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ABSTRACT 

 The historical narrative produced by settler colonialism has significantly 

impacted relationships among individuals, groups, and institutions. This thesis 

focuses on the enduring narrative of settler colonialism and its connection to 

American Civilization. It is this process and system of American Civilization 

(established and reified through institutions and cultural norms) that perpetuates 

the oppressive impact of settler colonialism on various groups who have resided 

in Southern California for generations before the settlers arrived. This thesis will 

also demonstrate that the results of settler colonialism at the turn of the 20th 

century in Southern California had massive socioeconomic consequences in the 

region. This thesis analyzes the relationships among Native Americans, 

Mexicans, and poor European American settlers that were all affected by the 

processes of American Civilization established and reified through settler 

colonialism. Yet this thesis also addresses how the nature of American 

Civilization and the intersection between the roles of oppressed and oppressor 

adjusted and changed depending on the circumstances. Thus, this thesis will 

argue that settler colonialism under the guise of American Civilization 

perpetuated historical narratives that controlled and manipulated various groups 

throughout Southern California. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 By the end of the 19th century, the American westward expansion was 

virtually complete. The vast majority of the Western territory was occupied by 

those searching for the opportunities that had been promised to them based on 

the ideals of expansionism and exceptionalism. As settlers flooded the region, 

infrastructure emerged in manufacturing, transportation, and other businesses to 

support the success of the westward expansion. The West became a new 

symbol of American identity; rough and rugged individuals who were willing to 

take risks and make their way in uncharted territory to create a new future. The 

narrative of a territory untouched by humans and completely uncivilized began to 

emerge into the modern age was reinforced and repeated through stories and 

songs that captured the myths and legends. The truth to be uncovered was that 

this false narrative was designed to support the myths of Manifest Destiny and 

the Wild West and obscure and deny the reality of the native peoples who had 

been there for generations and their rich history in the Western Territory. 

 This section will focus on those narratives of control and how Native 

Americans were driven into social categories that fit under American Civilization. 

This includes the historical struggles of Native Americans under Spanish and 

Mexican colonization as well. From there the chapter delves into the specific 

groups that were affected in the region of Southern California and the 
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consequences they suffered. This includes individual cases as well to show how 

ideals of American Civilization were internalized by some. The struggle for 

socioeconomic survival for Native Americans under American Civilization is key. 

 The narratives of Indigenous peoples, Mexicans, along with poor 

European Americans were obscured or completely removed in favor of the 

romantic myth that captures and glorifies the march westward by explorers and 

settlers. The price of luxury and industry was the price of the livelihood of those 

who lived on the land for generations before the settlers arrived. It is the process 

of settler colonialism that drove these groups to the margins. Settler colonialism 

itself embodies the exploitative, racist, and sexist ambitions of the nation state 

under the auspices of “civilizing” the land. This was not a monolithic process; 

rather it was the intersectionality of many forces that exerted constant changes 

on the land and peoples in the West. As one example, the status of Mexicans in 

the U.S. which was in constant flux depending on where the borders were drawn 

based on treaties and negotiations among leaders who sought more land and 

power. 

 Settler colonialism was a process by which individuals took control over 

land that did not belong to their nation-state of origin. Over time, the settlers 

began to enforce their preferred way of life in this new land which causes more 

settlers to arrive in the area because of their shared cultures, beliefs, etc. 

Eventually the population of settlers grows until their settlements either dwarf the 

original population in terms of size or simply outnumber them. When the balance 
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shifts, the colonizing nation-state steps in to intervene in the name of protecting 

their citizens and as a result, conflicts and disputes arise with the colonizing 

nation most often being the ones to remain in power over the land. An example 

of settler colonialism in U.S. was characterized by the action taken regarding 

Texas before 1835. Anglos from the U.S. moved into the sparsely populated 

region until they outnumbered the Mexicans and Tejanos in the region. Then, 

with backing from the United States, the new Texas “revolted” against their 

oppressive Mexican rulers to form their own government which created the 

opportunity for Texas to be annexed by the U.S. in 1845. Thus, settler 

colonialism became the primary means by which the United States justified its 

right to exert power over the western half of North America. 

 With the development of settler colonialism came the spread of 

modernization. In the latter half of the 19th century, industrial development 

changed the landscape of the country in ways that allowed the United States 

ultimately became a world power. Through systematic investments in 

transportation transcended the power of the Mississippi River and accelerated 

the means by which colonialization occurred. The development of railroads that 

connected the east and west coasts, and the rapid urbanization of cities like Los 

Angeles and San Francisco meant the process of colonization could occur 

rapidly. But the most significant effect that modernization had on the west was 

not the infrastructure and economic growth, but the ideological conditioning it had 

on culture and power in the United States. If colonization was occurring, that 
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meant that the region had been modernized, civilized, and was progressing 

rapidly forward. Anything that lay outside of that belief was considered 

uncivilized, underdeveloped, and expendable, easily put aside in the annals of 

history. These factors of settler colonialism established the infrastructure that the 

United Stated had the power to dominate and control the land that ultimately 

became the U.S. West. 

 Given the tremendous size of the U.S. West, it would be too complex to 

cover that in its entirety in this research thesis. Therefore, the focus of this thesis 

will be on the region Southern California during the turn of the 20th century. In 

general, modernization of infrastructure was much slower in Southern California 

when compared to the rest of the west. Even though the entire state of California 

was entered into the union before the rest of the Southwest (1850), the Southern 

half of California took much longer to become colonized and industrialized under 

American Civilization. This was primarily driven by the barren landscape of the 

region, with vast deserts and cities that were still in the process of developing. 

This changed dramatically with the urbanization of Los Angeles as a city and the 

resources that it would extract from the San Bernardino Meridian (the region that 

is now present-day Southern Californian and a few homesteads in Arizona). 

 The time period of the turn of the 20th century was selected as the focus 

for this thesis because it was in this timeframe that the reification of the 

narratives of Manifest Destiny and the Wild West were complete. These two 

dominating narratives supported the process of westward expansion which 
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required the domestication and subjugation of all peoples that inhabited the 

region. It also changed power dynamics within the region, where Mexicans lost 

their status as a dominating power over Native Americans and in some cases 

were seen as Native Americans by their colonial conquerors. To the colonial 

power that is the United States, the region had been tamed through the power of 

the individual (embodied by the Wild West narrative) to bring to fruition the ever-

growing desires of American Civilization (Manifest Destiny). Even the poor settler 

farmers and homesteaders within the Owen’s Valley region, who had been the 

first representatives of the American Civilization, were discarded in favor of the 

new urbanites who were living manifestations of the myths and narratives that 

supported their conquest. That is why when stories are told of westward 

expansion, they are embellished and idealized through the writings of Fredrick 

Jackson Turner, as part of American Civilization’s destiny.  

 Fredrick Jackson Turner was a historian who saw westward expansion and 

manifest destiny as a major turning point in history. With the closing of the 

frontier in 1890, on average every square mile of land west of the Mississippi, 

only contained 2 people.1 But to Turner, this settlement represented a 

fundamental change in American belief and culture. No longer was the United 

States a clone of former European states or empires, but it was now its own 

unique and distinct entity. Through the divinity of Manifest Destiny, the United 

 
1 “1890 Census,” Research our Records, National Archives, last modified February 7th, 2005, 

https://www.archives.gov/research/census/1890/1890.html#statistics. 
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States had broken from the old ways of European powers to become its own 

republic, separate and distinct. The United States had done the impossible by 

taming the wild landscapes of western North America and had taken the risks to 

prove the exceptionality of America.2 It is no wonder that Turner’s narrative of 

history was most popular at the time, and even in some places this interpretation 

of American exceptionalism continues to be the dominant narrative. Turner was 

able to take the narratives of Manifest Destiny and the Wild West and solidify 

them in not only the academic spheres of the times, but later in pop culture and 

cultural narratives. These stories and myths allow us to clearly picture the “wild 

west” being tamed by rugged cowboys who were pitied against the lawlessness 

of the open plains. 

 Over time, and particularly in the 1960s, there has been significant 

rebellion and challenges against these dominant narratives. Chicanx scholars 

have challenged the very identity of the Southwest by demonstrating that the 

lands of the Southwest were not empty and wild, but held the homes, ranches, 

and territories of numerous Mexican farmers and explorers. Native American 

scholars described clearly how even before the first Spaniards arrived in so 

called North America, that there were vibrant and diverse communities of Native 

Americans across the continent and in the South West in particular (the Tohono 

O’odlham, Yaqui, Hopi, and Paiute to name a few). More recently, environmental 

 
2 Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History, (New York: Open Road Integrated Media, 

2015). 
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historians reframed the perspective on the accuracy of the dominance of humans 

over their environments and the other animals that inhabit the region as a 

presumed natural order. The major field of study that has represented this 

counter narrative has been the rising New Western History. New West Historians 

reject the presupposed narratives of Manifest Destiny, such as the notion of 

virgin land being given to the American settlers through some divine promise.3 It 

also rejects the notion that the land was devoid of history before American 

settlement. New West Historians seek to reveal the history of the region through 

its indigenous history. This includes the narratives of Native Americans, the 

Spanish settlers, and the Mexican rulers and people. It seeks to unearth 

narratives that existed outside the scope of Turners Thesis. The thesis itself 

places Americans, incorrectly, at the center of the history of the west. Even when 

others peoples are mentioned, they are placed in a light of being savages or 

simply uneducated simpletons in need of the guidance of the clearly superior 

American Colonial Settlers. New Western Historians such as Richard White and 

Donald Worster have challenged the dominating narratives, by shedding light on 

the complex histories of the peoples that existed and continue to exist in the 

West. 

 It is from this New Western History that I wish to understand how settler 

colonialism led to the disenfranchisement of Native Americans, Mexicans, and 

 
3 Thomas G. Alexander, and Clyde A. Milner, “Review of Books: Trails: Toward a New Western History,” 

Pacific Historical Review 62, no. 2 (1993): 234. 
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poor settler farmers in Southern California. However, I wish to go one step further 

and incorporate a new dimension to this analysis. In this thesis I will also 

incorporate the framework of “civilization” and more specifically “American 

Civilization.” The construct of civilization asserts that the nation-state and its 

institutions, intersect with that of socioeconomic, cultural, and 

industrialization/modernization to dominate and control people by depriving them 

of their freedom. Thus, in turn creates hierarchies within society that marginalize 

and attacks groups that do not adhere to civilizations goal of progress, 

modernization, and domination. This analysis of civilization as a dominating for 

was coined by Fredy Perlman who utilized Thomas Hobbes’s theory of 

“Leviathan” to clarify the interconnection among the power of the nation-state, 

modernization, cultural hegemonies, and colonial expansion.4  

 Unlike New West Historians who focus the history of the region in terms of 

totality (Mexican History, Native American History, etc.), this interpretation will 

clarify the intersectionality and flexibility among: 1) The political and military 

institutions of the nation-state to achieve its own goals of modernization and 

development; 2) How Mexicans can be considered “civilized” in some legal 

respects, but not in others; 3) How the desire to turn Los Angeles into a thriving 

city, burdened the San Bernardino region with mining and manufacturing 

industries; and 4) How the poor settler farmers of Owens Valley went from being 

beneficiaries of colonization, to becoming exploitable for the expansion of Los 

 
4 Fredy Perlman, Against His-Story, Against Leviathan, 15. 
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Angeles. It is this flexibility and intersectionality that exists in the dichotomy of the 

“civilized and savage” dominating narrative and perpetuated further exploitation 

under settler colonialism in favor of the “American Civilization.” 

 Many of the sources that will be used in this thesis will be drawn from laws 

and land allotments that show the means by which this process of exploitation 

was carried out. While many of the more notable means of exploitation were 

more violent in nature, such as the genocide carried out against California 

Indians and the Mexican American War which took the majority of the land that 

was to be exploited, there were also a number of legal acts that were instituted 

as a means to seize control of the land. This included the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

and the Bureau of Land Management allocating the land that was taken to settler 

homesteaders and development companies, as well as sectioning Native 

Americans and Mexicans to lands devoid of resources. There were a number of 

cases in which Native Americans and Mexicans were able to maintain ownership 

of the land, but they paled in comparison to the amount of land that was taken 

and redistributed among settlers. 

 Many of these reports and land allotments were handled by the federal 

government as opposed to the state government, given the amount of federally 

owned land that existed within the state. This included dividing up the land 

between the incoming settler settlers, the Mexicans who already held land deeds, 

and Native American lands that were still being allocated and moved about by 

the BIA. While settler homesteaders and the first settlers were given a 
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subsequent amount of land during the early days of settlement, they lost 

preferential treatment once the urban areas began to grow in size and the 

property was seized for the purposes of mining and extraction. Thus, I will focus 

on Native Americans, Mexicans, and poor European American settlers, and how 

they suffered at the hands of settler colonialism. 

 That being said, while these three groups all experienced displacement 

and suffering at the hands of “American Civilization” this does not mean that their 

suffering was equal. The poor settler farmers were the forerunners of settler 

colonialism and even actively participated in the subjugation and extermination of 

Native Americans and attacks on Mexican property. The final outcome was not in 

their favor since once settlement had been completed, they were forced into 

subordinate positions. They were to bear the legal and economic side of settler 

colonialism, and it was nowhere near the level of discrimination that the Native 

Americans and Mexicans had to bear. It was a basis of class discrimination 

rather than racial discrimination. 

 Even the Mexicans did not bear the same hardships as Native Americans. 

Many were able to retain their immense properties and estates, though many 

would lose these assets through legal discrimination in the transfer of power to 

the United States from Mexico. In addition to this, many Mexicans were able to 

avoid racial discrimination because of the complexity of Spanish racial 

categories. For example, those who were of more European decent were 

considered to be part of the “civilized” class and welcomed into the U.S. while 
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others were characterized as being “too Indian” and thus suffered more 

discrimination as a result. In fact, the U.S. came to adopt a number of Mexican 

and Spanish laws with regards to property and water rights that had very little 

impact on the elite lifestyles of the Californios class that controlled many of the 

ranches.  

 The U.S. would also adopt a number of Spanish laws that continued to 

discriminate against Native Americans within Southern California. While the 

genocide of California had mostly impacted Northern Californian tribes, many of 

the tribes such as the Paiute, and those tribes associated with the San Manuel 

Band of Mission Indians suffered physical and legal abuse. Many groups were 

confined to allocated land within the San Bernardino Meridian with almost no 

access to water or other necessary resources. Even if resources were 

discovered, the B.I.A. would allocate the land to mining and manufacturing 

companies and other mining businesses, thus pushing the Natives even further 

into inhospitable territories. All of this was justified under the belief of racial 

supremacy and the dominating narratives of “American Civilization” that pushed 

forward modernization at the cost the lives of human life and the sustainability of 

the environment. 

 

Resources and Methodology 

 Many documents from the National Archives in Riverside demonstrate the 

amount of control exerted by forces within institutions in the B.I.A. and B.L.M. as 
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they supported expanded urbanization and modern infrastructure. Most of these 

changes were made in the form of documents regarding land allotment, reports 

of land fertility, and court cases over land dispute and the status of ownership. 

These documents show how bureaucratic institutions of Americana Civilization 

build off the physical work done by settlers, through homesteads and farming 

permits, by challenging the legality of Native American claims to land. Excuses 

were made, where some stated that this was for the greater good of the 

developing cities, while others argued that it would allow for further integration of 

Native Americans into the growing industrial landscapes, and still others 

perpetuated the narrative of Native ignorance and savagery questioning their 

right to hold onto that land at all. Whatever excuse was asserted, the Federal 

Government consistently won the legal battles over property. There were lines of 

decent, letters written that expressed concern for the lives of Natives, Mexicans, 

and poor settlers, but these were few and far between since the importance of 

“progress” and “American Civilization” were considered to be preeminent. 

Therefore, progress continued and settler colonialism led the way to 

modernization and urbanization. 

 In this thesis, I will also make use of a number of secondary sources 

which pertain to California History and the histories of Native Americans, 

Mexicans, and poor settler farmer within the region of Southern California. The 

majority of these secondary works draw from the writings of New West Historians 

such as Richard White and Patricia Limerick. These authors represent the 
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various historical interpretations of changes in Southern California that were the 

result of the development of the region. Secondary sources will also provide a 

broader understanding of the growth of Los Angeles, particularly in the beginning 

of the 20th century, and the expansion of resource extraction in San Bernardino 

Meriden. This will show the connection to the changes in land allocation that 

seriously affected the marginalized groups mentioned above. In addition, the 

interpretations of “American Civilization”, will contribute to the overall argument of 

the thesis that American Civilization perpetuated the exclusion and 

marginalization of various groups through colonization. This process will also 

reflect a partial historiography regarding the changes in interpretation of 

westward expansion and settler colonialism. 

 This thesis will be divided into three sections. The first section will cover 

the impacts of settler colonialism on Native Americans within the region of 

Southern California. Primary sources from the National Archives in Riverside will 

demonstrate how land allocation was used as a means of removing Native 

Americans from the land which they legally owned to become mining and 

extracting resources. This will include justifications such as racial superiority and 

“the progress of civilization” that were used as a basis for reallocating these 

sources for state and federal government to contribute to the development of Los 

Angeles. The second section will cover the treatments of Mexicans and how they 

were affected by allocation. This section will emphasize the difference between 

the treatment of Native Americans and Mexicans based on racial and class 
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status. Methods such as legal action and land allotment were common for poor 

Mexican ranchers, but not necessarily for the higher social-economic class level 

Californios. Thus, racial categories might not necessarily apply in the case for 

many Mexican farmers, but instead focuses on class and wealth. The third 

section of the thesis will focus on poor settler farmers and how water laws were 

used against them.  Despite being American citizens, and also being the first to 

engage in settler colonialism, they too were pushed to the margins using 

processes similar to the treatment of Native Americans and Mexicans. This 

particular argument will focus on the example of the “California Water Wars” and 

how the Owen’s Valley River was drained for the purpose of fostering the growth 

of the city of Los Angeles and not the homesteaders and farmers of Owen’s 

Valley. The final section will focus on how all three groups came to face the 

lasting repercussions of settler colonialism in California and how all three groups 

were negatively affected by the colonial process of American Civilization. 

 Ultimately, the purpose of this thesis is to understand the intersectional 

totality of all of these forces that negatively impacted specific groups of peoples 

and the environment. Despite major differences between the three, and in some 

cases antagonism among groups, they all were directly impacted by the 

outcomes of westward expansion. The fact that the dominating narratives of 

Manifest Destiny and the Wild West have removed these groups from the 

historical narratives demonstrates the power of American Civilization. The 

intersection of institutional, cultural, industrial, and colonizing forces represents 
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the total connection and intersections of these created power structures and 

hierarchy that dominates the Western United States under American Civilization. 

The process of settler colonialism created the perfect conditions for narratives of 

progress and development that leave behind many in favor of those in positions 

of power. The rugged individualism myth of westward expansion was 

overshadowed by the actual monolithic force of the American Civilization. Thus, 

in this thesis I seek to demonstrate how settler colonialism, and all its 

consequences, perpetuated the disenfranchisement of Native Americans, 

Mexicans, and poor European American farmers to achieve economic growth 

and modernization. That it continues to maintain these social and institutional 

hierarchies through dominant historical narratives that colonized all three of these 

groups.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

NATIVE AMERICANS 

 

 The process of Westward Expansion from the mid-19th to the 20th century, 

devastated the lives and cultures of Native Americans in the peoples and 

environment of the American West. Many Native American peoples were pushed 

out of their homelands onto reservations so that American Settlers could utilize 

the land for their own purposes. Those who resisted were either killed or 

imprisoned, while their families suffered at the hands of settlers and the U.S. 

Federal Army. It was through this process that individual tribes and groups were 

placed under the umbrella title of Native American, erasing all individual identity 

and cultural distinctions among Native groups. The most egregious of these 

offenses were the Indian boarding schools that were used to force the 

assimilation of children into the new culture, as well as the numerous genocides 

committed against Native American groups across the West. 

 In Southern California, much like the process of westward expansion, 

violence was enacted against Native Americans such as the Southern Paiute 

peoples, Serrano peoples, and Cahuilla peoples. While genocidal tactics were 

being utilized by settlers and the U.S. Army in Northern California in the early and 

mid-19th century, these Southern California groups had been routed onto 

reservations within the San Bernardino Meridian by the late 19th century. This 

was a negotiation with Native Americans who occupied this region to prevent 
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further bloodshed and to ensure the survival of their peoples. What was unique 

for the Native Peoples in Southern California, was the legal violence that they 

suffered at the hands of the states and federal government.5 In order to further 

develop the land in Southern California, the United States and the State of 

California needed to utilize the legal means of Settler Colonialism to deprive the 

native peoples of their already dwindling resources, such as fertile land and 

water rights.6 

 In 1871, the State of California and the Federal Government issued a 

decree that they would no longer recognize the individual claims to land of Native 

Americans within the State of California.7 This meant that if any Native American, 

whether they be Paiute, Serrano, or Mojave, made a claim to land, they would 

need to go through the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and be represented by their 

reservation (e.g., San Manuel Band of Mission Indians, the Agua Caliente Indian 

Reservation to name a few). Because of the limited land space in these 

reservations, this left much of the land open for claim to settlers and other 

businesses, which in turn accelerated westward expansion of the American 

Civilization. 

 In the early settlement of Southern California (1840s), settlers were mainly 

composed of soldiers from the Mexican-American war, as well as homesteaders 

 
5 Florence Connolly Shipek, Pushed into the Rocks: Southern California Indian Land Tenure, 1769-1986 

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1988), 64.  
6 Ibid, 66. 
7 “BIA Records: California,” Record Group 75, National Archives, last modified September 19, 2017, 

https://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/bia-guide/california.html. 
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and farmers. With the growth of industry and the movement of more upper-class 

U.S. citizens (e.g., bankers, businessmen) into the region, the ideals of progress 

and modernization came to Southern California in the form of the railroad and the 

mining industries. Since most of the upper-class citizens had settled on the 

coastline, the railroads began to snake their way through the San Bernardino 

Meridian and as a result, impinged on Native American territory. Miners also 

sought access to rich natural resources such as copper and iron that lay beneath 

the surface of the Meridian and Native territory. There was resistance at first from 

peoples of the Serrano and Paiute, who had the backing of the BIA that wished 

to keep the promises set in the early treaties of the 1890s and early 1900s. 

However, as coastal cities such as Los Angeles and San Diego expanded, the 

Native Americans lost the support of the BIA and much of the land was laid with 

railroad tracks and dug up by eager miners in search of valuable natural 

resources. Some of the larger reservations, such as the San Manuel Band of 

Mission Indians, managed to maintain more important parts of their lands, but 

smaller reservations such as the Fort Mojave Indian Reservation would lose over 

half of their treaties land to miners and developers within the region. 

 This process of removal of Natives from their land for the purpose of 

extracting resources from the land would continue throughout the early 1900s to 

the 1920s with copper and other valuable ores being extracted from the region. 

However, the most significant of these resources that was extracted was that of 
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water.8 Given many of the newly founded reservations had been pushed into the 

Mojave and Sonoran deserts, water became key to survival in these 

reservations. The San Manuel Reservation and the Fort Mojave Indian 

Reservation in particular had to fight to maintain their rights to access the limited 

water ways in the region. Both would have to eventually use tactics of diverting 

water from bigger streams in order to survive, much like what the city of Los 

Angeles did in diverting water from the Owen’s Valley in the Eastern Sierras and 

the Colorado River to support its ever-growing populations. Other groups such as 

the Southern Paiute in the Owen’s Valley region would be stifled by these water 

wars and new laws that affected the farmers in the region.9 It would ultimately 

require more diversion from the Colorado River in order to support these new 

desert communities. 

 Through all of these measures, legal means we used to deprive Native 

American groups in the region from their rights to the land. Through State and 

Federal laws, land was allotted on a preferential basis, favoring the first settlers 

that would enter the region and later the urban settles that would grow places 

such as San Diego and Los Angeles. This would be made relatively easy given 

that many Native American Groups were not recognized as U.S. Citizens. Many 

of the laws that were used by the United States were adopted from Spanish and 

Mexican laws with regards to land and water usage. These older laws 
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represented a hierarchical structure under which Native Americans were 

considered the lowest rank in the society.10 They were constantly mistreated 

legally and given little to no rights to land allotment and water rights unless they 

were operating under their own sovereignty. Though this sovereignty had to be 

attained through Spanish Colonial rule, Mexican Colonial rule, and finally 

American Colonial rule. 

 The status of land grants would change under the Dawes Act of 1887. The 

act imposed the conceptualization of private property onto Native American 

reservations forcing them to adopt statures of individual ownerships and land 

rights.11 However, this concept of private property was much weaker than that of 

the settler’s rights to property ownership and thus resulted in weakening the 

strength of land claims by the sovereign reservations. As a result, the miners and 

the railroads benefited heavily from this law as now land laws could be 

manipulated in order to serve the functions of their goals of expansion and 

American Civilization. The Dawes Act was a means of expanding American 

Civilization’s ideas of private property that could allow for exploitation and 

consumption of the resources and materials needed to further develop the goals 

of expansion. This was not an entirely one-sided source of exploitation, as some 

Native Americans were able to utilize laws to benefit their own needs and 
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desires.12 However, these victories for Native land rights were few and far 

between, and even the victors would be lost within a generation of Native lives. 

 The California Alien Land Law of 1913 was another major law that 

affected the rights of land ownership for Native Americans in Southern 

California.13 This law states that “aliens ineligible for citizenship” would be barred 

from owning or leasing agricultural land. While it was primarily targeting 

Japanese, Chinese, and Indian immigrants, the law also affected Native 

Americans given the ambiguous status of Native American citizenship at the 

time. This, in tandem with the Dawes Act, would particularly affect the access 

Native Americans had to fertile land within their arid reservations. This in turn 

continued to prompt the influx of miners and farmers as they attempted to take 

over, both legally and violently, the lands that belonged to Native Americans 

through the establishment of the reservations. Even in the famous case for the 

California Alien Land Law of 1913, California v Harada, Native Americans were 

involved in the proceedings as the Harada’s had housed runaways from the 

Indian Boarding School in the Riverside area. Thus, the eligibility of Native 

Americans to own land as legal citizens was put into question and tried a number 

of times by the California State Government and the Federal Government.14 All of 
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this was done in the pursuit of finalizing westward expansion and extending full 

control if not complicity from Native Americans in the Southern California region. 

 As Native Americans were subjected to these unjust laws and regulations, 

some attempted to negotiate this new position of power that they found 

themselves in. By petitioning the BIA, some groups such as the San Manuel 

Band of Indians and the Morongo Band of Indians were able to hold onto their 

sovereignty. These two groups consist of numerous other Native groups, the 

Morongo Band consisting of Cahuilla and Southern Serrano and the San Manuel 

Band consisting of Northern Serrano, that were clustered together by federal 

laws in the late 1870s. While these groups had been made indistinguishable by 

the federal and state government, they managed to utilize their collective power 

to prevent further encroachment onto their reservations. The San Manuel Band 

of Indians would stand out in how they were able to create a local economy for 

themselves that would prevent further encroachment by mining corporations. In 

particular, the sovereign status of these reservations was upheld by the BIA 

given the concentration of power for these two groups. There were other 

instances of consolidating power that represent a form of negotiation. Even 

though the Serrano peoples had been separated by the two reservations, 

connections were maintained between the two groups that allowed for the 

continued sharing of culture and experiences. This kept culture and heritage alive 

for many of these groups despite the culture incursions of American settlers and 
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their own attempts to culturally assimilate the Native peoples of Southern 

California. 

 The struggle for natural resources between European American settlers 

and native peoples would continue until 1924, when suddenly the Indian 

Citizenship Act of 1924 was passed by Congress. This act declared that all 

Native Americans born in the United States had the legal right to American 

citizenship that all the settlers had held.15 The act itself was a further attempt at 

assimilation of Native Americans, however Native peoples of Southern California 

saw this as yet another means of negotiation. For the Southern Paiute, this 

meant that they did have natural rights to the water within the Owen’s Valley, and 

could as legal citizens, petition the local government for recognition of these 

rights. Unfortunately, despite being brought into the folds of American 

Civilization, the damage had already been done and the Southern Paiute had to 

make do with what little water remained in the valley. Other tribes such as the 

San Manual and Morongo had more luck in negotiating the institutions of 

American Civilization. By utilizing their rights as private citizens, both 

reservations were able to consolidate a social economy that would prevent any 

and all other incursions that might occur from the settler settlement. In their case 

however, they would themselves fall privy to the myths of westward expansion 

and American Civilization as they would become a centralized institution whose 
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primary goals would be development for their own purposes.16 In the process of 

negotiation, the San Manuel and Morongo reservations would continue to 

perpetuate the ideals of development and progress from westward expansion 

and American Civilization in order to preserve their lively hoods against American 

Civilization. Ultimately, they would lose their mobility in favor of stability. 

 Many Tribes would take different approaches to dealing with issues of 

land and water rights for their Tribes and themselves. In particular the Southern 

Paiute in the region of Owen’s Valley would launch a number of campaigns 

against the government of Los Angeles for rerouting water they so desperately 

needed.17 They would travel all the way to Los Angeles in order to demand their 

rights of sovereignty and rights to the water that traveled through the Owen’s 

Valley. Unfortunately, due to their small numbers and how much attention settler 

farmers from the Owen’s Valley were receiving from this Water War, their pleas 

fell on deaf ears. Because of the disputed status of Native American citizenship, 

the city of Los Angeles put into question whether the Southern Paiute had any 

right to the water given they were not citizens.18 This mirrored other, similar, 

nation-wide debates over whether Native Americans should receive citizenship 

status. On top of this, the specter of American Civilization continued to 
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perpetuate the distinguished line of “civilized vs. savage” between American 

Settlers and Native Americans through citizenship. 

 The relationship between Native Americans and American Civilization is 

one of constant pressure and continuous negotiation. Even before American 

Settlers began moving into the region of Southern California, the Native 

Americans had already suffered at the hands of the Spanish and Mexican states 

that had presided over them. The Spanish already had a preconceived notion of 

Native Americans as uncivilized beings, however they felt they could be saved 

through conversion and hard work on the California Missions that had been 

developed by the Spanish Empire and the Catholic Church in the 15th and 16th 

century.19 This had made groups like the Serrano and Cahuilla dependent upon 

the missions for their survival as their mobile lifestyles had been taken from 

them. Yet many groups were able to maintain a sense of autonomy through 

creating syncretic belief systems, by combining indigenous spirituality (or 

cosmologies) and the Catholic religion that was imposed upon them. 

 Once the Spanish were defeated by the Mexicans and the Mexican 

government secularized the missions, most Native Americans were left to their 

own means for survival away from the missions. Yet they could not return to their 

ancestral homelands, as wealthy Mexican ranchers had seized the lands for their 

own businesses.20 On top of this, racial violence was common between Mexicans 
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and Native Americans given the lower status of Native Americans compared to 

the Mestizo land owners. Despite this new harsh reality, Native Americans were 

able to maintain their cultural beliefs and practices even though they did not have 

access to their homelands. Thus, they partially regained some mobility (both 

physically and socioeconomically) even if it was not within their traditional 

homelands. 

 The American Settlers came and took the land from Mexico. Adopting the 

previous laws used against Native Americans by the Spanish and the Mexicans, 

the United States first used its power to commit genocide against multiple Native 

American groups in California.21 Though they were very successful in Northern 

California, many tribes managed to escape the wraith of American Civilizations 

strive from westward expansion. When similar tactics failed in Southern 

California, assimilation became key to the policy of westward expansion. Native 

Americans were confined to reservations and their children were taken from them 

to be assimilated to the ways of the settlers. There was resistance at every turn, 

from squatting in traditional territories to runaways from Indian Boarding Schools, 

there was a constant struggle for autonomy and survival. Yet as time went one, 

the grasp of American Civilization became too tight and Native American groups 

began to turn to a different strategy, how to negotiate within the American 

Civilization. 
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 By negotiating within American Civilization, many Native Americans were 

forced to give up much, some would lose their nomadic practices, others their 

practices of communal sharing, and all too some extent lost aspects of their 

cultural heritage which American Settlers found “unsettling.” Then in return, 

multiple groups of Native Americans were able to escape the horrors that other 

Native Americans in Northern California suffered. They were able to take 

advantage of the concepts of private property and citizenship to maintain a 

connection to some of their ancestral homeland. There was also a chance to hold 

on to cultural beliefs and practices that would have been enough to send in the 

federal troops to put an end to a threat to American Civilization. In the process of 

negotiation, so much had to be given up, yet so much was also maintained as a 

result. It was this product of compromise that multiple groups from the Southern 

Paiute to the Mojave have maintained their livelihoods. Thus, the institutions of 

American Civilization imposed a homogenization of culture that affected all 

different Native American groups. 

 In terms of understanding this process of American Civilization, it is 

important to understand that this process does not encompass all groups. It is 

constantly in flux and ever changing as a result of changing development.22 If the 

goal of civilization is to develop and progress through modernization, then those 

who stand in the way of change and colonization are a threat to the process of 

civilization. In the case of Native Americans, they would be considered a barrier 
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to the civilizing process of development and progress because they do not share 

the same cultural and structural values as those who are part of the civilizing 

process. Thus, Native Americans were placed outside of the boundaries of 

civilization and thus a threat to the ideas of progress and development.23 As a 

threat, these groups needed to be eliminated at all costs, even if that meant 

destroying not only their bodies, but also their culture and their livelihood. 

 Yet, since American Civilization is not a totalizing force, there can be room 

for adjustment. Thus, Native Americans in Southern California utilized the tactic 

of negotiation in order to preserve themselves and their cultural within the 

American Civilization. Multiple groups would adopt the values of private property 

and citizenship while also utilizing these same processes to preserve their own 

cultures and beliefs. Much like how many Native American groups found ways to 

integrate Catholic practices and rituals with their own spiritual beliefs, so too were 

Native Americans able to adopt American Civilization’s cultural and institutional 

approaches while also maintaining practices that had been passed down for 

generations.24 This would include those who adopted to reservation life and 

ideals of private property like the Navajo and the various tribes associated with 

the San Manuel Band of Mission Indians 

 However, even though many Tribes developed strategies to negotiate 

these power structures, notions about what was considered civilized versus 
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uncivilized still played out in the settler mindset. Many Native American groups 

have been kept at the lower rungs of American Civilization with no opportunity for 

economic mobility. This economic stratification left many groups with little to no 

access to land and many were outraged at the obstacles that were created to 

limit their ability to navigate the colonizer’s system and culture. It does not help 

that the popular perception of many Americans is that Native American’s have 

been extinct. That is why it is so important that the struggles and needs of Native 

Americans are kept alive and their stories continue to be told so that American 

Civilization does not permanently obscure their culture and history. Thus, in the 

next section, I will be delving into the primary sources that I found in the National 

Archives at Riverside that illustrate the effect of settlement on Native Americans 

and how negotiation became key to survival. 

 

Group Cases 

 One of the key cases I found in my research of the primary sources at the 

National Archives in Riverside was a series of letters regarding a 1903 land 

dispute and review for a case of land that was within the San Bernardino 

Meridian regarding the Pala and Pauma Tribes. The land itself was described 

having little to no agricultural benefits given the terrain and proximity to the 

Palomar and Santa Rosas mountains. The only viable source of development 

was the San Luis Rey River which could provide a source of energy through 
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water and erosion power.25 Needless to say, the land was rather sparse with only 

the Pala and Pauma Tribes residing in the area along with a few farmers and 

homesteaders attempting to fertilize the land. 

 The issue of land dispossession in this case occurred do to a conflict over 

grazing rights between a Pala Indian and a local farmer. The farmer had 

allegedly caught the man attempting to use part of the farming land in order to 

feed his cattle. Thus, the farmer had threatened to shoot the man’s cattle and 

made an appeal to the BLM and the Committee on Indian Affairs. As a result, the 

land surrounding the farm, as well as number of acres along the San Luis Rey 

River, were taken into consideration as to whether they should be allotted to the 

Natives, Farmers, or the Federal Government. Based on a survey of the land, 

and the promise that part of the land would be allotted to the Pala tribes, the case 

had a 46-year life span. 

 One facet of this case that stood out was an issue surrounding the 

Cleveland National Forest in San Diego. Because it was still in the process of 

being established, part of the forest, approximately 8342.71 acres, was placed 

within the withdrawal.26 This area of the forest was heavily debated because it 

was considered as one of the places the Pala would be allotted. Given the 

predisposition of the Federal government to discriminate against Native 

American allotment, there were significant concerns regarding whether the land 
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should remain within the public sphere or be privatized. One of the deciding 

measures was a letter written by a new Cleveland National Park ranger in 1909.  

In the letter, the park ranger made specific claims about the necessity of the 

preservation of American Forests and the legacy for American youth. In his letter, 

the ranger described how all land allotted to the National Park belonged to the 

National Park as public property. What is most interesting about his letter was his 

description of the possibility of Native American allotment of the land. The ranger 

stated that if Native Americans were allotted this part of the land, that it would not 

only be an improper use of the land, but also a waste of valuable land.27 This 

letter points to the racialized aspects of American Civilization and how certain 

groups are perceived as being more deserving than others. Given the status of 

the land from the surveyor, this was clearly a contradictory statement. 

 How is it that land, which clearly does not have much potential for 

agricultural development according to a land surveyor, become useless when in 

the hands of Native Americans? This is an example of the pervasive belief that 

American Civilization has imposed upon its settlers and citizens. If land cannot 

be developed and shaped for the purpose of growth, it was considered useless. 

However, if it is in the hands of Native Americans, who were still seen as being 

outside of the American Civilization at this time, it is even more useless as it does 

not serve the necessities of progress and development. After 46 years passed, 
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the land that is now the Pala Indian Reservation was allotted along with the areas 

around the Cleveland National Forest. 

 This mentality of use in nature also pertains to the very idea that it must be 

preserved in its state of wilderness. In the context of the national forest, it is 

being preserved for American Youth who might learn from the wilderness. Yet 

this same narrative does not include Native Americans, as their occupation 

signifies a lack of wilderness. But American Civilization interprets Native 

Americans as being wild and savage, thus showing the flawed concept of the 

“wilderness” that American Civilization has created.28 The contextualization of the 

Cleveland National Forest emphasizes the narratives of wilderness espoused by 

American Civilization. 

 Around the same time that the Pala Tribe was attempting to deal with land 

allotment issues near the San Luis Rey River, another group of Native Americans 

(referred to as the Mission Indians), were dealing with similar issues at Warner’s 

Ranch in the San Diego county area. Known as the Kuupangaxwichem people, 

or the Cupeño, these peoples resided along the north eastern half of San Diego 

County bordering the San Bernardino Meridian. Like the Mission Indians of the 

San Gabriel Valley, this group of Native Americans had been forced on to 

Mission land, before being removed by the Mexicans and later displaced by the 

American Settlers. The settlers in this case founded Warner’s Ranch which 
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acquired a majority of the Cupeño land. Then in 1892, former governor John G. 

Downey owner of this property, issued a notice of eviction to the Cupeño.29 

 Much like the Pala and Pauma Indians to the south, the Cupeño 

attempted to fight for land allotment. They appealed to the Commission of Indian 

Affairs in 1903 to make claims that the land had been promised to them under 

Mexican law before the Mexican-American War, and was confirmed by a land 

allotment law passed in 1902 that set aside land for use by Native Americans 

within north eastern San Diego County. The claim was based on historic lands 

that had belonged to the Cupeño before the founding of the missions and had 

been upheld by U.S. law. Even the 1902 U.S. law had marked the region as 

private property belonging to the Cupeño following the creation of the reservation 

system.30 With all of these factors in place, the allotment should have been held 

up, and multiple documents from the National Archives in Riverside substantiated 

that this should be the case. 

 However, the appeal was denied and the committee revoked the original 

claim. The official reason given for this decision was related to the timing of the 

claim. The order for eviction had been issued in 1892 by Downey and the 

Cupeño had not made an official legal response to this order until 1903. As a 

result, the committee asserted that too much time had passed to issue a full legal 

complaint and even though the Cupeño held legal right to the land, it was 
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forfeited as a result of inaction. However, other documentation demonstrated the 

economic motivation behind allowing the ranch to remain in Downey’s legal 

possession. The ranch itself had the ability to support over 200 cattle as grazing 

land and was still fertile compared to the Cupeño land north of the ranch. Thus, 

economic profitability seemed to have played a key role in influencing the 

committee’s decision to allow the eviction to stand.31  

 With the eviction of the Cupeño, multiple rights groups within Los Angeles 

began to petition the committee for a review of the claims. When this failed, a 

number of groups attempted to purchase segments of land around the Warner 

Ranch in order to help the Cupeño at least have some of their original land. 

Unlike the original area within Warner Ranch, the land surrounding it had not 

been guaranteed to the Cupeño. Thus, with the little resources these rights 

groups had, they were unable to purchase any land or help the Cupeño in any 

way. Now fully landless, the Cupeño had no choice but to abide by the rules of 

the BIA.  

 As a result, the Cupeño were moved to the Pala Indian Reservation and 

became intermixed with the Pala Indians. Much like the San Manuel Band of 

Mission Indian’s reservation, the Cupeño had to negotiate with the Pala in order 

to maintain their lifestyle in spite of being forced to share the lands. With this 

negotiation, the Pala and the Cupeño still live side by side on the Pala Indian 
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Reservation.32 This demonstrates the domination of American Civilization and its 

control over Native American life, culture, and history. They held the power to 

determine the rights and privileges of Cupeño and Pala would be allowed, even if 

they abided by the laws that were laid down for them. 

 Both of these cases represent the attempts at collective action on behalf 

of different Native American groups within the San Bernardino Meridian and 

north east San Diego County. The efforts of these groups have shown the 

transition from full resistance to negotiation of the system under which they live. 

Like the San Manuel and Morongo reservations, these two groups have sought 

to preserve their ways of life by both resisting integration and negotiating livable 

outcomes with the restrictions of the settler colonial process. The fact that both 

the Pala and Cupeño had to deal with “ranchers” who had sought to maintain 

private property laws is no exception. The expansionist and domesticating forces 

of settler colonialism directly expresses their desire to control and exploit the 

Native Americans. The clashes between settlers and native peoples was 

indicative of the controlling of ideas of American Civilization. In order to survive, 

the Pala and the Cupeño had to negotiate the laws and the rulings within the 

boundaries of the American Civilization framework that was imposed on them. 

 Unlike their Serrano and Cahuilla counterparts, the Pala and Cupeño still 

had to fight for their access to land. Even as the Cupeño held the allotments that 
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had been granted to them, first by Mexico and then by the United States, they 

still had their rights revoked. The racial systems of legal and social discrimination 

that American Civilization established demonstrate the desire for domination 

through how progress and development will unfold. The Pala could not take the 

land in the northern part of the Cleveland National forest, because they were not 

seen as being able to utilize it properly. The Cupeño could not have the land that 

existed on Warner’s Ranch, because the ranch needed for grazing its 200 cattle. 

Because they are not of the American Civilization, and they are not settlers, they 

were not given access to the land and resources needed to survive and thrive. 

Even though they would legally become citizens, and can hold private property, 

they cannot have access to the land, they will be sequestered to the land that 

had been set out from them by the BIA, BLM, and the governing structures of 

American Civilization. 

 Yet what of those who choose not to act collectively, but instead as 

individuals? Even though Native American’s had been legal confined to the whim 

of the reservation, there was still the possibility to act out as an individual. It was 

much harder than that of the collectivity of the tribe, yet there were benefits to 

taking this route. As an individual, a Native American could learn and maneuver 

the processes of American Civilization. This meant that they could act and move 

through the system of private property that had been set up by the settlers that 

came. 
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 If someone of Native American ancestry wanted to accomplish this 

however, they could not necessarily claim that they were in fact Native American. 

In a number of cases. Native Americans would pose as Mestizo or of Mexican 

descent in order to maneuver the ideological market that the settlers had 

brought. Many Native Americans were already Mestizo’s due to the Spanish 

control of the region from years ago. Therefore, they could account for two kinds 

of heritage that would allow them to negotiate the world they found themselves 

in. Some would even go so far as to reject their Native American heritage in favor 

of their Mexican heritage. Thus, the cross section of culture and socialization 

began to emerge as individuals adopted notions of private property and laws that 

combined for both Spanish and Native heritage. 

 

Individual Cases 

 In this section, I will be looking at two individuals who utilized the systems 

of private property in order to respond to the looming American Civilization that 

impacted their lives and the lives of their families. One was successful in 

maintaining their land allotment and making their claim; the other was successful 

within their lifetime, but the laws that existed pushed their children off the lands 

that had been in their family for generations. This discussion will also show the 

continued push between individual gain under American Civilization and 

collective gain. 
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 The first person that we will focus on is Juan Despierto, a Native American 

man who lived in the San Bernardino Meridian from 1890 to 1957. During that 

time period, Despierto claimed that he was a mestizo man who was looking to 

purchase a house in the 1920s. He had no job and no regular income at the time, 

but was able to make a case for himself through the Land Allotment Act of 

1887.33 This act entitled the allotment of land on the basis of assimilation of 

Native Americans into American Civilization. This tactic of assimilation meant that 

since Despierto had defined himself as mestizo, he would be entitled to an 

allotment of land for himself and his family to live on. Thus, the role of individual 

Native Americans in allotment meant that assimilation would be more likely 

instead of negotiation. 

 However, the process of land allotment was unique for Despierto since he 

did not hold sovereign power over the land that reservations had fought for. 

Instead of being classified as a homestead, like what a settler’s land would be 

considered, the land was instead classified as a “public domain allotment.”34 This 

meant that the land was technically neither in the private sphere, nor the public 

sphere of land control. It was instead a hybrid of the two meaning that Juan 

Despierto technically simultaneously owned and did not own the land usufruct. It 

was originally land that had been held by the state and federal government, but 

would later be turned over for private use. Thus, it held all the rights of privately 

 
33 “Application for Patent in Fee or for the sale of Indian Land, May 20, 1957,” Records of the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs, Record Group 75, National Archives at Riverside, Perris, California, United States. 
34 Ibid. 



39 

owned property, and was also part of the public sphere and could be utilized as 

such. 

 For the case of Juan Despierto however, he was able to make more 

private claims on the basis that he was Mestizo instead of fully Native American. 

As a result, he was able to negotiate the allotment of land as a Mestizo, which 

gave him more rights to the land and thus more access to rights as a U.S. citizen. 

The importance made here is that while there was social discrimination against 

Mestizos and Mexican-Americans, there was yet to be any legal discrimination at 

the turn of the 20th century. As a result, Despierto’s Spanish sounding name, and 

his claim to Mestizo heritage meant that he would be able to maneuver the 

allotment claim much more easily since he was not legally perceived as Native 

American. This form of individual negotiation became important for many 

indigenous peoples who were attempting to avoid the fate of their tribes. 

 The process that Despierto was able to negotiate was only made possible 

because of the clash between American Civilization/colonization and the 

sovereignty of Native American Tribes. The development of colonization meant 

the continued process of extraction and construction related to building cities 

such as Los Angeles and San Diego were essential. As a result, the consistent 

attempts on behalf of the U.S. government to forcefully assimilate Native 

Americans continued to create hostility and conflicts. Thus, Despierto was able to 

take advantage of the negotiation tactics used by tribes like the Serrano and 

Cahuilla to negotiate the forced assimilation the U.S. government was utilizing to 
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gain and maintain control. Ultimately, land allotment could be used as a means to 

negotiate the individual assimilation by the U.S. 

 The negotiation of settler colonialism by Despierto was not the same as 

the negotiation of settler colonialism used by the sovereign Native American 

Tribes. In some cases, this tactic of negotiation worked in favor of American 

Civilization and colonization. Yet, it also provides for the autonomy and safety of 

Despierto against those same forces. His affairs were in order, yet those of the 

Native American Nations remained a perpetual struggle for sovereignty. This 

highlighted how deep the impact of settler colonialism was in these struggles. It 

was to the benefit of the individual Native American to attempt to negotiate this 

power structure. 

 However, not all Native American individuals were able to negotiate this 

process, and even more would lose everything. The case of Maria Despierto (no 

relation to Juan Despierto), is a prime example. Maria had been married to a 

Mexican rancher who owned land near the Palomar Mountains in the San 

Bernardino Meridian. She was illiterate, but had done much of the work on the 

ranch and had a number of children. Her husband died in the mid 1910’s and she 

became the head of the estate under U.S. law. She had fought hard for her 

estate even though the state attempted to remove her and her children from the 

land due to the fact that part of the land was allotted based on her Native 
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American heritage.35 She continued to fight for her estate until she died in the 

1950s. 

 Following her death, the property should have been transferred to her 

eldest son who was in his forties at the time. Yet, after her death, the state 

government seized the land stating that it was to be utilized for the purpose of 

water extraction due to the fertile soil.36 The sons would take this action to court 

on the grounds that they had the right to their land due to their father’s and 

mother’s status as American Citizens. However, the court rebuked this claim on 

the bases that Maria Despierto had become the only legal owner of the house 

following her husband’s death and due to her illiteracy, was unable to file the 

proper documentation. 

 This argument presented in court was used as justification despite the fact 

that the BIA had established that the land rightfully belonged to the descendants 

of Maria Despierto. However, the land was considered too valuable to be left to 

the sons of a native woman, who’s land had been partially allotted. The structural 

racism of this case illustrates how even as an individual, Native Americans could 

and would be subjected to unfair and unjust treatment in the name of colonization 

and American Civilization. While the children of Maria Despierto continued to 

 
35 Land Status, May 12, 1961, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Record Group 75, National 

Archives at Riverside, Perris, California, United States, 1. 
36 “Maria Despierto de Mesa – Public Domaine Allotment No. 15 September 21, 1960,” Records of the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs, Record Group 75, National Archives at Riverside, Perris, California, United 

States. 
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fight these claims, there was little hope that this process of individual assimilation 

would result in their family’s property rights being reinstated. 

 The land itself would be utilized by the state before being sold to a 

homesteading family. This case underscores the continued power that the 

nation-state and its institutions of colonization have over the lives of individual 

Native Americans. Cases such as Juan Despierto would be shown as the model 

for how Native Americans could be successful in the American Civilization. Yet 

for every Juan Despierto, there is a Maria Despierto, individuals that have to fight 

all their lives for their livelihood before having it swept away after their death. 

Maria did not have the chance to change her identity like Juan Despierto, to 

claim she was mestizo instead of Native American. She was unable to protect 

her family’s property rights after death, something that should have been 

guaranteed if she was truly a citizen of the United States. It was not guaranteed 

for any Native American following their death that their rights of ownership would 

guaranteed. 

 This distinction between the negotiation of individual Native Americans 

and Sovereign Tribes is important, because it shows how the process of settler 

colonialism and American Civilization are a single entity of power and control that 

is composed of institutions, social structures, and economies that create 

domination and discrimination. The fact that Native Americans were able to act 

as individuals with regards to allotment shows the flexibility that American 

Civilization is capable of. The racial constructs and systems that define American 
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Civilization promotes the rights of individuals yet hypocritically strips that rights of 

those that it deems unworthy or a threat. But with the power that American 

Civilization exerts, it is impossible not to negotiate in the first place. While the 

processes of American Civilization made promises that the rights of Native 

Americans would be upheld individually, it was not near the level of freedom 

Native Americans had when they acted as sovereigns. 

 The realities of Native American life under American Civilization have 

been difficult and repressive. Beginning with the exploitation they suffered under 

the Spanish and the Mexicans, the Tribes of Southern California have found 

ways to survive. The threat of settler colonialism and even genocide, led many 

Tribes in Southern California to resist by engaging in negotiation. By negotiating, 

Tribes like the Serrano, Pala, and Cahuilla gave up much including land to 

cultural practices and traditions. Other groups such as the Mojave were pushed 

even further into the recesses of American Civilization and confined to 

reservations with little sovereignty and fewer choices compared with what they 

once had. 

 Other Native Americans acted as individuals through the process of 

assimilation in order to negotiate American Civilization. Some were successful 

like Juan Despierto, and received allotment which they could control and 

maintain themselves. Others like Maria Despierto and her children ended up 

losing the land that they had worked for over decades. These individuals had the 
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potential to negotiate the American Civilization, yet very few were actually 

successful. 

 The constraining nature of American Civilization acted as a means to 

control and manipulate power to achieve its own ends. The process of settler 

colonialism perpetuated this by depriving Native Americans off their land and 

eliminating their cultural traditions through violent and legal means. The vision of 

westward expansion was to control all land that was “uncivilized”. This American 

Civilization resulted in untold suffering and abuse of power. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 MEXICANS 

 

 The lives of the Mexicans inhabitants of Southern California changed 

dramatically with the movement of European American settlers and the ending of 

the Mexican-American War. With this shift of power in 1848, the United States 

would take almost all of Mexico’s northern territories and established itself as the 

dominate nation-state in North America. Much like the Native Americans, 

Mexicans were placed within the framework of discrimination due to differences 

in culture and beliefs which were overshadowed by the settler’s culture and 

needs.37 For many Mexicans, the transition of power was a cultural shock, but 

many would still recognize the institutions and social structures given that they 

too had lived under the process of Mexican Civilization. Thus, while the 

processes of American Civilization devastated Native American structures and 

beliefs, many Mexicans were able to navigate the changes they faced since they 

were familiar. It was the clashes of culture/values (catholic vs protestant, 

centralized vs decentralized power) between Mexicans and settlers that resulted 

in violence and discrimination against Mexicans, and the overarching power of 

American Civilization that exploited these relationships.38 

 
37 Hass, Conquest and Historical Identities, 124. 
38 Linda Heidenreich, This Land Was Mexican Once: Histories of Resistance from Northern California, 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2007), 54. 
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 This section will focus on how Mexican negotiation of American 

Civilization was also a racialized process similar to that of Native Americans. 

However, unlike Native Americans, Mexicans had their own interpretation of 

civilization that allowed some to negotiate the structure of American Civilization. 

People who were held in higher regard by the Americans, such as the 

Californios, were able to negotiate American Civilization with ease while others, 

mostly Mestizos, were not able to. On top of this, this section will also look into 

how Mexicans and Native Americans developed a complex relationship within 

American Civilization. 

 Mexicans had the advantage, when compared to Native Americans, in 

their ability to maneuver through the new systems of laws because they were 

familiar with Spanish laws and cultural practices. Mexicans had operated within 

the political and economic institutions of the Spanish which were similar to those 

established by the United States (as well as the numerous Spanish laws that the 

U.S. would adopt). This experience made the transition to the new laws and legal 

processes easier for the Mexicans.39 One notable group among Mexicans was 

the Californios who were rich landowners that had received ranches that had 

been designated to them by the Mexican government. Following the Mexican-

American War, many Californios were granted legal citizenship in the United 

States due to their wealth and status within the decentralized region of Southern 
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California.40 Many of the richer Californios and Mexican Americans in the region 

had been looking for a means to break away from Mexico given the centralized 

political power held by the state in Mexico City.  

 However, process of westward expansion would change the original legal 

means by which many Mexicans had been living for a long time. While many of 

the richer Californios, and other land owners were able to easily assimilate into 

the new systems, Mexicans at the lower socio-economic levels were held to their 

social status in the new structure imposed by the U.S. While there was no legal 

discrimination, there was sociocultural discrimination that permeated Mexican 

society in Southern California. Images of those beyond the Mississippi River as 

uncivilized and wild were constantly present in the ideals of westward 

expansion.41 Mexican’s already had conceptualized their own process of 

civilization, this included the development of institutions that reinforced cultural 

and socioeconomic norms within Mexico (like the centralization of power, catholic 

practices and more familial values). Yet because Mexican Civilization was only 

similar structurally to American Civilization and not culturally, many Mexicans 

would face the discrimination similar in nature to those suffered by Native 

Americans under American Civilization. 

 

Mexicans and Race in Southern California 
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 One of the most important factors that contributed to this form of exclusion 

was the distinction between the racial categories of Mexican Civilization and 

American Civilization. Under Spanish rule and later adopted into the Mexican 

state, the distinction between different races was established through specific 

categories. These categories were based on levels that was determined by 

lineage that could be traced directly to Spain verses those who were born in the 

Americas. For instance, those who were born in Spain and moved to the 

Americas were the Peninsulares who were designated to hold the highest level of 

authority, Mestizos were those who had lineages that combined Spanish and 

Native ancestry, Mulattos were those with African and Spanish ancestry. This 

categorization based on blood line and ancestry was rigidly adhered to and 

directly impacted the social structure. This structure could be navigated in such a 

way that allowed those with pure Spanish ancestry to gain and hold power in that 

society.42 The most significant of example was Pio Pico, who despite his Afro 

Spanish ancestry, was able to become a politician in Alta California, and even 

became the last Governor of Alta California under Mexican rule.43 It should be 

noted that while navigating this racial system could be done by people of mixed 

ancestry, those with no European ancestry would have little opportunity to 

ascend the ranks of power within that society. This also explains why many 

Native Americans suffered greatly under Mexican rule.  

 
42 Saavedra, Pasadena, 34. 
43 Saavedra, Pasadena, 38. 
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 When the United States took control over the region of Southern 

California, they established a multilayered racial system that was more directly 

connected to racial background. Literally black and white, the new system forced 

upon the Mexicans in the region removed many of the special categories that 

had existed under Spanish and Mexican rule.44 American emigrants became the 

most preferentially treated group in the region along with the other land owners. 

However, even though Mexicans had become second class citizens in the land 

that they once owned, legal proceedings and legal discrimination was less likely 

to occur for many. Integration across racial categories that had been established 

under the Spanish were less of a problem for Mexicans as opposed to Native 

Americans.  

 The flexibility of the Spanish system of racial hierarchy that was in place 

allowed many of the wealthier Mexicans to easily navigate the biracial system. In 

particular, the Californios and Peninsulares gained all the rights and privileges 

ascribed by American Civilization due to their status as landowners.45 It was also 

easier for many of the wealthier Mexicans due to their Spanish heritage and 

lighter skin when compared to their challenges that their Mestizo counterparts 

had to confront. This does not mean that it was easy for many of these 

Californios, they still faced issues with regard to land distribution and land 

control. Many would even lose their land because of legal loopholes that allowed 
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new investors and settlers to take the land for themselves. Whereas before the 

U.S. invasion of Southern California, only a few wealthy ranchers owned massive 

amounts of land, after the war a lot of the ranches were divided and while 

Californios could maintain their wealth, their land was taken for the benefit of the 

settlers. 46 

 While the Californios and Peninsulares lost significant portions of their 

land and wealth, these loses were minimal when compared to what Mestizo 

Mexicans endured through the settlement process. Many of the Mestizo 

Mexicans that lived in the Southern California region had smaller plots of land 

compared to the large ranch owning Californios, but they still held access to land 

and resources.47 There were even a large number of Mestizos that were able to 

attain vast amounts of wealth. This was due in part to the racial system that 

allowed for maneuverability between classes based on lineage and heritage. For 

example, individuals could be of Mestizo background and claim to be more 

Peninsulares background which allowed for upward social mobility.  

 Following the transfer of power from Mexico to the United States, Mestizos 

specifically suffered greatly. This included wealthier Mestizos who lost much 

more land when compared to the lighter skinned Peninulares Mexicans. Those 

with even dark skinned were designated as Native American despite their clear 

Spanish and Mexican heritage. Small Mestizo farmers were the most negatively 
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impacted since their land was taken as spoils of war following the Mexican 

American war.48 Many Mestizos ended up moving onto Native American 

reservations in order to avoid further persecution by settlers. It is important to 

note that cultural and social discrimination were commonly used against Mestizo 

and other Mexicans to eliminate any social status they held previously. 

Therefore, while there was no legal means of discriminating against Mexicans, 

cultural discrimination, particularly anti-Catholic sentiments, were used to create 

and reinforce tensions between settlers and Mexicans. This culminated with 

continued modernization which pushed for more labor and thus brought many 

Mexicans as laborers in industrial jobs since they had no other options for work 

and a means to make a living. The push for modernization and urbanization in 

Los Angeles would exacerbate tensions between the two groups creating an 

atmosphere of distrust and slander that perpetuated narratives of westward 

expansion. 

 This was part of the grand narrative of westward expansion that 

categorized many Mexicans as being outside of the sphere of American 

Civilization. This distinction was what lead to the taking of seizing Mexican 

homes and forcing them to work in more manual and labor jobs.49 Since many of 

the Mestizo Mexicans were unable to keep their farms from being taken by the 

federal government, many had to move to the cities in order to make a living. 

 
48 Haas, Conquest and Identity, 94. 
49 Camp, Materializing Inequality, 24. 
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This forced movement, brought on by factors of economic need and the general 

push for progress through the colonial process, sequestered many Mexicans into 

the lower classes (if they had not already been there to begin with). Thus, 

Mestizo Mexicans had to negotiate their new environments by helping in the 

process of colonization. This included helping build Los Angeles into its current 

Americanized version of itself and working in the mining operations in the San 

Bernardino Meridian. Life for Mexicans had been diminished through the process 

of settler colonialism, however, they were still making significant contributions to 

the overall process of development and progress in the American Civilization. 

 One key factor that distinguished Native Americans and Mexicans under 

the process of American Civilization, was that of citizenship. Unlike the Native 

Americans, who would not receive citizenship status until the 1920s, many of the 

Mexicans living in Southern California at the time of the Mexican American War, 

were granted citizenship as part of the compromise.50 This applied in particular to 

the Californios who were seen as a potentially valuable assets who could 

contribute to the development of American Civilization in Southern California. It 

also applied to many Mestizo Mexicans as well given that their land was seen as 

valuable to the development of American Civilization in the region. In addition, 

mestizos were seen as a ready yet disposable work force much like that of the 

poor settler workers that came before them. This tactic of using citizenship to 
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create a new labor force would be utilized multiple times throughout the early 20th 

century to help contribute to development and growth. 

 This process highlights the distinction between how some of the Mexicans 

in Southern California were able to take advantage of the narratives of westward 

expansion to help gain access to the benefits of American Civilization and others 

did not. Many of the Californios and Peninsulares were able to maneuver the 

process sole through their wealth or based on their light skin color. This was not 

consistent however, since many Californios who had darker skin were treated as 

lower status and became associated with the Mestizos who were already being 

pushed into the category of second-class citizens. The lines of citizenship started 

to be drawn based on class and racial lines to benefit continued development 

and settler colonialism. While lighter skinned Californios could emerge into a 

wealthier citizenship status, darker skinned Mestizos would be pushed into a 

working class or poor category. Yet both were distinct from Native Americans as 

Mexicans were seen as having the potential to contribute to American Civilization 

unlike the Native Americans. 

 

Mexicans and Native Americans 

 It was this distinction that would drive a wedge between Native Americans 

and Mexicans. There had already been tensions between Mexicans and Native 

Americans since the days of Spanish rule. Many Californios saw Native 

Americans as being part Spanish rule and a reminder of their only colonial 
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history.51 Thus they were a burden for the Mexican state, which had been 

attempting to frame itself as a modern state that belonged in the modern world of 

the late 19th century. Native Americans were seen as holding back the 

development of Mexicans, and Mestizos were seen as contributing to that 

problem. Thus, a line was drawn between Mestizos and Native Americans, with 

Mestizos harboring distain of Native Americans as having tainted their chances 

of moving up in society. 

  This racial and cultural divide was what made many Mexicans more 

appealing as contributors to the growth of American Civilization. Though settlers 

had to contend with both Mexicans and Native Americans, Mexicans were seen 

as more reasonable given they had lived within and internalized certain aspect of 

Civilization through living in the structures and institutions established by the 

Spanish. This included systems of government and customs that reflected those 

of American Civilization, and given that Mexican Independence had been 

partially inspired by the American Revolution, there was in fact a number of 

similarities. Even if American Civilization saw Mexican Civilization as being 

flawed or more primitive, the structures still existed that reflected the processes 

of civilization. Even in Southern California, where the government of Alta 

California existed for a number of years, the process of assimilation for 

Californios and some Mestizos was not as difficult when compared to the 
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assimilation, and eventual attempted genocide, of various Native American 

groups. 

 The relationship between Mexicans and Native Americans was very 

similar to that of the relationship between American Settler and Native 

Americans. While there was never attempts at assimilation or genocide, there 

was consistent tension and conflict between Native Americans and Mexicans. 

When Mexico held power over Southern California, they took control of the 

Spanish Missions as well and began a process of secularization. In the process 

of secularization land from the missions was redistributed to the Californios 

ranchers and Mestizo peasants that were lucky to acquire some lands in this 

process. Many of the Native American groups had come to rely on the missions’ 

resources due to forced conversion which caused many of the Native Americans 

to be left without land to sustain themselves. As a result, some groups attempted 

to return to some of their old lands only to find it had been allotted to Californio or 

Mestizo ranchers. 

 This inability to return to the mission or their ancestral lands left many 

Native American groups desperate to find some form of solace from their 

persecution and places where they could establish homes to survive. Yet the 

Mexican government offered no relief as tensions between desperate Native 

Americans and new landowning Califonios and Mestizos began to grow. Conflicts 

broke out between the Native Americans and Mexicans in Southern California 

with various Native American groups raiding ranches and Mexicans responding 
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in part by attacking Native American encampments to drive them off the land.52 

What distinguished these forms of conflict between Native American and 

Mexicans from the genocide and attempts at assimilation of Native American by 

U.S. Settlers was the fact that the former was not systemic. There was systemic 

discrimination against Native Americans by Mexicans, yet the extent to which 

conflict occurred they was based on individual cases. 

 Yet these conflicts were enough for the Mexican government to relent and 

establish a proto-reservation system. Parts of the old lands that had been 

traditionally held by Native American groups in the pre-Spanish era were allotted 

to their specific groups, Granted these parts were the least habitable parts of the 

old region with the more fertile parts of old lands being left to the agricultural 

desires of the Californios and Mestizos, but it was still an incremental change.53 

This ultimately became the model the eventual reservation system that would be 

established by the U.S. government during the process of westward expansion. 

Even though this change had occurred in favor of Native Americans, the racial 

discrimination against Native Americans continued under Mexican rule. They 

were seen as ungodly savages in the eyes of Mexicans who had maintained the 

racial cast system of the Spanish had established. Native Americans had been 

and would continue to survive on the lowest rung of the racial ladder under 

Mexican rule with no real change in attitude towards Indigenous culture until the 
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1920s, but by then, Southern California was already in the hands of the United 

States.54 

 

 

Mexican Civilization and American Civilization 

 This division between Mexicans and Native Americans, and the 

connections between Mexicans and United States Settlers, shows the breadth of 

the impact that Perlman delineated through his concept of civilization. Both 

Mexicans and U.S. Settlers are affected by the cultural ideologies and structures 

reproduced under civilization. Because of the internalization of these beliefs, 

people have adhered to a certain historical narrative of superiority over those that 

had been seen as outside of civilization. For both Mexicans and U.S. settlers, 

Native Americans were viewed as “outside” of civilization, even though the 

Spanish years before had attempted to convert and bring these various Native 

American groups into the fold of the Spanish/Catholic civilization. The structures 

which both Mexicans and U.S. Settlers support allows them the power to 

dominate and control those that were cast outside of these systems since they 

were perceived as undeserving and not worthy of being included. In addition to 

the racialized aspects of citizenship with American Civilization, the narratives of 

Manifest Destiney and the Wild West included Mexicans as part of the uncivilized 
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narrative of those who lived outside American Civilization. Effectively, Mexican 

Civilization and American Civilization became at odds with one another culturally. 

 It should be noted that these definitions of citizenship and the process of 

settler colonialism were in constant flux. The narrative of westward expansion 

and the exceptionalism of American Civilization means that Mexican Civilization 

would get in the way of the process of westward expansion. Thus, it is a matter of 

the clash of cultures between American Civilization and Mexican Civilization. Yet 

the institution of power and domination remain the same. The American 

Civilization did look down upon Native Americans, and did not view them as 

being fully civilized; however, their stilted racist view of Mexican Civilization was 

similar, though not equal, as the Indians were always viewed as being below the 

Mexicans. In this regard, the fight between civilizations was inevitable because of 

these dominating narratives of growth and expansion. The Mexican American 

War demonstrated this clearly, and the winner was the biracial system within 

American Civilization. 

 It was because of this biracial system and because of the myth of the Wild 

West that American Civilization actually delegitimized the status of Mexican 

Civilization. Despite having a multiracial leveled system by which it operated as 

well as a centralized form of government power, Mexican Civilization was not 

considered a reasonable option. In the myth of the Wild West, the area that had 

once belonged to Mexico, was viewed as open territory that had little to no rule or 

order. In the narrative of American Civilization, the area of Southern California 
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had always been a desert that held access to the Pacific Ocean as well as an 

abundance of resources. No longer was the area held by Mexicans who had 

utilized the land in a way similar to the Native Americans, but was now in the 

controlled by the industrializing American Civilization. It was this erasure of the 

narrative of Mexican Civilization within the American West that allowed for the 

exploitation of Mestizos whose land had been stripped from them. 

 The continued dominance of the biracial system of American Civilization 

dispelled the narrative of the multiracial system of Mexican Civilization. Those 

Californios who were of a lighter skin color, or some other position of authority 

could hold U.S. citizenship and work alongside the settlers who were granted and 

owned huge areas of land. Those Mestizos on the other hand, who might have 

held positions of power, were pushed into a second-class status with few actually 

gaining access to U.S. citizenship. The distinction of race would also be 

exacerbated by the development of modernization within Southern California. As 

continued development occurred in the region with extraction becoming a 

prominent source of wealth in the San Bernardino Meridian, many Mestizos 

found themselves working for the new groups that came after the settlers. The 

continued growth of cities like Los Angeles and San Diego would turn the 

Mestizos into a new labor force which could be used and exploited in return for a 

belittled livelihood. 

 This points to another major distinction between Mexican and Indigenous 

life under American Civilization. Assimilation for Mexicans into American 
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Civilization involved becoming part of the economy, whether it was as a laborer 

or as a source for new taxes for the United States government. Thus, the 

accessibility for Mexicans within Americans civilization was more open than the 

Native Americans would ever experience. It appears to be more of a matter of 

respect for the Mexicans having lived within their own sense of Civilization (i.e. 

living under a state and developing a means of governance that resembled that 

of the United States). This recognition created a sense of respect in conquest, 

particularly for the Californio land owners who represented the pinnacle of 

Mexican Civilization. They were allowed into the system with relative ease, even 

though many would lose their economic livelihoods as they attempted to navigate 

the terrains of the American legal system to maintain the rights to their lands. 

 Mestizos on the other hand represented an assimilation challenge for 

American Civilization. For they were not the Californios, by any measure of 

wealth, land or power (though some did hold positions of high power). They also 

did not have the racial background like many Californios when they came under 

the grasp of American Civilization. They were relegated to a lower stratum given 

that they were half Native American. Yet, they could not be categorized as Native 

American since they were a part of the same culture that Californios so it was 

concluded that they had internalized aspects of “Civilization”. It was also the case 

that there was no binding laws that discriminated against Mexicans, compared to 

other historically marginalized groups at the time and thus no real legal action 

could be taken on a racial level. Because of this distinction, Mestizos were 
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granted American citizenship just like the Californios, but their opportunities were 

only extended to laboring positions to help continue the development of 

American Civilization. 

 It should also be noted that this offer of citizenship was a means for 

American Civilization to assert its control over the region of Southern California 

(and California as a whole). Californios and Mestizos living within Southern 

California were now distinct from Mexicans living in Baja California, Sonora, or 

any part of Mexico.  This new distinction between Mexicans in Southern 

California and Mexico would impact the perceptions of Mexicans for the 

European American settlers that had entered into Southern California.55 The 

loyalties of the Californios and Mestizos under American Civilization was always 

under scrutiny as many of the settlers assumed that they were still loyal to 

Mexico. This fueled distrust between the now Mexican-Americans and the 

settlers that were moving to Los Angeles and the San Bernardino Meridian. The 

racial prejudice that was held against Mexicans by many settlers was 

exacerbated by this questioning of loyalty and citizenship within American 

Civilization. 

 It was also now the case that families and friends had been divided by the 

new annexation of California which put into prospective the racial tensions of the 

settler Mexican relationship. Those that fell outside of Southern California’s 

southern border became the others who were not granted the privileges of those 
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under American Civilization.  They existed in a state of chaos where the aspects 

of civilization existed, but were intertwined with the ‘uncivilized’ aspects of 

Indigenous culture. This would be pushed even further when the Mexican 

Revolution threw Mexico into chaos and pushed the United States to start 

solidifying its border with Mexico thus perpetuating the original problem. 

 This distinction between Mexicans that had become citizens in Southern 

California and Mexicans still living in Mexico brought up a number of questions 

regarding the social status of Mexican-Americans.56 As stated before, there was 

no legal binding discrimination against Mexicans, but many settlers made it much 

harder for Mexicans to live under American Civilization. This new racial 

categorization pushed many Mexicans into lower paying jobs and many were 

forced into poverty as a result. The unintended social consequence also lead to 

segregation, not based on legal means, with certain schools designated as for 

Mexicans and others designated for American Settlers. As a result, language 

became a factor of discrimination which forced Mexicans to learn and speak 

English as a means of survival. Thus, the social tensions brought about the same 

results as legal discrimination. 

 Mexicans, particularly Mestizos, also continued to fight against the image 

of being half-Native. They put a distance between themselves and Native 

Americans in order to attempt to integrate into American Civilization. Many would 

even harass and attack Native Americans in order to further distance themselves 
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and emphasize their Spanish heritage. In spite of all this show of allegiance with 

the American Civilization, most Mestizos (particularly if they had darker skin) 

were forced into menial labor jobs which payed the minimum and did nothing to 

improve their standard of living.57 Class discrimination became an intermeshed 

with racial discrimination. Overt discrimination against Mestizos demonstrated 

how racial status affected the class standing that individuals held. If a person was 

not a settler or of European decent, it was very likely that they would remain in 

working class jobs that allowed little opportunity for upward mobility. 

 This mindset of supremacy was key to the settler colonial narrative that 

sought to erase the existence of Mexico Civilization from the Western United 

States. This process of replacing narratives still left the monuments and laws that 

were remnants of Mexican rule. Yet for the most part, the main monuments and 

laws were attributed to Spanish rule and not Mexican rule, such as the 

preservation of the California Missions and how most names were kept to 

describe places in which they were located geographically (i.e. Los Angeles, San 

Bernardino, etc.).  

 At this time, Mexicans in Southern California were actively integrated into 

American Civilization, yet they were dispersed by the transition from the 

multiracial system under Mexican Civilization to the biracial systems. In this 

context, lighter skinned Californios were able to integrate, thanks to both their 

skin color and their wealth, much more easily than their darker skinned Mestizo 
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counterparts, who were forced into working and poor classes. Even the changes 

in boundaries deeply affected the relationship between Mexico and the United 

States, since when Southern California became integrated into American 

Civilization, the southern border became a new point of contention. Mexicans at 

the southern border who previously would cross back and forth with ease, 

became confined once the new boundaries were established by both American 

and Mexican Civilizations. Those north of the border were now part of a superior 

civilization while those south of the border became part of the inferior nation. 

 It should be noted, that while both Mexicans and settlers were in 

contention with one another, both groups had been born into and shaped by 

Perlman’s definition of “Leviathan.” Both existed under a structure that promoted 

domination and hierarchical structures but with differentiating cultural practices 

That is why in both cases, Mexicans and settlers discriminated against Native 

Americans since they were seen as being outside of the Civilizing process. Even 

though many had been forced into servitude by the Spanish Civilization years 

before, the Native Americans had been seen as outsiders in the civilizing 

process. That is why even Mestizo groups were known to attack and shun 

groups of Native Americans even though they might hold similar backgrounds. 

Still, the dominating narratives of “Westward Expansion” and “American 

Exceptionalism,” demonstrated that any group that stood in the way of the ever-

expanding American Civilization would be categorized as being outside forces 

that threatened the process of expansion. 
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 While these factors of civilized structure and racial prejudice played a role 

in the domination of Southern California for both Native American and Mexicans, 

class and wealth to also significantly impacted the established order. The class 

distinctions are paved the way for the negotiation process for both Native 

Americans and Mexicans. Heavily influenced by race, the established class 

structure under American Civilization created a means of controlling the 

economic factors that each group would be able to access. For Native 

Americans, this meant controlling their movement through the allotment of land. 

For Mexicans, this means the Mestizos were forced into working class jobs to 

help build up cities like Los Angeles and San Diego. Yet there is also one group 

that is also affected by this class structure under American Civilization. The 

group that would also be manipulated and subdued under the laws and 

constricted order of the American Civilization, would be the American settlers, 

specifically poor “settler” farmers and homesteaders. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

EUROPEAN AMERICAN SETTLERS 

 

 The poor European American settler were not generally considered to be 

a victim of the settler colonial process and in the case of my thesis, the 

consequences of American Civilization. They resided within the traditional 

narrative of Westward Expansion and Manifest Destiny and could be considered 

the main beneficiaries of this process of westward expansion. The land that they 

came to own was the same land stolen from the Native Americans and 

Mexicans.58 Their diligence and hard work focused exclusively on the 

development of the land for their own personal use perpetuated American 

Civilization in the region and attracted more settlers into the region and thus 

allowing more land to be stolen from Native Americans and Mexicans. These 

Farmers and Homesteaders were the first to initiate the process of settler 

colonialism. 

 This section will look into how the European settlers benefited from the 

institutions of American Civilization. How they perpetuated the myths of westward 

expansion and domination. Yet it also shows how they too became victims of the 

effects of colonization. From the development of agribusiness to the diverting of 
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water in Owen’s Valley, settlers would be swept into the consequences of settler 

colonialism. 

 Pioneers, was the term used for them in the beginning of expansion which 

denoted the characterization of what these poor European American farmers and 

homesteaders perpetuated. Following the logic behind Westward Expansion, the 

pioneers were bringing American Civilization into the “unknown” and “wild” 

regions beyond the Mississippi. They were the first to establish the social and 

cultural institutions (such as rugged individualism) within the region of Southern 

California and the rest of the American West. In the case of the state of 

California, there was a group of settlers that had revolted against Mexico 

proclaiming the “Bear Flag Republic” that allowed the U.S. to partially justify its 

war with Mexico.59 These poor European American farmers that had brought the 

ideals of American Civilization with them had created the process of settler 

colonialism that shifted the power dynamics in the American West in favor of the 

United States.60 

 These poor farmers and homesteaders were the archetype of American 

Civilization. However, as demonstrated with Native Americans and Mexicans that 

assimilated into American Civilization, the process of American Civilization was in 

constant flux. It is with this flux that the same farmers and homesteaders that had 

expanded the reach of American Civilization, suddenly became victims of it. 
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Before going further, it should be noted that this victim hood for poor farmers and 

homesteaders was not systemic as it was for Native Americans and Mexicans. 

There was never systemic violence used against these farmers and 

homesteaders, there were no attempts at genocide or legal discrimination 

against the settlers. Yet the turn against poor European American farmers was 

clearly seen as the development of Southern California unfolded through the 

1910s and 20s. 

 The underlying motivation for this turn against the poor European 

Americans was instigated by class and economic discrimination. Unlike the racial 

and cultural discrimination that Native American and Mexicans confronted, the 

poor settler farmers of Southern California faced class-based discrimination. 

Specifically, this meant that access to resources that farmers and homesteaders 

needed for survival were restricted due to the fact that the farmers were in a 

lower economic class with little power to make change.  Access to certain goods 

and valuables was limited and accessibility within the economic infrastructure 

was minimal.61 While these poor farmers had access to the various institutions 

and benefits of American Civilization, such as the railroad and mechanized 

industry, this did not guarantee that these groups could have access to these 

institutions compared to their middle- and upper-class counterparts. 
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 It should also be noted that many of these poor settler farmers and 

homesteaders lived in close proximity to Native Americans and Mexicans. 

Particularly Mestizo groups that also resided in more working-class areas would 

be working side by side with poor settler farmers. This is significant given that 

even though these farmers and homesteaders held social and cultural privileges 

that neither Native Americans nor Mexicans had, yet they did not have access to 

the economic infrastructure that would make their lives and living conditions 

easier. Consequently, many farmers and homesteaders were kept in the same 

lower socioeconomic status as Mexicans and Native Americans under American 

Civilization. 

 This was not always the case however, as many of the poor settler 

farmers had lived in very well-to-do conditions following the Mexican-American 

War. From the 1860s up through the 1900s, many farmers and homesteaders 

held positions within American Civilization that benefited their own interests. For 

instance, the land surrounding the City of Los Angeles at the time was ripe 

(literally and metaphorically) with citrus groves and farmers that many poor 

settler farmers and homesteaders benefited from.62 This boom in production lead 

to economic opportunities for many farmers and homesteaders in the citrus 

industry, which lead to more people seeking opportunities in farming. It was also 

at this time that Mestizo farmers were discriminated against and pushed out of 
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the marketspace, leaving farmhand work as the only available economic 

opportunity for Mestizos. 

 

Modernization and Agribusiness in Southern California 

 A shift came in the 1910s and 20s corresponding with the development of 

cities like Los Angeles and San Diego which began to expand the opportunities 

for urban dwellers. As the population increased, the land available for citrus 

groves began to dwindle and as a result, more and more poor settler farmers and 

homesteaders were pushed out. Only those farmers that had brought and 

controlled huge amounts of land were able to maintain their economic hold. This 

left many poor settler farmers and Mestizo farmworkers out of work and with no 

land, many were forced to leave the cities for the San Bernardino Meridian.63 

Many poor settler farmers and homesteaders found themselves living among 

Mexicans and Native Americans that had already been pushed into the lower 

class based on their skin color alone. Yet still many of the poor settler farmers 

and homesteaders saw themselves as distinct from the Mexicans and Native 

Americans they now lived with, thinking that this would be only a temporary 

setback. For some it was, for most, it was not. 

 This new shift for these poor settler farmers was solidified when the 

farming settlements went from being run by poor settler farmers on small 

sections of land, to being run by huge agribusinesses which owned vast acres of 
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land. From the 1900s onward, the development of these huge agribusinesses 

coincided with the mass migration of people into Los Angeles and San Diego, 

which in turn had been spawned by the modernization of Southern California.64 

This shift promoted changes in the allotment of land leaving many homesteaders 

and farmers with no land on which to sustain themselves or their families. The 

agribusinesses swiftly developed and expanded, taking advantage of the ever 

going economy in Southern California by buying land that had been owned by 

poor settler farmers. Many of these farmers attempted to hold onto the land but 

were eventually driven out by insufficient economic prospects or by intimidation 

from these new agribusinesses.  

 It should be noted that the majority of these new agribusinesses are still 

profiting off the labors and disenfranchisement of Native American and Mexicans. 

Particularly when it came to farm hands, Mexicans were seen as cheap labor 

compared to some of the settler farmhands that were hired. Even Native 

Americans were seen as an integral part of agribusiness expansion as their lands 

were fertile and the agribusiness was always in need of more land to plant and 

harvest. Yet for poor settler farmers, they were seen as either new potential 

farmworkers or simply ignored all together. As land expansion for agribusiness 

was key, it did not matter who owned the land at that time, just as long as the 

business could purchase it up for its own purposes.65 
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 In the case of poor settler farmers, it was the economic burdens that 

would cause their suffering. Unlike the physically violent and legal means by 

which American Civilization would acquire land, it was financial reasons that 

drove the poor settler farmers from their land. Many of the settlements that were 

used for farming land were bought for a low price from the state government 

(after they had been taken from either Native Americans or Mexicans).66 Thus, 

production for poor settler farmers was at a subsistence level which meant that 

they could not operate profitability within the economy. As a result, offers to buy 

land cheaply by agribusinesses became common place and poor settler farmers 

had no choice but to take the offers given. It was that or face land and legal fees 

that would ruin them economically. The poor settler farmers were moved from 

their fertile land into the same lower classes as Mexicans and Native Americans. 

The economic divide that separated poor settlers from their counterparts in the 

city was enough to push them into a subsistence level of living again. Although 

there was no systematic or legal discrimination, a substantial number of 

individual poor settlers were affected by classist systems and regulations. It 

would be possible for a number of these same poor settlers to reach a higher 

level of class. Yet, the majority of these people would barely be able to survive in 

the new exploitive context created by agribusinesses.  

 It is these agribusinesses that represent the modernization of Southern 

California as delineated by the process of American Civilization. Even though 
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these farmers and homesteaders had helped to perpetuate the spread of 

American Civilization and willingly participated in it, they ultimately were 

marginalized because of their class status and made dependent upon the same 

businesses that had pushed the into the lower socioeconomic classes of 

American Civilization. Agribusinesses took their land and made them dependent 

on their economic services. Now, the settlers could be moved aside to make 

room for the promises that agribusiness had for the region. Their privilege of 

being U.S. citizens from birth granted them some access to the market that was 

systematically denied to Mexicans and Native Americans. Farmworkers in 

particular were predominantly settlers, did not have the means to operate within 

the economy, and many would be left to squander in the lower classes alongside 

Mexican and Native Americans. 

 The development of this class-based discrimination continued throughout 

the modernization of Southern California. From the 1870s to the 1910s, the 

prospects for poor settler farmers became more and more slim. Those that 

believed in the economic opportunities being offered by developing cities like Los 

Angeles and San Diego moved into more laboring jobs to help with urban 

development.67 They took positions as construction workers, day laborers and 

other service-oriented positions as Los Angeles began to spread out over the 

land as more and more cities began to spring up. These poor settler farmers had 

been made dependent on the development process of American Civilization just 
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as Native Americans and Mexicans had become dependent upon American 

Civilization. Even farmers that lived outside of Los Angeles had begun to rely on 

selling their crops to help sustain themselves economically. Those who had not 

been absorbed by large agribusinesses, were forced to live subsistent lives in 

rather poor conditions. 

 But many of the older famers that had gained the land during the 

beginnings of settler colonialism, refused to yield against the demands of the city. 

Throughout the San Bernardino Meridian many wealthy farmers held onto their 

titles and refused to back down against the state and other businesses that 

sought to profit off their land.68 The even though many farmers had given up 

claims to their land in the Meridian to help with mining and other processing, 

others continued to fight for ownership, pushing against what they saw as 

rightfully theirs. In the legal sense it was, however it would still be at the expense 

of Native Americans and Mexicans that had held the land before them. The 

struggle against development in the region for poor settler farmers, was still 

reliant on the narratives created by American Civilization. Their beliefs in 

Manifest Destiney and their divine right to the land guided their push against the 

development of urban areas like Los Angeles and San Diego. 

 

The Myth of the Wild West 
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 While it might be easy to point to the narrative of Westward Expansion as 

the reason for fighting against development, it is more so the narrative of the Wild 

West that created the justification for poor settler farmer’s right to the land. In this 

narrative of the Wild West, the Western United States, was still outside the reach 

of the Federal and State governments.69 This meant that property and ownership 

for poor settler farmers was based on claim rather than property rights. Claim 

itself was based on the idea that because the either the poor farmer had settled 

on the land, or their family before them had settled the land, so thereby were 

entitled to its ownership. It was not the government that decided whether or not a 

person owned the land, but the individual who claimed ownership. Hence the 

idea of the Wild West, which depicted the region as being claimable through any 

means necessary.  

 As a result, the narrative of the Wild West perpetuated the belief that the 

land itself was empty prior to settlement. Any rights Native Americans or 

Mexicans might have had to the land was lost to the presumptions of the land 

being wild, and in the case of the pioneers in need of taming and claiming. Thus, 

while the struggle against the domination of American Civilization was similar 

between poor settlers, Native Americans, and Mexicans, the framework by which 

poor settler farmers struggled perpetuated the extension of the Wild West 
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narrative.70 The land was still theirs and no one else’s, as it had been wild and 

unoccupied before they arrived. 

 Because of this perpetuating of the Wild West narrative, a new narrative 

emerged that affected poor settler farmers even further. This narrative was called 

“The Closing of the West,” and it began to occur around the same time as the 

modernization of Southern California. The narrative is rather simple, it defined 

the belief that government exertion of power over property and land in the 

American West removed the freedom and opportunities offered by the “Wild 

West.”71 This coincided with the hardships of poor settler farmers as the 

development of Los Angeles continued to affect their economic livelihood. It 

created the belief that the opportunities for farmer and settlers had been 

squandered by the U.S. government and corporations that sought to buy up land 

to continue developing cities for the urbanites in Los Angeles and San Diego. It 

was this narrative that many poor settler farmers felt they were fighting against in 

order to maintain their sense of self and their own sense of identity. 

 This was a complete fabrication however, as the narrative of the “Closing 

of the West” continued to serve the needs of American Civilization. It did not take 

into consideration the fact that the land had once belonged to Mexican 

Civilization, or that it had once belong to Native Americans. It did not take into 

consideration the fact that poor settlers were within the same economic situation 
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as Native Americans and Mexicans, not because of the unfair nature of the 

government and economic market. It did not focus on the bigger picture of how 

American Civilization, as a combination of institutional, social, political, and 

economic institutions/practices, continued to affect their livelihoods. The most 

common example which characterized this was the Workingman’s Party of 

California. The Workingman’s Party drew upon racial narratives to achieve its 

goals of excluding Chinese laborers from working the United States. Believing 

the narrative of European racial superiority, they failed to look to the bigger 

picture of American Civilization and how it created socioeconomic conditions that 

perpetuated socioeconomic conditions. It is this reductionist path that poor settler 

farmers took which distinguished them and separated them from the exact 

struggles that Native Americans and Mexicans were trapped by and struggling to 

survive under. 

 

Betrayal at Owen’s Valley 

 For poor settlers, the ultimate betrayal of American Civilization was the 

California Water Wars, or rather the creation of the Los Angeles Aqueduct in 

Owen’s Valley. This development represented a significant shift in power, 

demonstrating how American Civilization turned against those that had helped to 

cultivate and reinforce its ideals in Southern California. Along with the acquisition 

of the San Fernando Valley, it would be the largest transfer of land in Southern 

California history. It represented the final stage in the development in Los 
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Angeles, as it sought to draw more power and energy for itself at the expense of 

poor European American settlers, and Native Americans within the Owen’s 

Valley region.72 This was a pinnacle of modernization in Southern California 

which was needed to sustain life in the region. 

 Before 1908, the farmers in Owen’s Valley controlled the flow of water in 

and out of the valley. Through a series of interventions, the U.S. Bureau of 

Reclamation developed a series of irrigation systems that prevented any 

diversion of water from the valley towards Los Angeles. This allowed the farmers 

unlimited access to water for their own use, and given the limited amount of 

space in the valley, there were no monopolistic farms or agribusinesses that 

dominated the region.73 Some of the water had been diverted to help the 

Southern Paiute peoples, as they were the original inhabitants of Owen’s Valley 

before settlement. However, their access was much more limited compared to 

that of the poor settler farmers. 

 This changed in 1908, as the newly founded Los Angeles Water 

Department was formed under the supervision of lead engineer William 

Mulholland. Under this new city authority, Mulholland was able to use the 

department to gain access to Owen’s Valley’s water through a series of water 

rights litigations that superseded the power of the Bureau of Reclamation. 

Though the process would take three years, the city was able to negate the rights 
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of the farmers in Owen’s Valley under the guise of helping the city of Los Angeles 

support a growing population. This would be a similar argument used later when 

the project was expanded to the Colorado River. 

 Between 1908 and 1913, Mulholland oversaw the construction of the Los 

Angeles Aqueduct which was considered one of the biggest construction projects 

at the time. This process of building the aqueduct put even more strain on 

Owen’s Valley farmers as they continued to fight against what they saw as unjust 

expansion of the city of Los Angeles. 74 When the aqueduct was completed, 

farmers were going to the city to protest the continued attacks against their 

livelihoods and economic wellbeing. The Los Angeles Water Department 

continued to claim water rights throughout the valley until almost 90% of all the 

water in Owen’s Valley was owned by the city of Los Angeles.75 This riparian 

diversion left farmers with little to no access to water and drove many of them 

from the land. 

 Some of the farmers would fight back however, and the struggle against 

the diversion would continue into the 1920s. While protests against the city’s 

expansion continued within Los Angeles, more violent struggles would occur in 

the valley itself. By 1924, the lake bed had been completely drained by the city 

and farmers attacked the local Inyo County Bank, which had lent money to the 

 
74 Lane, Owen’s Valley Groundwater Conflict, 125. 
75 Ibid, 207. 



80 

construction of the aqueduct, and even destroyed multiple sections of the dam.76 

This included the main Alabama Gates and parts of the northern structure, which 

allowed some water to flow into the lake bed. 

 Because of the attacks on the bank and the aqueduct, the economy in 

Owen’s Valley began to collapse as the Inyo County bank went under. This in 

turn began to affect small businesses which sent the local economy into a 

nosedive, erasing the life savings for many of the residents in the valley. The 

attacks ceased as farmers attempted to save what was left of their economic 

livelihoods and maintain their farms at the same time. Meanwhile the city of Los 

Angeles finalized its hold on most of the water in the valley and continued to pull 

water from the valley. The Los Angeles Water Department established its own 

jurisdiction to protect the aqueduct from further attacks. 

 This whole event demonstrates how the development of Los Angeles 

turned the super structure of American Civilization against the same group of 

people that had perpetuated its expansion. Even though the farmers in Owen’s 

Valley had taken the water from the Paiute peoples, and even changed its name 

from the original Payahǖǖnadǖ, they too were betrayed in favor of further 

development and colonization. The collapse of the local economy showed the 

lengths to which the industrialized process would go to continue development 
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and expansion of power. To this day, the Los Angeles Department of Water and 

Power holds jurisdiction over the aqueduct, and even built another aqueduct in 

the 1970s. The rights of the poor settler farmers were superseded by the need 

for economic growth in the City of Los Angeles. 

 At the same time, this event fails to address what happened to the 

Southern Paiute peoples that continue to live in the valley. They too were 

affected by the development of the aqueduct and most were pushed into the 

more remote regions of the valley. The Southern Paiute also protested and called 

for the right to the water in the valley. Yet in the popular narrative of the California 

Water Wars, it is only the poor settler farmers that get the attention of the popular 

press. The divisions between the narratives of the Southern Paiute and the poor 

settler farmers of Owen’s Valley need to be continuously addressed as their story 

is just as important as the economic strife that disenfranchised the poor settler 

farmers of the region. 

 The aqueduct represents the continued push of the narrative of Westward 

Expansion. Owen’s Valley demonstrates that the power of colonization and 

American Civilization can be felt by all. That even the settlers that had 

perpetuated its goal through the process of settler colonialism, can also be 

subject to domination and disposed of at will. The economic strife suffered by 

poor settlers was not the same as the physical or legal violence suffered by 

Native Americans or Mexican. However, it has just the same potential to ruin 

livelihoods and affect the growth of individuals. 



82 

 It is under these conditions that the poor settlers in Southern California are 

subject to exploitation by the processes of American Civilization. Even though 

poor white settlers benefitted, at times, in the greater American Civilization and 

were key in pushing the process of settler colonialism, they too were subject to 

its negative consequences. Unlike the Native Americans and Mexicans of the 

region who suffered physical and legal violence, poor settlers would suffer 

economic violence at the hands of the city and the state. This economic injustice 

pushed poor settlers into further poverty and would come to hate cities like Los 

Angeles and San Diego that had taken their livelihood away. The denial of water 

rights in Owen’s Valley shows the extent to which American Civilization shaped 

itself to fit its own needs at the expense of those who had perpetuated the culture 

and structures that brought it into existence in the first place. 

 It should be noted that the suffering of poor settlers cannot be compared 

to that of the suffering of Native American and Mexicans. Though all three groups 

suffered under the leviathonic power of American Civilization, the suffering of 

Native Americans and Mexicans was systemically enacted. It was systemic 

because it would affect all within said groups to some extent or another. The 

perpetuation of legal and land discrimination makes it obvious that factors of 

American Civilization sought to change and affect their very livelihoods. 

Meanwhile with poor settlers, the economic discrimination that they faced was 

based on the fact that distribution of power, property, and resources under 

American Civilization was unequal, and thus was not systemic for all. Yet this 
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demonstrated the intersectionality of American Civilization, and how it is a fluid 

entity that exists and dominates the historical narrative in order to achieve its 

desired results. 
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CHAPTER FIVE  

CONCLUSION 

 

 The process of settler colonialism was key to the development and 

expansion of the construct of American Civilization as it continues to grow and 

expand through its institutional and cultural practices. This process seeks to 

establish American Civilization like a Leviathnic force that will continue to 

consume the resources it needs so that it can perpetuate its own progress and 

growth. American Civilization takes all that it can in the name of development, 

utilizing a number of tactics of settler colonialism. It either forces integration or 

extermination of local populations that existed in the region before the colonizing 

process was initiated. Land was overtaken and anything and anyone living within 

the region was classified as either a benefit to American Civilization or a 

nuisance (sometimes both) to be expunged. Everything was categorized by 

American Civilization in this manner and whatever continues to aid development 

was maintained while whatever hinders development was disposed and 

manipulated to achieve its desired goals. 

 American Civilization has thus maintained itself throughout the years by 

creating historical narratives that capture a favorable view of its own history. The 

narrative of “Manifest Destiny” puts into perspective the need for westward 

expansion for the good of all Americans. It justifies its conquests and 

consumptions on the basis of pushing back the “unknown wild” that it has created 
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as an opposition to its end goal. Narratives of the “Wild West” capture the 

dangers of the region, how unruly these areas were before American Civilization 

brought its own institutions and cultures as a taming and civilizing force. These 

narratives perpetuate a totality that sustains the historical narratives of American 

Civilization in the positive light by focusing on importance of development and 

progress. 

 Yet American Civilization in its Leviathonic state cannot be considered a 

complete totality. Though its consequences are wide spread (i.e. racial institution 

and cultural discrimination to name a few) it is not a single entity, but a collection 

of practices and forms that maintain narratives of domination and control. It is a 

collection of institutions and practices that make up an entity which has 

widespread control. Because American Civilization is not (cannot be) a totalizing 

force, it is subject to change and interpretations. This subject of 

interconnectedness shows how the three groups of Native Americans, Mexican, 

and poor settlers were subjected to similar structural violence in spite of their 

historical differences and confrontations. 

 Native American were clearly subjected to the worst treatment under 

American Civilization in Southern California. Many of the various tribes, from the 

Pala to the Mojave, had already been subjected to the Spanish laws and rules 

that had attempted to do away with their traditions and cultures, while Mexican 

Civilization removed them from any land attachment they had for generations. 

Under American Civilization, things became worse as various tribes had to fight 



86 

the new land allotment laws being forced upon them by yet another new power 

within the region. The struggle for sovereignty would only prove successful in 

terms of some further integration into American Civilization, such as being 

granted citizenship in the 1920s. 

 American Civilization subjected Native Americans to dispossession and 

genocide in numerous instances while also rewarding those who were willing to 

integrate into American Civilization. This is made clear in the case of Juan 

Despierto who was able to attain a portion of land because of his status as a 

Native American man. Yet like most of the battles that were won, the victory was 

bittersweet. While land was attained, it was land that was inhospitable and, in 

some cases, void of necessary resources. Even if there was a victory, the 

likelihood of it being beneficial for Native Americans was slim at best. 

  For Mexicans in Southern California, changes occurred systemically yet it 

was distinct from that of Native Americans. The change in this case was the 

racial discrimination for Mexicans, particularly Mestizos. Having been forced to 

transition from a multiracial system to a biracial system, Mexicans with more 

Spanish ancestry (Californios) were able to transition easily into the new 

American Civilization they found themselves in. Other Mexicans with more 

Indigenous backgrounds (Mestizos) were still allowed to participate in American 

Civilization, yet they were relegated to working class opportunities and 

conditions. This also included Mestizos who owned vast amounts of land and 

were rather wealth losing a lot of their wealth, while Californios who were poorer 
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could suddenly have access to all the benefits of American Civilization. It should 

be noted that these groups were only integrated into American Civilization on the 

basis that they were living in Southern California at the time of the Mexican-

American War when the U.S. annexed California from Mexico. 

  Yet another key distinction that should be notes here is that Mexicans 

living in Southern California had already been living under their own form of 

Mexican Civilization; while they were affected by the settler colonial process, 

many Mexicans lived and operated under similar institutions and government 

organizations that exist in American Civilization. Thus, the takeover for many 

Mexicans in the region was more of a cultural from of domination rather than 

structural. This was demonstrated through the accessibility for Mexicans, both 

Californio and Mestizo, to become part of the industrializing forces in Southern 

California. Whether they had invested infrastructure or worked as laborers to help 

build up cities like Los Angeles and San Diego, they remained part of the 

process. It also shows the divisions between Native Americans and Mexicans 

including the cultural tensions between the two groups. 

  Finally, poor European American settlers also fit into their oppressive 

structure that is American Civilization. Poor settlers were part of the settler 

colonial process, in fact many of the farmers that sought land grabs in Southern 

California were perpetrators of settler colonialism. Historically they were the 

pioneers that ventured into the “Wild West” to look for land and opportunity 

beyond that of the Eastern United States. Yet they also represent how the 
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leviathonic force of American Civilization was in constant flux, and that those who 

were once allies could turn into new enemies. How even though poor settlers do 

not suffer the same physical and legal violence that is systemic to Native 

Americans and Mexican, they are still prone to economic violence. 

  For poor settlers, it was the modernization of Southern California that 

pushed them into economic duress. Because the goal of American Civilization 

was expansion and growth, the cities of Los Angeles and San Diego became the 

two most important cities in Southern California. Mass immigration from back 

east began to occur as more and more urbanites were moving to cities like Los 

Angeles and San Diego, which created more work for poor settler farmers. All the 

while huge agribusinesses were beginning to emerge based on the demand that 

pushed a lot of poor farmers off their land, giving them little opportunity to do 

much else. Therefore, many poor settlers would live among Mexican and Native 

Americans who were attempting to survive economically as well. 

  The biggest event that showed the economic violence against poor 

settlers was the building of the Los Angeles Aqueduct, and the privatization of 

water in Owen’s Valley. This event demonstrated the true growth of American 

Civilization and its consequences, as it deprived many of the water they so 

desperately needed. Many poor settlers were bankrupted and forced out of the 

valley in an attempt to find some other means of survival. The Southern Paiute 

also experienced huge land grabs in the region that affected their livelihoods as 

well. Poor settlers had suffered economic violence and had been betrayed by the 
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same institutions and cultures that they had once fostered. They had become 

caught up in the conquest of American Civilization. 

  The history of settler colonialism and colonialism is part of the much larger 

process that individuals have become trapped in. This totalizing force of 

American Civilization, demonstrated the interconnected nature of these 

institutionalized processes, racism, colonialism, sexism, classism, and so on. It is 

created through the desire of growth and conquest, which affects all groups that 

are caught up in the process. Historical narratives are used to justify or erase its 

actions and shows the means by which oppressions is carried out in all formers. 

The oppression of Native Americans, Mexicans, and poor settlers can be seen 

within this process, yet it is also clear that these groups can change roles as 

oppressors and oppressed. The domination of American Civilization is not limited 

to the United States, it exists in a nation-state or organization that seeks to utilize 

history and historical narratives to push for development and conquest at the 

expense of others. This analysis of Southern California at the turn of the 

twentieth century represents a fraction of what exists in other histories. The 

historical narrative of settler colonialism, is one that exists throughout the 

histories of the world. 
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