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California’s history makes it possible to see oppression not simply as personal prejudice but as a
pattern created through institutions. Governments, missions, courts, land systems, labor
arrangements, schools, immigration rules, housing markets, and policing practices have all shaped
who could own property, move freely, vote, testify, attend particular schools, keep family members
together, or benefit from economic growth. These systems did not affect every group in the same
way, and they did not operate unchanged from one period to another. Spanish colonial rule, Mexican
governance, U.S. conquest, industrial development, immigration restriction, wartime policy,
suburbanization, and civil-rights reform each created different forms of inclusion and exclusion.

It is therefore misleading to describe California as progressing in a straight line from oppression
toward equality. Some explicitly discriminatory laws were repealed while the effects of earlier land
loss, exclusion, segregation, and unequal access to institutions continued. At the same time,
marginalized communities were never passive. Native nations, Black Californians, Chinese
immigrants, Mexican and Mexican American workers, Japanese Americans, women, labor organizers,
students, and civil-rights groups repeatedly challenged the institutions affecting them. California
history is best understood as a continuing interaction between systems that distributed power
unequally and collective efforts to change those systems.

Colonial Institutions Reshaped Land, Labor, and
Indigenous Life

Before European colonization, California was home to many sovereign Indigenous nations with distinct
languages, economies, political relationships, and environmental practices. Spanish colonization
beginning in 1769 did not enter an empty territory. Missions, presidios, and pueblos extended
imperial authority into Indigenous homelands and attempted to reorganize Native labor, religion,
settlement, and daily life. Mission communities combined religious conversion with agricultural
production and colonial control. Disease, coercive labor, punishment, disrupted food systems, and
separation from traditional territories contributed to enormous demographic and cultural loss.

Mexican independence changed the legal framework but did not restore Indigenous sovereignty. The
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secularization of missions in the 1830s formally ended the old mission structure, yet much mission
land passed into ranchos controlled by politically connected Californios rather than to Native
communities. Indigenous people frequently remained workers on lands from which their communities
had already been displaced. This continuity is important because institutional oppression can persist
even when the governing regime changes.

U.S. conquest after the Mexican-American War produced another major restructuring. The Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo promised rights and property protections to former Mexican citizens, but land
claims were often subjected to costly litigation and lengthy verification. The Gold Rush then
accelerated migration, land seizure, violence, and state formation. California entered the Union in
1850 as a nominally free state, yet formal free status did not prevent coerced labor, racial exclusion,
or campaigns of violence against Indigenous people.

Benjamin Madley’s research documents massacres, forced removal, starvation, kidnapping, and state-
supported militia actions against Native Californians during the mid-nineteenth century. California law
also facilitated coerced Indigenous labor through the 1850 Act for the Government and Protection of
Indians. In 2019, the governor of California formally apologized on behalf of the state for violence,
mistreatment, and neglect against California Native peoples and created the California Truth &
Healing Council to document the historical relationship between tribes and the state. The council’s
existence reflects the fact that this history is not treated only as a distant scholarly debate but also as
part of contemporary state efforts to clarify the historical record.

Race and Labor Became Interlocking Systems in
the American State

California’s rapid economic growth depended heavily on labor supplied by groups whose political
rights and bargaining power were restricted. Chinese immigrants worked in mining, railroads,
agriculture, manufacturing, fishing, and urban businesses. They also faced special taxes, exclusion
from some forms of legal testimony, mob violence, forced removals, and ultimately federal
immigration exclusion. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 transformed racial hostility into national
immigration policy and made Chinese migrants the target of a uniquely restrictive federal regime.

Mexican and Mexican American workers became central to agriculture, railroads, construction,
mining, and urban industry while also facing land loss, segregated public spaces, school segregation,
labor exploitation, and deportation campaigns. Carey McWilliams's classic study of California
agriculture described how farm production depended on successive groups of workers with limited
political power. Later programs such as the Bracero Program institutionalized the use of temporary
Mexican labor on terms that benefited employers while restricting workers’ ability to settle
permanently or bargain as equal members of the labor market.

Black Californians confronted a different contradiction. California’s constitution prohibited slavery, but
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enslaved people were nevertheless brought into the state, and legal institutions did not immediately
guarantee equal freedom. Black residents faced barriers involving testimony, schools, housing,
employment, and public accommodations while building churches, newspapers, businesses,
conventions, and civil-rights organizations. The California Reparations Task Force’s 2023 final report
later documented how enslavement, racial terror, disenfranchisement, housing segregation, unequal
education, infrastructure, and other policies produced continuing effects for African Americans in the
state.

These cases show why race and class should not be treated as interchangeable. Economic
exploitation affected workers across racial categories, but racial law and social classification shaped
which workers could naturalize, own land securely, testify, live in particular neighborhoods, bring
family members into the country, or claim protection from the state. Employers could benefit from
these divisions because workers with different legal and racial status had unequal bargaining power.
At the same time, racial groups were internally divided by class, gender, citizenship, occupation, and
region.

Twentieth-Century Institutions Moved Inequality
iInto Housing, Education, and Wartime Policy

As California urbanized, inequality became increasingly visible through housing and metropolitan
development. Racial covenants, discriminatory lending, redlining, exclusionary zoning,
redevelopment, and unequal suburban access affected who could purchase homes and build
intergenerational wealth. Even after courts and civil-rights laws weakened explicit discrimination,
earlier patterns continued to influence neighborhood resources, school access, and property values.
Institutional effects therefore did not disappear simply because the language of law became more
neutral.

Public education also became a major site of conflict. Mexican American children were segregated in
several California school systems even when law did not classify them as a separate race. The 1946
federal case Mendez v. Westminster challenged this system in Orange County. The National Park
Service notes that more than 80 percent of Mexican American children in Orange County attended
segregated schools by World War I, often on the assumption that they required only limited
vocational education. The successful case helped end school segregation in California before Brown v.
Board of Education and became an important precedent in the broader history of educational civil
rights.

The story of Mendez is also connected to Japanese American incarceration. During World War Il, more
than 120,000 people of Japanese ancestry were forcibly removed from the West Coast and
incarcerated, most without individualized evidence of disloyalty. The National Park Service’s account
of “entangled inequalities” notes that the Mendez family leased farmland from the Japanese American
Munemitsu family while the latter were incarcerated. Thus, one major desegregation case emerged
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from circumstances created by another form of state racial exclusion.

Japanese American families lost homes, farms, businesses, and community stability during
incarceration. Decades later, the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 formally acknowledged the injustice and
provided an apology and compensation to surviving incarcerees. This later redress did not erase the
original losses, but it illustrates how states can revisit and reinterpret previous policies through public
history and law.

The broader history of California statehood therefore cannot be separated from decisions about
citizenship and belonging. Institutions that initially distributed rights unequally often became the
same arenas in which challenges were later made: courts that enforced property rules heard civil-
rights cases, schools that segregated students became targets of integration campaigns, and
governments that had supported removal or exclusion later issued apologies or established review
processes.

Social Behavior Was Shaped by Institutions, but It
Also Reshaped Them

Institutional systems influence behavior by rewarding some actions, restricting others, and defining
what is considered normal or legitimate. A law limiting testimony, for example, changes not only
courtroom procedure but also the practical ability of a community to defend property or challenge
violence. Segregated neighborhoods affect friendship networks, schools, transportation, and access to
employment. Immigration rules influence whether workers can change employers, reunite families, or
participate publicly without fear of removal. These effects illustrate why oppression cannot be
reduced to individual attitudes.

At the same time, people respond strategically to institutions. Native nations preserved language,
ceremony, kinship, and political identity while pursuing land, sovereignty, and cultural-repatriation
claims. Chinese immigrants challenged exclusion through litigation and built family and business
networks across legal barriers. Black Californians organized conventions, newspapers, churches, and
civil-rights campaigns. Mexican American families pursued school desegregation and labor rights,
while farmworkers later built unions and consumer boycotts. Women organized for suffrage, labor
reform, property rights, education, and protection from violence.

Resistance also changed the behavior of institutions. The success of Mendez v. Westminster, for
example, forced school districts and courts to reconsider segregation practices. Labor organizing
changed bargaining relationships in agriculture and industry. Redress campaigns transformed the
public interpretation of Japanese American incarceration. These developments did not produce
uniform or permanent equality, but they demonstrate that institutions are neither completely fixed
nor independent of collective action.
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Coalition is another important part of this history. Groups subjected to different forms of exclusion
sometimes found common political goals, but solidarity was never automatic. Racial and ethnic
communities could reproduce stereotypes about one another, and labor organizations could exclude
groups whose interests appeared economically threatening. Social behavior was therefore shaped by
both shared experiences of inequality and competition within unequal systems.

Historical Memory Has Become Part of California’s
Institutional Response

Current state initiatives show how historical interpretation itself can become institutional. The
California Truth & Healing Council was created to collect Native narratives, examine documentation,
and clarify the history of the state’s relationship with California Native peoples. The 2023 California
Reparations Task Force report similarly documented historical and continuing harms affecting African
Americans and presented policy recommendations to the Legislature. These initiatives are not
evidence that all historical disputes have been resolved; they show that government institutions can
formally revisit earlier actions and their consequences.

This contemporary dimension matters because historical inequality often survives through
accumulated effects rather than identical laws. A discriminatory covenant may no longer be
enforceable, but patterns of property ownership created under segregation can shape wealth decades
later. A school-segregation rule can be abolished while neighborhood boundaries continue to influence
enrollment. A land seizure can become a long-term loss of economic and cultural resources even after
the original law disappears.

California history therefore provides a strong example of how oppressive systems operate through
connected institutions rather than through prejudice alone. Colonial missions restructured Indigenous
life and land; U.S. conquest and Gold Rush governance intensified dispossession; immigration law and
labor markets racialized economic opportunity; housing and schools reproduced segregation; wartime
policy incarcerated Japanese Americans; and later civil-rights movements challenged many of these
structures. None of these histories is identical, and no single category explains every form of
inequality. Their connection lies in the way institutional rules made unequal power durable.

The same history also demonstrates that social behavior is not simply produced from above. People
organize, litigate, preserve culture, build institutions, protest, negotiate, and reinterpret the past.
California’s political and social development has therefore emerged from both institutional constraint
and sustained efforts to alter those constraints. Understanding that interaction provides a more
accurate account than either a story of uninterrupted oppression or a simple narrative of inevitable
progress.
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