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Introduction

California’s history did not begin with the Gold Rush, Spanish missions, or American statehood. Long
before Europeans entered the region, hundreds of self-governing Indigenous communities occupied
and cared for the lands now called California. These societies included the Chumash, Pomo, Maidu,
Miwok, Ohlone, Tongva, Yurok, Karuk, Mojave, Quechan, Kumeyaay, and many others. Scholars
estimate that between 300,000 and 400,000 Indigenous people lived in California before sustained
European colonization. They spoke more than 100 languages and belonged to as many as 500
politically autonomous communities (Madley, 2016).

It is misleading to describe all these communities simply as “peaceful people.” Such a description
may appear respectful, but it reduces highly diverse societies to a romantic stereotype. Indigenous
Californians established governments, trade relationships, religious systems, diplomatic practices,
property arrangements, and methods of conflict resolution. Like societies elsewhere, they sometimes
cooperated and sometimes competed. They were not passive inhabitants of an untouched wilderness.
They actively shaped California’s environment through fishing, hunting, seed gathering, horticulture,
controlled burning, and the careful management of plants and animals (Lightfoot & Parrish, 2009).

A critical examination of California history must therefore ask more than who governed the territory at
a particular time. It must investigate how governments, churches, courts, militias, land policies, labor
systems, and historical narratives distributed power. From Spanish colonization through Mexican rule
and American statehood, changing authorities repeatedly treated Indigenous land and labor as
resources to be controlled. Although each regime used different laws and institutions, all contributed
to dispossession, population loss, and cultural disruption.

This essay argues that the oppression of California’s Indigenous peoples was not merely the result of
isolated prejudice or accidental conflict. It was produced through interconnected religious, political,
economic, and legal institutions. At the same time, California Native peoples were not simply victims
of history. They resisted colonial control, protected their families, maintained cultural knowledge,
rebuilt communities, and continue to assert sovereignty in the present.
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Indigenous California Before European Colonization

Before European colonization, California contained one of the most linguistically and culturally diverse
Indigenous populations in North America. Geography contributed to this diversity. Mountain ranges,
deserts, rivers, forests, valleys, and coastal environments encouraged the development of distinct
languages and regional practices. However, geography did not completely isolate communities. Trade
networks connected inland and coastal peoples, allowing them to exchange food, tools, shells,
minerals, ceremonial materials, and knowledge.

Indigenous Californians developed detailed understandings of local ecosystems. Acorns were a major
food source for many communities, but diets varied by region and included fish, shellfish, deer,
rabbits, seeds, roots, berries, and marine mammals. Communities used fire not simply to clear land
but to encourage useful plants, improve wildlife habitat, reduce excessive vegetation, and maintain
landscapes that supported food gathering and basket making. Contemporary scholars describe these
practices as forms of sophisticated environmental management rather than primitive subsistence
(Lightfoot & Parrish, 2009).

Recognizing this complexity changes the meaning of colonization. Europeans did not enter an empty
landscape waiting to be improved. They entered territories that were already governed, named,
cultivated, traveled, and understood. The colonial claim that land was unused or insufficiently
developed helped justify its seizure. This idea also supported a broader ideology in which European
agriculture, Christianity, written law, and private property were treated as signs of civilization, while
Indigenous institutions were dismissed or ignored.

Such assumptions became central to the colonial project. By presenting Indigenous people as
culturally inferior, colonizers could describe land seizure as settlement, forced conversion as
salvation, coerced labor as education, and political domination as progress. Critical history challenges
those descriptions by examining who benefited from them and whose experiences they concealed.

Spanish Missions and Colonial Control

Spanish colonization of Alta California began in 1769 with the establishment of military presidios,
settlements, and Franciscan missions. Spain created 21 missions along the California coast. These
institutions served religious purposes, but they were also instruments of territorial expansion.
Missions helped Spain occupy land, organize labor, produce food, and strengthen its claim against
competing imperial powers.

Missionaries sought to convert Indigenous people to Christianity and reorganize their lives according
to Spanish religious and social expectations. Baptized Native people, often called neophytes in
mission records, were expected to live under mission authority. Their movement, work, marriages,
family relationships, dress, ceremonies, and religious practices could be regulated by missionaries
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and soldiers. Indigenous labor sustained mission agriculture, construction, livestock production, and
domestic work (Hackel, 2005).

The mission system also exposed Indigenous communities to deadly diseases. Crowded living
conditions, inadequate nutrition, forced labor, European illnesses, declining birth rates, and the
disruption of established food systems contributed to severe population loss. Disease was an
important cause of death, but disease alone does not explain the catastrophe. Colonial conditions
increased exposure and reduced people’s ability to recover. Therefore, portraying the decline as an
unavoidable biological tragedy hides the institutional decisions that intensified it.

Indigenous people responded in different ways. Some entered missions because of hunger, military
pressure, family separation, religious curiosity, or changing environmental conditions. Others fled,
resisted work requirements, continued prohibited ceremonies, sabotaged property, or joined
organized revolts. The Chumash uprising of 1824, for example, demonstrated that mission residents
were capable of coordinated military and political resistance. Such actions complicate narratives that
portray Native Californians as either willingly assimilated or helplessly conquered.

Spanish rule transformed California, but it did not erase Indigenous identity. Native people adapted
Christian practices to their own cultural worlds, preserved languages, maintained kinship networks,
and transmitted traditions despite punishment and displacement. Survival itself became a form of
resistance.

Mexican Rule and the Failure of Secularization

Mexico gained independence from Spain in 1821 and inherited control of Alta California. The Mexican
Constitution formally recognized Indigenous people as citizens. In theory, this represented a shift
away from the racial and legal categories of Spanish colonial government. In practice, however,
citizenship did not guarantee land, economic independence, or protection from exploitation.

During the 1830s, the Mexican government secularized the missions. Secularization was presented
partly as a process through which mission lands and resources would be redistributed and former
mission residents would become independent citizens. Instead, much of the most valuable land
passed into the hands of politically connected ranchers and officials. Only a small proportion reached
Indigenous families or communities. Many Native Californians were left landless and became poorly
paid or coerced laborers on large ranchos (Hackel, 2005).

The transition from mission to rancho therefore changed the structure of domination without ending
it. Religious supervision weakened, but economic dependency and land loss continued. Former
mission lands had been developed through Indigenous labor, yet Indigenous workers rarely gained
control of those resources. This outcome shows why legal declarations of equality must be evaluated
against material conditions. A government can formally recognize citizenship while preserving
systems that deny people land, security, and meaningful political power.
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Violence and kidnapping also continued during the Mexican period. Raiding parties captured
Indigenous people for labor, while military campaigns targeted communities that resisted settler
expansion. By the time the United States took control of California in 1846, decades of disease, forced
labor, ecological disruption, and colonial violence had reduced the Indigenous population to
approximately 150,000 (Madley, 2016).

American Conquest, the Gold Rush, and Genocide

The American takeover did not rescue Indigenous Californians from Spanish or Mexican oppression.
Instead, it introduced a faster and more destructive phase of settler colonial expansion. The discovery
of gold in 1848 brought a massive influx of miners, merchants, farmers, and settlers. Gold mining
camps and agricultural settlements spread across Indigenous homelands, particularly in central and
northern California.

Mining damaged rivers, fisheries, forests, and food-gathering areas. Settlers killed game, occupied
villages, diverted water, destroyed plant resources, and treated Indigenous land as available for
private possession. Hunger and disease followed this environmental destruction. When Native
communities defended their territories, settlers frequently characterized resistance as criminal
aggression rather than as a response to invasion.

Violence was not limited to spontaneous clashes between miners and Native people. Local
governments, the California legislature, volunteer militias, federal troops, and private citizens
participated in or supported campaigns against Indigenous communities. Historian Benjamin Madley
(2016) estimates that non-Native perpetrators killed approximately 9,500 to 16,000 California Indians
between 1846 and 1873. Many died in hundreds of massacres, while others died from starvation,
disease, forced removal, imprisonment, and labor exploitation.

California’s first governor, Peter Burnett, openly predicted that “a war of extermination” would
continue until Native people disappeared. His statement was not simply an expression of private
racism. It reflected a political climate in which exterminatory violence could be publicly discussed,
funded, and defended. The state authorized payments for militia expeditions, supplied military
operations, and later sought federal reimbursement for campaigns against Native communities.

For these reasons, many historians use the term California genocide. Genocide does not require every
death to result from direct killing. It may involve coordinated practices that destroy a people’s ability
to survive as a group, including mass murder, forced displacement, child removal, deprivation of food,
destruction of communities, and the imposition of life-threatening conditions. Madley’s research
demonstrates that state and federal officials possessed knowledge of widespread killing yet continued
to authorize, finance, or tolerate the system that produced it.

By approximately 1870, California’s Native population had fallen to around 30,000. By 1900, census
officials counted only 15,377 California Indians, although census practices almost certainly failed to
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record every surviving person. These figures should be treated as estimates rather than perfectly
comparable measurements. Nevertheless, they reveal the extraordinary scale of population collapse.

Figure 1 should be inserted here: Approximate Decline of California’s Indigenous Population,
1769-1900.

Note. Estimates differ among historians because early records were incomplete and colonial
authorities did not count Indigenous populations consistently. The figures should be used to illustrate
the scale of decline rather than as an exact annual census series.

Law as an Instrument of Oppression

One of the clearest examples of institutional oppression was California’s 1850 Act for the Government
and Protection of Indians. Despite its protective title, the law gave white authorities extensive power
over Native lives. It permitted the arrest of Indigenous people accused of vagrancy, enabled white
employers to obtain their labor, facilitated the indenture of Native adults and children, and prevented
Native testimony from being used effectively against white defendants.

The law created conditions in which kidnapping, forced labor, sexual violence, and family separation
could occur with limited risk of punishment. A white person accused of abusing or killing a Native
person could often avoid conviction because Indigenous witnesses were excluded or disregarded. The
legal system did not merely fail to prevent violence; it structured unequal access to justice.

The gendered consequences were particularly severe. Indigenous women and children faced
kidnapping, domestic servitude, sexual exploitation, and forced separation from their communities.
Hurtado (1988) demonstrates that Native women occupied a dangerously vulnerable position within
the frontier economy. Their race and gender exposed them to violence, while laws and social
practices denied them meaningful legal protection.

Federal treaty policy also contributed to dispossession. Between 1851 and 1852, United States
commissioners negotiated 18 treaties with California Native groups. Under the agreements, tribes
would surrender claims to large portions of their homelands in exchange for designated reservations
and federal assistance. The United States Senate refused to ratify the treaties and placed them under
secrecy. Meanwhile, settlement continued on the lands Indigenous signatories had believed were
being addressed through negotiations (Miller, 2013).

The treaties remained hidden from public view for decades. Their rejection left many California tribes
without the land base or federal recognition that treaties provided elsewhere. This history illustrates
how bureaucratic decisions can produce long-term injustice without appearing as dramatic as a
massacre. Violence, legislation, secrecy, land policy, and administrative delay worked together as
parts of the same dispossessive system.
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Race, Class, and Gender in the Formation of
California

Indigenous people experienced the most catastrophic consequences of California’s territorial
expansion, but they were not the only group subjected to racialized institutions. The emerging state
developed a social order that privileged white political authority and property ownership while
restricting the rights of Native people, Californios, Chinese immigrants, Black residents, and other
communities.

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the Mexican-American War in 1848 and promised citizenship
and property protections to Mexican residents of the transferred territories. Nevertheless, many
Californios lost land through expensive legal disputes, taxation, fraud, squatting, and the difficulty of
defending Spanish and Mexican land grants in American courts. Formal treaty protections did not
prevent economic and political displacement.

Chinese immigrants supplied essential labor in mining, agriculture, businesses, and railroad
construction. Yet California imposed discriminatory taxes and restrictions upon them. Anti-Chinese
hostility eventually contributed to the federal Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which restricted Chinese
labor immigration and established a powerful precedent for racial exclusion in federal immigration law
(Ngai, 2021).

These histories should not be treated as identical. Indigenous genocide, Chinese exclusion, the
dispossession of Californios, and discrimination against Black Californians involved different legal
statuses, institutions, and historical processes. However, they reveal a shared pattern: California’s
economic development depended on racial classifications that determined who could own land, testify
in court, enter the country, obtain citizenship, receive fair wages, or claim state protection.

Class was equally important. Wealthy ranchers, mining companies, merchants, and land speculators
gained from policies that transferred land and controlled labor. Poor workers also participated in racial
violence, sometimes because political leaders redirected economic frustration toward groups
portrayed as racial competitors. A critical interpretation must therefore examine how race and class
reinforced one another rather than treating prejudice only as a matter of personal attitudes.

Resistance, Survival, and the Politics of Historical
Memory

Although the population decline was devastating, California Native peoples survived. Communities
protected children, formed new households, relocated when necessary, concealed ceremonies,
preserved oral histories, maintained kinship ties, and adapted economic practices. Some sought
assistance through courts, petitions, religious organizations, political alliances, and federal agencies.
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Others continued direct resistance to land seizure and state authority.

Survival should not be used to minimize the destruction. Nor should Indigenous people be
represented only through suffering. California tribes remain political and cultural communities, not
relics of the past. They continue to revitalize languages, recover ancestral lands, protect sacred sites,
restore cultural burning, conduct ceremonies, operate governments, and challenge inaccurate
historical narratives.

Historical memory has become an important field of struggle. For generations, school lessons and
tourism campaigns romanticized the missions as peaceful religious communities while paying limited
attention to forced labor, punishment, disease, and Native resistance. Gold Rush narratives
celebrated opportunity and individual success while often ignoring whose land was occupied and
whose communities were destroyed.

In 2019, the California government formally apologized for violence, maltreatment, and neglect
inflicted upon California Native peoples. Governor Gavin Newsom stated, “It's called a genocide.
That’s what it was.” The accompanying executive order acknowledged that the state had sanctioned
more than a century of destructive and discriminatory policies.

An apology can help correct public memory, but it does not by itself restore land, revive a language,
repair ecological damage, or eliminate continuing inequality. Meaningful reconciliation requires more
than symbolic recognition. It requires consultation with tribal governments, protection of cultural
resources, support for language and historical programs, accurate education, and serious
consideration of land access and co-management.

Conclusion

California history is often presented as a sequence of dramatic transitions: Indigenous settlement,
Spanish missions, Mexican ranchos, American conquest, the Gold Rush, and statehood. A critical
approach reveals that these periods were connected by continuing struggles over land, labor,
authority, race, gender, and cultural survival.

Spanish missionaries attempted to reorganize Indigenous life through conversion, confinement, and
labor. Mexican secularization weakened mission authority but transferred much of the land to private
ranchers rather than to Native communities. American conquest and the Gold Rush intensified
dispossession through mass migration, environmental destruction, forced labor, discriminatory laws,
militia campaigns, and organized killing.

The resulting catastrophe was not inevitable. It arose from political choices and institutional
arrangements. Government officials wrote laws, funded campaigns, rejected treaties, restricted
testimony, distributed land, and tolerated violence. Understanding this institutional dimension
matters because it prevents history from being reduced to a collection of unfortunate events

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 7



@ ’ACADEMIC

committed by a few cruel individuals.

At the same time, the history of California is also a history of Indigenous resistance and endurance.
Native communities did not disappear, despite policies designed to remove, assimilate, or destroy
them. Their survival challenges the colonial expectation that they would become extinct.

The most important lesson is not simply that modern societies should “respect different cultures.”
That conclusion is valuable but incomplete. Critical historical thinking requires people to examine how
law, government, education, economic power, and public memory can normalize oppression. It also
requires recognition that justice involves more than condemning past prejudice. It involves listening
to surviving communities, correcting the historical record, protecting sovereignty, and confronting the
continuing consequences of dispossession.
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