable. In Bolivia and Peru, mestizos form the second largest group. In Venezuela, they are nearly half the population and the largest group. In Argentina and Uruguay, the mestizo population form a small minority of 3% to 8% of the population.

In Puerto Rico, genetic testing suggests that the largest component is Taíno, then European, and the smallest being African. The Taino element is considered to be the foundation of Puerto Rico's ancestral society. Taina women carried the children of Spanish, and African men. In the Dominican Republic, mestizos of part Amerindian ancestry form a minority of the population ranging from 10% to 20%. Almost all of the population in those countries are composed of White, African, and Mulato (1/2 European and 1/2 African) ancestry who form the majority of the population.

(A representation of a Mestizo, in a "Pintura de Castas" during the Spanish colonial period of the Americas. 
