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Article abstract
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Spanish officials and members of
the Catholic church created a series of race-based caste terms designed to
identify and categorize the peoples of mixed ancestry. The Spanish American
caste system relied on the assumed ability of a census-taker or priest to define
the blood lines of an individual based on skin color and physical
characteristics. However, the demographic knowledge created from the caste
system was imprecise, and changed over time. Individual priests and
census-takers showed idiosyncratic preferences for the use of one or another
caste term. There were, for example, significant short-term shifts in the
registration of caste terms in parish registers related to the arrival and/or
departure of priests. There were also long-term shifts in the meaning of terms
and the definitions of status caused by socioeconomic changes. An example is
the rapid rate of apparent mestizoizatton in the corporate indigenous
communities of the Valle Bajo of Cochabamba, Bolivia. The rapid increase in
the number of mestizos was related to changing definitions of the status and
identity of indigenous peoples, and was not strictly caused by racial mixture.
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