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Preface

 “Where do you want your body to be laid to rest?”
The question came from my father as I waited to board a flight, scram-

bling to hear his voice over the airport noise. As I mulled my reply, he con-
fessed never having seriously considered the question for himself until very 
recently, prompted by a trip back to his hometown of Buenos Aires, Argen-
tina, where he reconnected with family members he hadn’t seen in more than 
twenty years. There, he visited his parents’ graves and had the sudden realiza-
tion that he wanted to rest in peace next to them, when the time comes. His 
decision was a bit of a shock to me, as my parents have lived in Spain since 
1976, when they left Argentina for fear of their lives, hunted by a military 
junta that committed genocide against tens of thousands of people just like 
them. Both of them were young militant socialist activists, involved in what 
the junta saw as “subversive” behavior. My father took up armed struggle and 
was eventually captured and tortured. He was extremely lucky to have been 
released on the whim of a particular judge; most did not live to recount the 
experience. One day not long after this ordeal, my parents got a phone call 
from a source saying that their names were on a blacklist, that they were at 
risk of imminent abduction. They turned off the stove, grabbed their pass-
ports, and left for the airport to go to Spain, where many Argentine political 
exiles were fleeing. They wouldn’t return home until after the fall of the dic-
tatorship, nearly ten years later.

I begin with this biographical story to lay down some coordinates for 
where I am coming from and why I am writing this book. The reason my 
parents’ story of political exile is meaningful to me is because it constitutes 
an echo of both the present—the current neofascist US context where I am 
now an immigrant myself—and the past, one snapshot in a long line of 
working-class migrating family members; a story of multiple generations 
that each had to ask themselves, “Where in the world will my body be laid 
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to rest?” Each migration wave prompts the question time and again, an echo 
of the past, present, and future, as parents consider the question for their 
own children, too.

The four most recent generations of my family have all been first-
generation migrants to a new continent. My great-grandfather escaped the 
pogroms in Russia in the nineteenth century, emigrating to Argentina. My 
grandmother fled war and famine in Ukraine for Argentina in the early 
twentieth century. My father and mother became political exiles in Spain. 
And I, having been born in Spain, left for the United States in the wake of 
the Great Recession of 2008. Four consecutive generational waves of trans-
continental migration over 150 years, fueled by war, political repression, 
and economic need. While distinct, they are all case studies in what Lukács 
called modernity’s unique “transcendental homelessness”—its relentless 
drive toward upheaval and dislocation. They are also all tied together by the 
fact that the migrations constituted acts of settlement, however brief or in-
secure. We migrated to the settler-colonial nation-states of Argentina and 
the United States, and in the case of Spain, to the country that inaugurated 
modern colonialism.

To this background and these concerns—the experience of migration as 
a white Hispanic family, culturally Jewish and Catholic but atheist in prac-
tice; the legacy of uncertain settlement; and a socialist tradition that runs 
deep in my family—I have to add my identity as an architect. In many ways, 
besides socialism, architecture was the other only faith I grew up with. Both 
my parents are architects—they managed to finish their studies in Argentina 
after the dictatorship—and I was fortunate to work for some great architects 
before becoming an academic. As part of my architecture studies and later 
employment, I was exposed to both the hubris that comes with designing 
large, ambitious projects and the brilliant deconstructions of the discipline 
by luminaries like Jane Rendell, Adrian Forty, and Douglas Spencer. This 
heady mix was always tempered by my own life experiences of architecture 
growing up, when my parents constantly struggled to make ends meet in a 
profession that requires enormous amounts of privilege to be able to survive 
the extreme crashes of the real estate cycle. Still, architecture gave me a way 
of falling in love with the world—in some sense, of appreciating all spaces 
and thus of feeling at home wherever I was.

The monumental naivety and entitlement of this perspective would 
only fully dawn on me decades later, once I immigrated to the United States 
and began asking myself questions about belonging similar to the ones my 
parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents had asked themselves before. 
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In this new context, though, living in a country where my position as a set-
tler is so much more evidently constitutive of the nation-state itself, and 
where dynamics of racialized class dislocation are not just naturalized but 
are frankly celebrated, prompted me to rethink many of the articles of faith 
about architecture that I had internalized.

My first conscious encounter with the problem of architecture and set-
tler colonialism was on what can only be described as a modernist pilgrim-
age to Palm Springs, California. Like most architects, I glorified the work 
of midcentury “masters” like Richard Neutra and thoroughly studied their 
work in college: Going to see Neutra’s Desert House in Palm Springs was a 
rite of passage. But when I arrived, things immediately seemed contrived to 
me: an “old-West” town in full-on mid-twentieth-century modernist garb? 
The extreme low-rise suburban pattern, with golf courses and lawns into the 
horizon, in the middle of a desert? And why so many undeveloped plots of 
land everywhere, in a city that was so clearly flush with millionaires?

As I reflected on these initial observations—which did not match the 
idealized imagery of Palm Springs that I had been fed as an architecture 
student—I learned about the city having been built upon the Agua Caliente 
Reservation, about the history and theories of settler colonialism, and about 
the fact that the Agua Caliente Tribal members I spoke with, like so many 
Indigenous people, know exactly where they want their bodies and spirits 
to rest, since time immemorial.

This is a book about modernist architecture, but at a deeper level it is an 
inquiry into the particular metaphysical and material interplay implicit in 
the idea of settler and Native modes of belonging grounded in fundamentally 
different ways of knowing and being—how to know what your place is, where 
bodies and souls come to rest—or to put it more starkly, the dialectics of 
modernity and Indigeneity. While this binary is deeply problematic—among 
other things, for example, global migration and mobility are not just mod-
ern experiences; they have always been present in Indigenous societies—it 
nonetheless marks a terrain of thought and politics that goes to the core of 
the history of the United States. Yet, rather than mourning this dialectic as 
tragic or teleological (from either side), I have found it more productive 
to reflect on how the dialectic itself historically emerged; to try to identify 
how modernist architecture participated in its construction while refusing 
to sublimate its immanent contradictions.

Perhaps for this reason, it took me a long time to decide who the primary 
audience for this book ought to be. An early reader, Mohawk anthropologist 
Audra Simpson, encouraged me to write it in dialogue with Tribal members. 
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Agua Caliente elder Moraino Patencio kindly talked to me about it while I 
was a student. And as I moved to Southern California for my job at uc San 
Diego, I found an organic community of scholars, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous, with whom I could discuss the project. Friends and colleagues 
such as Theresa Ambo (Gabrielino-Tongva) and Kate Anderson (Citizen 
Potawatomi) encouraged me to go beyond the narrow expectations—and 
audience—of my discipline, architectural history, while also modeling for me 
the type of serious, sustained engagement with Tribal members that such a 
project would require. Conversations with them and others, such as Heather 
Ponchetti Daly (Kumeyaay), Gerald Clarke (Cahuilla), Terria Smith (Torres 
Martinez), and Sean Milanovich (Agua Caliente), often focused on the dif-
ficulties of adequately capturing the history of midcentury modern architec-
ture from the perspective of Indigenous peoples in the region.

These exchanges made it clear to me that without deep, embodied, and 
sustained knowledge of Indigenous languages, cultures, and relationships—
which after ten years I am still only starting to develop—this would be an 
impossible epistemic pursuit. More importantly, however, it became clear 
that these epistemic issues also make it untenable ethically: That story is not 
for me to tell. There are already many Native elders, historians, artists, and 
theorists who are doing this work and who can do it better. As much as pos
sible, I have tried to draw on their knowledge and insights in the making of 
this book, citing them where appropriate, but their work cannot be reduced 
to the relationship between modern architecture and settler colonialism—it 
is much broader and in many ways richer than that. I should note here that 
although the Agua Caliente Tribal Council is aware of my work, nothing in 
this book should be construed as having been approved by them.

Beyond the epistemological and ethical obstacles there are also sub-
stantive political ones. My own perspective on this history, for better or 
worse, is most closely aligned with the modernist architects and designers 
analyzed in the book, from a place not of ethno-racial solidarity but of class 
position. Their way of seeing and experiencing the world was, though now 
modulated by decades of modernist criticism, in some ways similar to how 
I was educated and trained to see the world as a young architect. Their split 
allegiances to abstract principles of efficiency, order, and vague liberal ideas 
of egalitarianism ultimately benefited the tiny minority of rich clients who 
hired them and their selected users and publics. Overall, their (our) class 
positions were often at odds with those of both their clients and the people 
they effectively managed: the workers who built and maintained the struc-
tures that they designed—what the sociologist Erik Olin Wright identified 
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as a “contradictory class location.” The fact that this peculiar ideological 
alignment persists in architecture—today paradoxically encompassing lib-
eral discourses of environmentalism and Indigenism itself—is testament to 
the lack of serious critical analyses of class composition in the discipline, 
which naturalizes the hegemonic status quo and prevents counterhegemonic 
frameworks and strategies of solidarity across architects, workers, and users 
to emerge.

I recognize that my commitment to addressing these political concerns—
about the structural difficulties of locating and enacting class solidarity in the 
expanded field of architecture—is far from the most fundamental political 
commitment for many of my Indigenous colleagues, whose central concern 
is regaining full sovereignty over their stolen lands. Their politics cannot be 
reduced to a variety of socialism, at least not presumptively and generically.

As such, this book is emblematic of the epistemic, ethical, and political 
challenges involved in trying to bring together these diverse constituencies 
and concerns. And yet, the history of the Inland Empire shows that they are 
inextricably and structurally bound together. There is no midcentury Califor-
nia desert modernism without Indigenous struggles for self-determination, 
and vice versa: They are entangled histories. I see this book as an attempt to 
draw out exactly how they are entangled and to challenge architects to simply 
recognize the antagonisms implicit in this entanglement—a recognition that, 
despite some grandstanding institutional gestures over the last decade, has 
not yet been grounded in a materialist politics, and perhaps never will be, 
for truly doing so would require a complete restructuring of the discipline 
of architecture and of US society and politics in general.

Despite these difficulties, the book takes a positive view on the poten-
tial for productive exchanges across epistemological and political divides—
or across classic modernist criticism and Indigenous anticolonial activism. 
Three aspects are particularly salient in this regard: translatability, transgen-
erationality, and totality.

I have sought to interrogate the Inland Empire as a totality—the Marx-
ist concept for an interrelated whole with definite historical causations, in-
cluding metaphysical ones, that immanently expresses its contradictions, 
movements, uneven developments, and future potentials—configured by 
the dialectic of modernist design and Indigenous resistance. While certain 
strands of postcolonial and decolonial thought would balk at this formu-
lation, I find the history of the Inland Empire to be precisely constituted 
by different modes of translation within this totality—from the complex 
translations of Indigenous practices and cosmologies of land across Native 
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languages in the region, key to embodying and enacting transgenerationality 
as a core condition of Native socio-ecological reproduction; to the ways in 
which modern architecture both negated and co-opted these modes of land 
stewardship by (mis)translating them in its own terms. The fact that this was, 
and is, a profoundly asymmetric and coercive epistemological exchange oc-
curring under the hegemonic framework of US settler-colonial capitalism 
does not preclude, in my view, the project of tracing how these translations 
were productive in their own right, far exceeding modernist designers’ in-
tents and purposes and at certain moments becoming critical tools for In-
digenous self-determination. Architectural translatability as such, in other 
words, was both a destructive and a creative force; producing contradictory 
forms that harbored a plethora of transgenerational possibilities, not just for 
Native nations, but also for the many migrant architects and workers who 
have long labored in the region.

Weighing the relative causes and ultimate balance of these sometimes 
competing, sometimes correlative projects would require a much more ca-
pacious lens than I have offered here. In the meantime, I hope this book will 
add fuel to the momentous struggles that Indigenous peoples and immigrant 
workers are involved with in the Inland Empire as they continue crafting a 
counterhegemonic politics, while also contributing to the formulation of 
more critical discourses of midcentury modern architecture in California 
and beyond.



Introduction. Midcentury  

Modernism: Architectures of Termination  

and Survivance

In 2014 the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians dismantled 
their Palm Springs Spa, a renowned midcentury modern structure 
located on the Agua Caliente Reservation. First opened in 1960, 
the spa’s design recalled both ancient Roman baths and Califor-
nia’s Spanish Colonial Revival with a dramatic concrete entrance 
colonnade that welcomed hordes of tourists into the center of the 
town (plate 1). Inside, a massive mechanical steel tank enclosed 
the geothermal spring’s entire flow at ground source, collecting 
and distributing the Agua Caliente’s sacred waters (Séc-he) toward 
individual hot tubs and collective pools.

Commissioned by the first all-female Tribal Council in the 
United States—led by Vyola Olinger, LaVerne Saubel, Eileen Miguel, 
Elizabeth Monk, Flora Patencio Siva, and Gloria Gillette1—the Palm 
Springs Spa was designed by a collaborative of well-known local 
modernist architects who had been hired by the Tribe’s new lessee, 
a Chicago developer. Requiring risky excavations and geotechnical 
surgery deep into the Tribe’s natural spring, the project represented 
a veritable design achievement but also the culmination of decades 
of legal wrangling between the Tribe and city, state, and federal au-
thorities, as well as internal Tribal debates regarding the conver-
sion of the sacred spring into a large-scale tourist attraction. As the 
first formal, long-term commercial lease of Native American land 
in the United States, the stakes over this strategic opening were as 
immense as they were contentious. By means of midcentury mod-
ernism, the Agua Caliente had finally been able to reap a modest 
revenue from the growth of Palm Springs—though only through a 
corrupt system of state-appointed non-Native “guarantors” between 
the Tribe and the developer. This was a vexed political struggle 
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conducted under duress, given that the project was designed and built at the 
height of a federal push to legally terminate Native American sovereignty, 
attempting to undo centuries of ostensible comity between the United States 
and Native nations. At the same time, however, it was an extraordinary act 
of Native survivance—with midcentury modernism bringing together com-
peting settler and Indigenous visions of modernization.2

By 2014, however, the brief midcentury alignment of interests between 
the Tribe and the city had taken a sharp turn, revolutionized by the Tribe’s 
plans to demolish the spa. As recounted by Agua Caliente historian Sean 
Milanovich (LaVerne Saubel’s grandson), the original building was decaying 
and posed a number of intractable safety issues that required the demolition 
of the structure, leading the Tribe to hire the Choctaw/Cherokee architect 
Johnpaul Jones to make a proposal for an entirely new design: a cultural cen-
ter inspired by Cahuilla culture and cosmology to be built on the grounds 
of the demolished midcentury modern spa.3

The Agua Caliente faced an orchestrated campaign against its new cul-
tural center from a plethora of local arts and civil society organizations. Ad-
vocacy letters were sent to First Lady Michelle Obama, while Nancy Sinatra 
published an op-ed declaring her opposition.4 As the Palm Springs Preser-
vation Foundation reported, with palpable indignation, “the historic Spa 
Bath House and colonnade was demolished by the Agua Caliente Band of 
Cahuilla Indians before a crowd of stunned onlookers.”5 Though arguments 
for preservation were framed in terms of a shared architectural heritage for 
both the city and Tribe, the currency that the spa building had acquired was 
much more complex and ambivalent than this would suggest. The Tribal 
Council replaced midcentury modernism with a more layered and plural 
design narrative—an explicit hybrid of Native and modern architectural 
traditions.6 It was this plurality and its underlying political antagonisms, I 
argue, that made the spa project’s history so discomfiting for both settler and 
Native advocates, if for completely different reasons.

While modern design processes bring these particular layers of history 
together technically and symbolically, they do not materially resolve their 
inherent contradictions.7 Rhetorical appeals to synthesis or hybridity—such 
as expressions of identity communicated in composite architectural forms—
attempt to suture the gaps between apparently autonomous cultural narra-
tives. Often, however, they do so without accounting for how such syntheses 
are implemented on the ground, thus eliding how entangled and unresolved 
these histories actually are. Instead of semiotic and historical closure, the 
competing epistemic and political systems at play in projects such as the Agua 
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Caliente’s 1960 Palm Springs Spa—which involved paternalistic scrutiny and 
approvals from the US Congress, the Department of the Interior, the US Geo-
logical Survey, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs—show that architecture is a 
key mediating discipline between culture, capital, and statecraft. Architecture 
does not synthesize the contradictions within and across these realms but 
rather orchestrates them in hegemonic arrangements—normalizing extant 
power relations while suppressing and co-opting dissent.

Indeed, it was precisely through the state’s rationalization of “the Indian 
problem” as a design problem, I argue, that the United States prototyped 
transformations in its modes of government in the early twentieth century. 
Through innovations at the intersection of design, planning, and social 
science, architects and technocrats—variously spurred and challenged by 
Native activists—set the stage for shifts in how the settler state sought to 
manage and control Native land and people, contributing to the broadest 
shift in US governance since the end of Reconstruction.8 From a US hege-
mony based on selective segregation and exclusion, modernist architecture 
became a vehicle for the selective integration and co-option of Native peoples’ 
land, labor, and political dissent. As a result, the architecture of this period 
helped prototype a new kind of US hegemony—what later came to be known 
as “neoliberalism.”9

As theorized by Quinn Slobodian, neoliberals sought a different hege-
monic legal “encasement” of the relations between politics and economics 
to challenge the Keynesian state’s distributive policies, enshrining principles 
of capitalist competition worldwide through institutional mechanisms like 
national constitutions, trade organizations, and supranational federations.10 
Alongside this neoliberal drive for a global legal encasement of market disci-
pline, Slobodian argues, were also processes of “perforation” through which 
capital sought to escape any and all democratic regulation: “punching holes 
in the territory of the nation-state, creating zones of exception with different 
laws and often no democratic oversight.”11 In this book, I show how both 
“encasement” and “perforation” were not just generic ideological metaphors 
tied to late twentieth-century free-trade economics but were actually proto-
typed spatially and legally decades earlier, through architecture and urban 
planning on Native American reservations since the 1930s.

Native reservations have always been “zones of exception,” but it was 
only in the twentieth century that their legal exceptionality was made into 
a tangible design problem, changing the terms of both settler and Native 
statecraft. In places like Southern California—home to the largest number 
of federally recognized Native nations in the United States, as well as its own 
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traditions of modernist design—the co-constitution of neoliberalization, 
modernization, and settler colonialism is particularly evident.12 This book 
explores their confluence through case studies of midcentury modernism 
in Palm Springs and the broader Inland Empire—a place and a time when 
the United States’ hegemonic ascendence directly clashed with Native na-
tions like the Agua Caliente and others throughout the region.13 Rather than 
exemplifying US supremacy, these architectural projects show that the rise 
of American hegemony in the twentieth century was not without resistance 
from Indigenous nations who continually asserted jurisdiction over their an-
cestral lands.14 At stake in these clashes was not just the question of cultural 
legitimacy and legibility as expressed in various architectural styles, but rather 
a contestation over what modes of politics should govern the land, ranging 
from diverse oppositional Indigenous ideologies and forms of organization 
to various formations of liberal capitalism.

Liberalism presumes, and thereby constructs, a foundational separation 
between certain figurations of the human and the nonhuman. It shares this 
philosophical foundation with the ideologies of modern Euro-American co-
lonialism that historically sought to rationalize white supremacy as a natural 
outcome of racial hierarchy, which is why Indigenous histories systematically 
problematize liberalism as an abstract set of ideals.15 In fact, liberalism and 
neoliberalism are social and political orders that depend on structural his-
torical inequalities—establishing degrees of dehumanization based on class, 
gender, race and ethnicity, or mobility, among other factors—for their con-
tinued existence.16 In this book, I theorize neoliberalism as intensifying this 
axiom of separability through the development of specific technical means, 
namely architecture and design: neoliberalism as a set of spatial technologies 
of social disentanglement and dismemberment that reconstruct subjects and 
environments according to market principles.17 From this perspective, US 
midcentury modernism did not emerge autonomously as a Euro-American 
architectural tradition, but rather developed in direct if unacknowledged re-
lation to preexisting Indigenous social and geopolitical orders that it sought 
to systematically negate. This tense relation, however, remade both American 
hegemony and midcentury modernism, with consequences also for how Na-
tive nations in the United States were interpellated by the state.

Midcentury modernism’s constitutive negation of Native land and life 
was not an exception but rather a continuation of centuries of settler-colonial 
policies and practices. In many ways the United States has always sought the 
termination of Native nations as fully sovereign entities. In the 1830s, the 
US Supreme Court defined Native American polities under the ambiguous 
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label of “domestic dependent nations,” recognizing their status as sovereign 
but under US paternalistic “guardianship.” This was followed by a century of 
US policies of geographic removal, genocide, reservations, and cultural and 
economic assimilation through boarding schools and the transformation of 
Indigenous land into capitalist private property.18

By the 1930s and especially after World War II, however, a remarkable 
rhetorical and technical shift had occurred.19 Instead of the blunt weapons 
of genocidal war and forced acculturation, the state paradoxically sought 
to dispossess Native Americans from their lands through particular mecha-
nisms of integration into US society. The first official termination law, House 
Concurrent Resolution 108, passed in 1953, sought to “effectively terminate 
federal trust protection of American Indian reservation lands.”20 It thus at-
tempted to fully disestablish the unique autonomous political structures and 
legal rights of Native peoples in order to assimilate them as individual US 
citizens. Yet this resolution had been self-consciously prototyped in a very 
specific place and through a very specific set of policies: a series of laws and 
associated urban schemes directly targeting the Agua Caliente’s lands and 
sovereignty in the 1930s, as Southern California grew into the midcentury 
modernist haven it is today. In other words, the federal legal maneuvers for 
Native termination were grounded in particular design projects—such as 
housing and infrastructure—across Native American reservations in the 
Inland Empire, eventually contributing to the formation of a new type of 
American hegemony premised on technical modes of selective inclusion. 

This book examines how modernist architecture and urban design be-
came key tools for this hegemonic transformation. In this period, architecture 
became a state-supported technology for regulating dissent and extracting 
profits through its particular ways of developing land and enrolling myriad 
subjects into capitalist structures. Architecture didn’t just find these subjects 
as such but actively construed them in particular ways: It imagined, figured, 
and translated their subjectivities into the state’s preferred modes of under-
standing politics, life, and land.

These terms—politics, life, land—are heavy with conceptual colonial 
histories of their own, to say nothing of terms like Indigenous, Native, or 
Indian.21 I provide neither complete intellectual nor empirical histories of 
them, nor of the multiple intersecting and overlapping social histories of the 
Inland Empire.22 Rather, at stake in this book is the problem of hegemony—
how power is naturalized—through architectural design processes that ef-
fect technical and epistemological translations between and across different 
worlds. I focus on modern architecture and planning as disciplines that 
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forcefully rendered commensurate different epistemologies of land, articulat-
ing and expressing processes of class composition, racial formation, modes 
of representation, and forms of settlement over land.

The book traces five specific discourses of design in relation to five co-
lonial epistemologies of land in this context: (1) architectural type and sover-
eignty; (2) community development and property; (3) housing prefabrication 
and logistics; (4) environmental design and jurisdiction; and (5) modernist 
regionalism and hegemony. Through architectural case studies at the intersec-
tion of these pairings, I show how architecture became a key technology for 
governing empire through Indigenous land and migrant labor, while also me-
diating Indigenous efforts toward self-determination. If the California coast 
had been imagined as the final frontier of nineteenth-century Euro-American 
colonial settlement—the physical and psychic terminus for the ideology of 
manifest destiny—the twentieth-century turn of this frontier “inland,” to 
areas where Native nations still formally held their lands, highlights the co-
eval nature of California midcentury modernism and decolonization at the 
highest point of US termination policy. This book shows that midcentury 
modernism and Native American decolonization were not just synchronic 
phenomena but that they cannot be understood without each other.

The arc of the book—and of this introduction—takes us from the history 
of the Inland Empire through the lens of Native American contestation, to 
the ways in which dissent was recuperated and US hegemony was naturalized 
by midcentury modernism. Along the way, I offer theorizations of the con-
nections between racial capitalism, liberalism, and neoliberalism, showing 
how modern design variously grounded these ideologies, while juxtaposing 
how Indigenous modes of design—grounded in alternative epistemologies 
of land—were also at play in their configuration.23 In conclusion, I reflect 
on what these entangled histories mean for thinking about decolonization 
and modernity not as ontologically opposed but as intimately related intel-
lectual and political projects.

Prototyping US Hegemony:  

From Termination to Recognition

Palm Springs offers an illustrative case study of these dynamics, having been 
conceived and constructed as a model settler-colonial city for the exclusive 
enjoyment of a white upper class.24 From early colonial structures to mid-
century estates, projects by now-canonical modernist architects like Lloyd 
Wright, Richard Neutra, Albert Frey, William Cody, and William Krisel 
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enshrined and instrumentalized the Agua Caliente’s undeveloped lands for 
settler profit and power. Although the Tribe was the city’s largest landowner 
with 6,700 acres, it faced multiple impediments to legally developing its 
lands.25 The politics of land thus utterly saturated the development of the 
city and the surrounding region, underpinning its famed design culture.

Amid rapid settler expansion and tenacious Native resistance, modernist 
architects’ technological innovations in environmental design, construction, 
and management of labor fragmented and alienated Indigenous land and 
sovereignty. At the urban and regional scales, their projects segregated the 
new desert leisure economy from the Inland Empire’s sprawling military and 
agricultural infrastructures, redefining manifest destiny for a postindustrial 
world. Design, I argue, offered particular new ways of managing Indigenous 
resistance by reinforcing the underlying logics of a rising American hege-
mony: economic and logistical growth via environmental extraction, racial-
ized displacement, and selective assimilation into markets and civil society.26

These colonization efforts, however, were resisted by Agua Caliente 
political leaders from Francisco Patencio to Vyola Olinger, who deployed 
various design tactics of their own against discriminatory urban policies. 
The Palm Springs Spa of 1960 represented one moment in a longer history 
of Native American design practices that had been placed in direct relation 
to those of modernist architects since the early 1900s. California modernism 
was born from this friction and contradiction: As a structure of internaliza-
tion of Native American lands it formally depended on these lands’ artificial 
underdevelopment to make possible the quintessentially midcentury mod-
ern architectural effect of connecting the building’s “inside” with the land 
“outside.” These were not merely metaphorical or visual relations but were 
grounded in the territorial history of settler colonization. Many canoni-
cal modernist projects were sited right at the edges of Native reservations 
whose lands had been fragmented (or “checkerboarded”) in the nineteenth 
century, structurally determining the character of land development in the 
region (see plate 2). This territorial pattern also affected the Agua Caliente’s 
own orientation toward development—the 1960 Palm Springs Spa, for ex-
ample, was sited at the edge of two sections, though on the reservation side, 
enabling the Tribal spa project to connect to the city’s economic center and 
cater to its tourists.

In this context, Inland Empire reservations like Agua Caliente in Palm 
Springs and Barona in rural San Diego became crucial experimental sites for 
a national push to terminate Native American tribes altogether, by design. 
Modernist projects didn’t just segregate these spaces visually but actively 
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construed what was “modern” and what was “Native”; what was “architec-
ture” and what was “land”; scrambling or disavowing preexisting Indigenous 
design approaches, epistemologies, and debates. In other words, the hege-
monic matrix that gave meaning to these concepts was entangled with the 
Inland Empire’s colonial and anticolonial politics over land, which played 
out through specific architectural and urban projects.

Los Angeles developers flocked to the Palm Springs area in the 1930s, 
seeking to gain control of Tribal lands in order to market the budding town 
and its natural landscape as “the world’s foremost Desert Resort.”27 Eventu-
ally, city officials and developers lobbied Congress to pass a landmark law, 
the Act to Confer Jurisdiction on the State of California over the Lands and 
Residents of the Agua Caliente Indian Reservation (1949), constituting the 
first time in US history that civil and criminal jurisdiction was formally trans-
ferred from the federal administration to a state government, thus empow-
ering city officials to control the Tribe’s security, health and safety, building 
codes, sanitary conditions, and policing. This law set the groundwork for 
a national version, Public Law 280 of 1953, the centerpiece of the postwar 
Native American termination law, hr 108, which attempted to systemati-
cally undo centuries of federal recognition of Native sovereignty and rights 
in the United States.

Agua Caliente Tribal members fought such attempts at erasure at a time 
of momentous internal change regarding whether to hold the reservation’s 
land communally or accept state-managed “allotments”—the US policy of 
privatizing Native land among individual Tribal members. As an older gen-
eration of male leaders passed away—such as Pedro Chino and Albert Santos 
Patencio—the anti-allotment position of the Tribe was challenged by a new 
generation of Agua Caliente women leaders, some of whom advocated for 
the practical and strategic need to assimilate at least partially into US society. 
The result of this shift was stark. Not only did the pro-allotment group pre-
vail after decades of division, but the Tribal leadership also changed from a 
patrilineal system to the first all-female Tribal Council in the United States, 
constituted in 1954 by young “progressive” Agua Caliente women who stra-
tegically embraced economic development projects in order to survive the 
threat of termination.28

Furthermore, this occurred in an urban context increasingly defined by 
a racialized and migrant working class—mostly Hispanic, African American, 
and Asian American—who were the Tribe’s neighbors, and often, its ten-
ants. As such, the dynamics of erasure faced by the Tribe were also deeply 
entwined with the structure of worker exploitation across the region—those 
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who staffed, served, drove, cooked, cleaned, educated, cared for, built, and 
maintained the desert resort and its surroundings. Part of the Agua Cali-
ente Reservation was in the very center of Palm Springs (Section 14), and 
the Tribe could not legally develop it through long-term contracts, so they 
began leasing land informally to working-class tenants. As the city doubled 
its population between the 1940s and the 1950s, housing conditions in the 
Agua Caliente Reservation became ever more precarious. Although Palm 
Springs was a wealthy city, officials refused to fund public housing or pro-
vide utilities like water, gas, and electricity, thus generating a so-called slum 
in the heart of the town.

This constituted an affront to the city’s settler interests, who explicitly 
championed a high-income, low-rise, and racially white profile for the city. 
Between 1951 and 1967, the city maneuvered to condemn Section 14 on the 
grounds of “insalubrity,” operating a number of fire campaigns to burn the 
homes of the 3,500 workers living there (see plate 3).29 By the end, almost 
two-thirds of Palm Springs’ entire adult population was forcibly dispossessed 
and ejected from the city.30

In the context of this legally sanctioned spatial violence, the Agua Cali-
ente’s agreement in 1959 to lease their land to a non-Native developer for 
the construction of the Palm Springs Spa appears much more ominous and 
coerced than triumphant memorializations would imply—indeed, it was an 
intergenerational investment in Native survivance under deeply authoritar-
ian conditions.31 As an artifact of a changing US hegemony, however, the 
Palm Springs Spa represented more than just authoritarian subjection or the 
emergence of a new class of Native American capitalists.32 It also prefigured 
how designers and technocrats would transform Native land and rights into 
a new series of spatial metrics and modes of calculation, formulated by plan-
ners and architects, so that they could be integrated into the settler capitalist 
state’s preferred models of economic development.33 As such, these projects 
constituted a key material nexus between local designs and federal policies. 
In 1975, the United States adopted a new federal policy of Native American 
“self-determination”; in 1977, after a lengthy court case, the Agua Caliente 
won their first land-use contract with the city. As Tribal Chairwoman Vyola 
Olinger remarked, the agreement signaled the end of protracted “Land 
Wars” between Palm Springs and the Tribe.34 This, however, also marked a 
new terrain for the co-option of Native claims into US hegemony, in sharp 
contrast with the radical anticapitalist and anti-imperialist Red Power move-
ment of the 1960s and 1970s.35 From a framework of total dismissal and ap-
propriation of Native land and life—“termination”—the state now offered 
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one of “recognition” premised on limited support for cultural and economic 
autonomy.36 This new terrain exchanged political tactics of exclusion for 
technical strategies of incorporation.

More than merely symbolic or rhetorical, this transformation was ar-
chitecturally articulated on the ground as part of the historical development 
of modernism over the twentieth century. Two seminal modernist proj
ects of the American Southwest symptomatize and bookend this changing 
dialectic—exclusion and incorporation—from around 1910 to 1975. In 1910, 
the Sierra Madre worker housing project, designed by Irving Gill, one of 
California’s first modernist architects, prominently enclosed a large Native 
American ramada in its central court (figure I.1). The ramada—a traditional 
Native American architectural space formed of upright columns and a flat 
roof made of palm fronds—was the fulcrum of the whole design, built at the 
heart of the Sierra Madre housing project. Gill, however, did not acknowledge 
the structure as a ramada, labeling it instead as a “pergola”—even though 
the region’s Native ramadas were amply publicized in the design and culture 
magazines that Gill contributed to, such as The Craftsman. Native architec-
ture, in other words, was used but not acknowledged as such.

I.1 ​ Lewis–Bella Vista Terrace Court with central ramada (“per-
gola”) at Sierra Madre housing project, 1910. Irving Gill, archi-
tect. From “New Architecture in a New Land,” The Craftsman, 
August 1912, 467.
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By 1975, however, a remarkable reversal had occurred: Architect Ju-
dith Chafee inverted Gill’s design approach in her celebrated Ramada 
House, where an abstracted and enlarged ramada literally enclosed an 
entire modernist house in the Sonoran Desert, ostensibly for purposes of 
environmental control—to modulate the temperature inside the private 
home (figure I.2). Although the project proclaimed its affiliation with Na-
tive American architecture by proudly using the word ramada, this was 
merely a nominal gesture, unconnected to actual decolonization strug
gles on the ground.37

Both projects reproduced what Grace Kyungwon Hong calls a “struc-
ture of disavowal” over Native American sovereignty: one through epis-
temic theft, the other through mistranslation.38 Both projects naturalized 
the ramada as an architectural type for purposes of climate regulation, even 
though the ramada’s Indigenous uses and meanings were much broader. It 
was not merely a shading device but an architectural type that structured 
social intercourse and life among multifamily dwellings; thus, it was not a 
device of class differentiation or accommodation—either for conspicuous 
leisure or for the physical rest of laboring bodies—but a device for articu-
lating communal divisions of labor.

I.2 ​ Ramada House, Tucson, Arizona, 1973–75. Judith Chafee, 
architect. Photo by Bill Timmerman.
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These projects can be understood metaphorically as different ways of 
conceptualizing notions of “civilized” modernist architecture and “primi-
tive” or “vernacular” Indigenous craft, but it is also possible to see them as 
encasing different legal orders and land relations.39 In this sense, the proj
ects symptomatize the shift from state exclusion to symbolic incorporation 
of minoritized life that has been theorized as one of the hallmarks of the rise 
of US hegemony at midcentury, and as previewing—indeed, prototyping—a 
series of “design technics” for the American neoliberal revolution that emerged 
in this period.40

This logic of inclusive disavowal was institutionalized through exclu-
sionary juridical constructs such as “domestic dependent nations,” racial-
ized spatial containers such as reservations and redlining, and policies that 
sought to appease struggles for better wages, housing or neighborhoods—
the mechanisms of recuperation into US hegemony.41 In this context, mid-
century modern architecture and planning offered precise techniques for 
sorting which land and life was protectable and which was amenable to op-
timization or termination.

As suburbanization accelerated, policies that made it harder for Native 
nations to access, manage, govern, and develop their lands were increasingly 
enacted in order to channel their demands through novel mechanisms of crimi-
nalization, housing, natural resource management, and community develop-
ment. Termination policies sought to transform Native Americans into wage 
earners, relocating them to large urban centers in newly produced Native ghet-
tos. For those who were able to join the rush of suburban homeownership, doing 
so often came at a cost for Native political structures of self-determination.42 The 
social science frameworks that had enabled the Indian New Deal’s “spatial turn,” 
effecting policy by physical design—originally modeled on the first federal com-
munity planning project in US history: the Barona Indian Reservation in rural 
San Diego, designed by Irving Gill in 1932 (discussed in chapter 1)—were now 
refashioned and redeployed to enable the reconstruction of Native Americans 
as ideal proto-neoliberal subjects and Native American land as proto-neoliberal 
property susceptible to debt and financialization.43

The horizon of Native termination as an ideological project was always 
the stabilization of the United States as a settler-colonial state. In the Inland 
Empire, however, this ideological project also had a strong material base—
for much of the land was still held by Native nations in an area of the coun-
try that would become a major motor of national economic growth in the 
postwar period. The arrival of what Cahuilla artist Lewis deSoto called “the 
new Americans” to the region, migrant workers “who swept in like waves 
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of difference—Spanish, Mexican, Irish, German, Japanese, Chinese, African 
American, and then the refugees that blew like dust from Texas, Oklahoma, 
and Kansas during the Depression”—was driven by the labor needs of high-
growth industries like steel, construction, manufacturing, agriculture, hospi-
tality, and the military.44 These regional industries were key to the postwar 
“politics of productivity” that underpinned the project of US hegemony 
both domestically and internationally.45 As such, given the outsized weight 
of this particular economic engine to the United States writ large, the state 
had a crucial need to stabilize both Native land claims and labor struggles 
that might have united the region’s Native and non-Native workers against 
their exploitation and dispossession.

In other words, US hegemony after World War II required the contain-
ment and channelization of Indigenous dissent in the Inland Empire, as the 
region became a key operational landscape for US global ambitions.46 In-
deed, the former Commissioner of Indian Affairs John Collier, who closely 
oversaw the hegemonic transformations of the Indian New Deal in Southern 
California, reflected on the socio-spatial experiments that he prototyped in 
the 1930s as a crucial “Laboratory of Ethnic Relations”—deriving a set of 
techniques from US “Indian Administration” for economically integrating 
Natives within the emerging discourse of “development” that would grip the 
entire world in the postwar period.47 State planning experiments on Native 
American land became a workshop for rationalizing hegemony in other areas 
of the world where US interests were at play.48

Scholars have argued that neoliberalism was not simply theorized in West-
ern institutions and then deployed in the Global South, but was rather first 
prototyped in particular “enclaves” of developing countries throughout the 
postwar period.49 Similarly, the spatial epistemologies and techniques forged 
in the first four decades of the twentieth century within and between the offices 
of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the Brookings Institution, research programs 
at the University of Chicago, and sites of application such as Native American 
reservations configured a networked “laboratory” of expertise that was inti-
mately formative to the emergence of neoliberalism. The history of the Inland 
Empire shows how neoliberal spatial developmentalism was born within the 
realm of Native American administration between the 1930s and 1950s.50

Architecture played a key role in this intellectual and technical transfor-
mation of subjectivity and land. This book shows how design came to ground 
neoliberalism’s “epistemological structure of disavowal, an epistemologi-
cal framing, a way of seeing and not seeing.”51 Design offered a specific set 
of spatial technologies for managing Native nations—a mode of technical 
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expertise to channel the deployment of law in exceptionalized spaces like Na-
tive American reservations.52 To understand this transformation, however, 
we must first unpack where the canonical account of midcentury California 
modernism came from and then read it backwards, from the land.

Desert Modern

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, a number of modern archi-
tects based in Southern California developed techniques to situate and frame 
the relation between building and land that would later become canonical to 
the discipline. In projects like Richard Neutra’s Desert House (1943–46) for 
Edgar Kaufmann in Palm Springs, the architect configured the steel structure 
as a formidable perch on the vast planes of the Coachella Valley. With floor-to-
ceiling sliding-glass walls, cantilevered open corners, and sumptuous outdoor 
porches, the design attempted to gather the whole desert landscape, creating a 
sensation of spaciousness beyond the actual physical limits of the house and its 
lot—setting a new architectural standard for the emblematic midcentury mod-
ern effect of blending inside and out, even as these were starkly demarcated.53

Framed by the surrounding San Jacinto Mountains to the west and the 
Little San Bernardino Mountains to the east, the house’s terraces offered 
secluded sanctuaries to take in the therapeutic desert breeze. The relative 
articulation of architectural elements—massing, orientation, topographic 
emplacement, landscaping, windows, and eaves detailing—was designed to 
generate a near-sublime sense of possibility, collapsing near and far, the in-
timate and the cosmic. As architectural historian Alice T. Friedman put it, 
“Here was a dream of leisure, glamour, and desire lived out against a back-
ground of a desert landscape held in check by unseen forces.”54 But what 
were these forces, and how were they “unseen”?

We might consider the tools by which the boundaries between the house 
and the landscape were dissimulated. If the earlier California modernist 
Irving Gill had imagined his starkly geometric architecture as eventually 
blending building and land through bucolic weathering and planting—
akin to romantic monuments inspired by Spanish mission ruins55—Neutra 
choreographed a sense of unencumbered access to the land as something 
external yet eminently available from the home itself. This visual conceit 
was supported by the building’s placement on the land itself, accentuating 
certain physical connections through sectional changes and continuities. 
In the Desert House, for example, the main living area was subtly elevated 
from the southern boundary wall so that the interior-exterior flooring, flush 
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with the planted lawn, led the eye over and above the boulders and hedges 
shielding the street, thus focusing the inhabitant’s attention on a succession 
of mountains cresting into the horizon (figures I.3 and I.4).

These techniques—accentuating connections and dissimulating 
boundaries—exalted the experiential relation between the house and the 
desert landscape. Neutra’s (and his celebrated photographer, Julius Shul-
man’s) architectural reputation was rooted in this ability to mythologize the 
relation between modern architecture and land as one of total access, craft-
ing sensational views and sectional shifts as keys to designing the thresh-
olds between interior and exterior. Yet this was a double-edged mythology 
of access: Private projects like the Desert House prevented access to sacred 
Agua Caliente burial grounds in the area—a reminder of whose mythologies 
such architectures and images actually memorialized, and what laws were 
actually in place to secure whose access to land.56

As one of the earliest and most publicized examples of this indoor-
outdoor design mythology of settler access in the American West, the Desert 

I.3 ​ Desert House, built for Edgar Kaufmann, ca. 1946. Richard 
Neutra, architect. South view from the main living area. Photo 
by Julius Shulman. © J. Paul Getty Trust. Getty Research Insti-
tute, Los Angeles (2004.R.10).
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House became a founding classic of the architectural history canon now 
known as Southern California midcentury modernism, and within this field, 
as “Desert Modern.”57 Shortly thereafter, other landmark projects would be 
built nearby.58 These homes followed in the Desert House’s footsteps through 
exemplifying the kind of relaxed indoor-outdoor design that came to be cel-
ebrated as an exceptionally midcentury modern American way of life—not 
only in its apparently casual demeanor, blurring house functions (living, 
cooking) and cultural conventions (privacy, publicity), but also in celebrat-
ing the growth of a world of domestic leisure and commodities crafted to 
the changing tastes of consumers through an ever-evolving capitalist mar-
ket.59 By the early postwar period, in other words, the spatial design tech-
niques inaugurated by Gill and developed by Neutra and others had become 
formulaic—a reified architectural ideology ready to be deployed at mass scale. 
Like a well-designed consumer product, architecture would fulfill a prede-
termined set of requirements according to the subject’s personal choices and 
biological functions—reifying a standardized architectural subject coded as 
middle class, heteronormative, male, and white.60

I.4 ​ Plan for the Desert House, built for Edgar Kaufmann, 
ca. 1945. Richard Neutra, architect. Courtesy of the Neutra 
Institute.
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In turn, moreover, the land itself was subordinated to the building 
user’s ostensible behaviors and desires according to seemingly objective, 
scientific knowledge.61 Through various architectural rationalizations, 
the land itself was presented as a given, a stable referent, historically and 
technically—not something that would ever call into question the power 
relations and contested histories that underpinned these architectures. 
By the 1950s, the combination of mass consumerism and the modernist 
dream of building a universal single-family housing prototype were both 
propelled and produced by the formatting of land as an inert plane ame-
nable to potentially infinite division and multiplication: the speculative 
landscape of apparently limitless suburban growth (figure I.5).62 In Craig 
Ellwood’s modernist homes of this period, for example, the obsession with 
the standardized steel frame utterly overwhelms the land. Entire cantile-
vered floors, essentially inhabitable structural steel grids wrapped in glass, 
hover above the California hills in great displays of sheer indifference to 
land: Gill’s geometric simplicity sublimated to its final logic, minus the 
nostalgia (figure I.6).

These modernist architectural approaches to land were neither entirely 
new nor merely scientific but rather were variations on picturesque, pas-
toral, and romantic ideologies of landscape through new design technolo-
gies, practices, and materials.63 As such, they rearticulated the foundational 
separations between subject and world, private and public, at the core of 
liberalism—nature as passive backdrop for individual human agency. Al-
though modernist homes entrenched the appearance of the land as an empty 
and ahistorical platform for architectural experimentation, the buildings were 
nodes within a systematized landscape of trade and migration enabling the 
occupation and commodification of land (and everything on it) that had 
been planned and constructed over the prior two centuries. The land was not 
pregiven as an undefined “constitutive outside” of nature or law.64 Instead, it 
had been designed through competing projects: Indigenous political orders 
and modes of land stewardship on the one hand, and the spatial expansions 
of capitalist empire-building on the other.65

Inland Empire: California Modernism, Inside Out

This book addresses different aspects of the relationship between Indigenous 
and modernist technics—reframing this relationship around the land poli-
tics from where it actually emerged rather than as a tendentious dialectic 
to be sublimated or disavowed.66 A simple territorial map locating seminal 
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Desert Modern homes would show that their history was deeply contingent 
on their locations abutting Native American reservation lands; this was a 
crucial condition of possibility for their formal and technical innovations.67 
Palm Springs itself was built on and around the Agua Caliente’s checker-
boarded reservation—a common pattern of Native landownership under 
US colonialism, though not often present in urbanized areas dominated by 
settler development. Classic modernist works like Neutra’s Desert House and 
Miller House (1937) were in fact perched directly across the divide between 
US land and Tribal land (plates 4 and 5).

The checkerboard resulted from nineteenth-century settlement projects. 
As the United States ramped up the colonization of California, the tracks of 
the transcontinental Southern Pacific Railroad were laid across the Coachella 
Valley in 1876. The train brought more visitors to the area, first for agriculture 

I.5 ​ Aerial view of the Upper Coachella Valley with Palm 
Springs at the base of Mount San Jacinto. In the foreground 
(bottom right), the Southern Pacific Railroad tracks cut diag-
onally across the sand. In the middle ground, multiple tract-
housing projects are under construction, showing the spread of 
suburbanization in the Colorado Desert, ca. 1950s. Courtesy of 
Palm Springs Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.
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and then for tourism. However, the state’s payment to the railroad was in 
alternate one-square-mile land sections, leaving a checkerboard pattern of 
private and public landownership along the US land grid. Thus, when Presi-
dent Ulysses Grant signed the executive order creating the Agua Caliente 
Reservation in the same year (1876), only the public, even-numbered sec-
tions were reserved for the Agua Caliente. This interlocking pattern became 
fundamental to the subsequent development of the region, including its 
modernist architecture. More than two dozen additional reservations would 
be created in the Inland Empire over the next three decades, making it the 
area with the highest number of federally recognized Indigenous nations in 
the entire United States—a “perforated” mode of sovereignty that created a 
complex legal terrain for Native struggle (plate 6).68

I.6 ​ Smith House, Case Study House No. 16, Los Angeles, Cali-
fornia, 1958. Craig Ellwood Associates, architects. Photograph 
by Marvin Rand. Marvin Rand Archive, College of Environ-
mental Design, Cal Poly, Pomona.
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As the city of Palm Springs grew, it did so mostly on the non-reservation 
private sections. Settler authorities actively mobilized the checkerboard pat-
tern into a series of impediments, neither fully allowing the Tribe to engage in 
land sales or leases nor recognizing their sovereign jurisdiction to craft their 
own laws, zoning policies, or plans. As a result, by the time of Palm Springs’ 
touristic explosion in the 1930s, the reservation land appeared empty and 
“untouched”—terra nullius for modernist experimentation.69 In reality, Tribal 
development was being legally thwarted by what Agua Caliente Tribal Chair-
woman Vyola Olinger called the checkerboard’s “fragmented jurisdiction.”70

This fragmented territorial pattern throughout Southern California ef-
fectively blocked development on large inland areas of the state—but in so 
doing, it also created a bank of land for settlers’ aestheticization and specula-
tion. In other words, part of the reason Desert Modern buildings came to be 
canonized as architecturally exemplary has to do with the colonial history of 
the lands they occupied, a basic relationship—the politics of architecture and 
land under US settler colonialism—that has been largely neglected within 
the field of architectural history.71 Accounting for this relationship requires 
a critical reconstruction of the established genealogy of midcentury modern-
ism in California, a process that must be understood as codifying an “inside-
out” logic: ostensibly subaltern spaces, margins, peripheries, and hinterlands 
becoming the sites for momentous political and economic changes due to 
the capitalist drive for land.72

In California, this means contending with the history of the Inland Em-
pire, as its relatively remote location from the more urbanized coast made 
possible two crucial historical phenomena in the first decades of the twen-
tieth century. On the one hand, as a repository of seemingly empty land, 
it became an operational and sacrificial landscape for the United States at 
large, key to the formation of a new postwar US hegemony. On the other 
hand, the Inland Empire remained a haven for Native American nations 
until precisely midcentury—it was only with the development of projects in 
rural San Diego, Palm Springs, and the surrounding deserts from the 1920s 
onward that systematic federally sponsored dynamics of spatial removal and 
assimilation effectively began, through modernist designs.73 

This juxtaposition underscores why both midcentury modernization 
and modernism required Native termination, even as certain industries—
especially tourism and architecture—benefited considerably from the legal 
limbo in which Native land was mired. As long as the land remained empty 
and undevelopable, it would be eminently exploitable visually, recreation-
ally, and financially as a speculative real estate asset.74
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In this context, a group of European and American architects who 
called themselves modernists began working in Palm Springs and across 
the broader Inland Empire—from the plains east of Los Angeles and the val-
leys of rural San Diego to the Colorado and Mojave Deserts—in the 1920s 
and beyond (figure I.7). However they did not arrive in an empty place but 
one long replete with Native nations having their own economies, societies, 
and political structures.

Before the upheavals of Spanish, Mexican, and US colonialism, the Na-
tive nations of the Inland Empire were organized politically in thousands 
of interdependent small-village communities of hundreds of people, each 
specializing in particular trades and products that were exchanged through 
formalized cultural and political procedures. These “landscapes were already 
highly manicured when the Franciscan missionaries arrived,” subject to so-
phisticated Indigenous practices for social, food, economic, and security 
purposes.75 As Tongva and Acjachemen scholar Charles Sepulveda describes, 

I.7 ​ Bird’s-eye view of Southern California’s Inland Empire, 
advertising a speculative land development (gridded, not to 
scale) in the Mojave Desert, 1928. Rudolph M. Schindler Pa-
pers, uc Santa Barbara.
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“Indians were California’s architects. Natives built their structures of found 
and tended-to natural materials, creating homes and communal structures 
that were essentially part of the environment. California Indian buildings 
were temporary by design, leaving few traces on the landscape. The settle-
ments of California Indians showed them living lightly, responsibly, and 
sustainably. Native ways of using the environment contrasted profoundly 
with that of early European settlers, who valued the land primarily for the 
extractive resources it could provide.”76

Native societies throughout Southern California were structured around 
a “kin-communal” mode of production, whereby “collective control and ap-
propriation” of materials and resources were codified in social norms, laws, 
and practices based on cooperation between and across different villages, 
families, and divisions of labor, which were not strictly gendered.77 Thus, 
the idea of the single-family home as a nuclear unit of society did not exist; 
rather, entire communities were the unit of social reproduction, involving a 
number of villages organized cooperatively.78 While political and spiritual 
leadership was often hereditary, the broader community of elders held ef-
fective say over leaders’ legitimacy and tenure, ensuring that their mode of 
government remained one of “democratic form: autonomous self-sufficient 
villages linked together by kinship, marriage, exchange relations, and simi-
lar languages.”79 Geopolitical confederations among different nations were 
common before colonization and have continued to this day.80

Against these political structures, the Inland Empire’s modernization 
was driven since the nineteenth century by an influx of exploited and in-
dentured labor into the region, including Native labor.81 Before then, the 
Native nations of the Inland Empire were relatively undisturbed by Spanish 
and Mexican colonialism: In the 1840s, before the Mexican-American War 
and eventual incorporation of California into the United States in 1850, the 
state’s Native population stood at around 150,000 people, about half of what 
it had been before the arrival of Spanish missionaries in the late eighteenth 
century.82 Although the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo between the United 
States and Mexico (1848) had guaranteed three-quarters of the land in the 
new state of California for Native people, this provision was not upheld by the 
United States—in fact, Native people were denied suffrage, citizenship, and 
land rights.83 By the 1850s, at the height of the Gold Rush, the state had begun  
an organized genocidal campaign to eliminate Native Americans—“only 
30,000 survived the following maelstrom.”84 The state’s first piece of legisla-
tion, the ironically titled Act for the Government and Protection of Indians 
(1850) was passed summarily in nine days and established a “de jure system 
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of California Indian servitude,” stipulating that white settlers could arrest 
Native American adults for “loitering” in public spaces and organizing a sys-
tem of “convict-leasing legislation” that effectively legalized Native slavery.85

The act also made it easier to dispossess and exploit Native workers. It 
transferred all Native jurisdiction to local settlers—including contested land 
settlements in places like Los Angeles and San Diego; made Native American 
testimony against whites inadmissible in court; sanctioned the kidnapping 
and exploitation of Native children; prohibited Native landscape manage-
ment practices; and compelled and deputized Native leaders to enforce these 
regulations on their own people. As such, the coerced exploitation of Native 
Americans—the region’s main source of labor—working for little or no pay 
in the ranches and fields of Southern California became commonplace.86

Parallel to this systematic campaign of genocide, criminalization, slav-
ery, and exploitation, the state dispatched three “Indian agents” in 1851 to 
negotiate land treaties with California’s Native nations.87 Eighteen treaties 
were signed in the Native villages of Temecula and Santa Ysabel, granting 
Native nations about a seventh of the state’s entire land area (see plate 10).88 
However, these land concessions were strongly opposed by the settlers and 
ranchers who dominated Southern California’s politics, which led to the trea-
ties being secretly left unratified by Congress—a fact that was only disclosed 
by the United States in 1905.89 Instead, in 1851 Congress passed an Act to 
Ascertain and Settle the Private Land Claims in California, which was used 
to prevent the certification of Native land titles through bureaucratic obfus-
cations and manipulations, effectively dispossessing the majority of Native 
Americans from their lands.90

In tandem with this act, a policy of reservations was enacted to contain 
the Native population in what many considered “as something between a 
prison and a concentration camp.”91 Meanwhile a newspaper “suggested that 
the federal government might purchase Baja California and there erect a mas-
sive reservation.”92 These policies led to the coercive acculturation of Native 
Americans in the 1850s and 1860s to the US capitalist system, many of whom 
“preferred to pursue highly modified versions of their traditional economies 
in the interstices and beyond the boundaries of the towns, ranches, farms, 
[and] vineyards” and accept meager reservations under duress as a way of 
holding on to some of their land.93

By 1860, approximately 20 percent of an estimated total population of 
35,000 Native people in Southern California worked as domestic laborers, 
with many uncounted because they were either in reservations or considered 
“in flight or rebellion.”94 In 1862, the federal government passed the Pacific 
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Railway Act and the Homestead Act, which transformed the region into a 
new national market for agricultural goods and a destination for settlers. 
Many Native Americans worked in the construction of the Southern Pacific 
and other railroad projects through the 1870s.95 At the same time, specula-
tive agricultural ventures were taking up more land, leading the state to des-
ignate further Native American reservations to contain the conflict between 
encroaching settlers and Indigenous peoples.

The same capitalist forces that were fragmenting and containing Native 
American life were also institutionalized to racialize and govern migrant 
populations such as Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, and Hispanic workers, 
who were channeled toward laboring in mines, farms, fields, construction, 
and domestic service.96 Racial discrimination abetted the promise of desert 
homesteads for white settlers who flocked to the Inland Empire to organize 
horticultural ventures. By the early twentieth century, as the political and 
economic leaders of Los Angeles became notoriously anti–organized labor 
and sought to attract disaffected industrial corporations from the East, ever 
larger numbers of workers were drawn to Southern California, causing land 
prices to spike and leading to the speculative housing developments that es-
tablished its enduring racially segregated land-use pattern.97 The growth of 
Los Angeles led to more tourists and settlers arriving in the Inland Empire, 
many seeking to work the land as part of policymakers’ plans for “internal 
colonization.”98

In tandem with urban industrial growth, by the mid-twentieth century 
the Inland Empire was reconstituted as the ultimate frontier of Southern 
California’s suburbanization—an abundant reserve of land and resources, 
including surplus labor, opened for plunder by large and small capitalists.99 
Given the increasing competition for land, consolidation ensued: Agricul-
tural monopolies turned the Inland Empire from a site of white individual 
and cooperative settlement to one of corporate conglomerates serving the 
food needs of the entire nation.100 In parallel, settler communities began 
incorporating as cities in order to govern themselves—and often, in order 
to protect their status as racial and class havens. As a result, the threats to 
Native American land bases also increased: Large areas were now in conten-
tion in terms of jurisdiction and land use. Thus, the continued development 
of Southern California at midcentury was premised on terminating Native 
landownership and self-governance.

Throughout, however, Native nations continued resisting this wave of 
colonial settlement, now taking shape through modernist technics, eventu-
ally resulting in the paradoxical example of the Agua Caliente’s Palm Springs 
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Spa in 1960. Before then, in the first half of the twentieth century, resistance 
had taken shape spatially through the continued building of Native architec-
tures within and across reservations, the development of housing and infra-
structure in the Indian New Deal, and pan-Indigenous organizations, such 
as the Mission Indian Federation, which institutionalized its own political, 
legal, and security systems as a direct and explicit challenge to US sover-
eignty and jurisdiction.101

Epistemologies of Land

These Native jurisdictional challenges took place through formal legal and 
political channels, via meetings with officials and lawsuits in state and federal 
courts.102 But jurisdictional challenges were also codified in other ways. At 
stake in this struggle wasn’t just a contest for land but also “an epistemologi-
cal framing, a way of seeing and not seeing” the land.103 Part of the reason 
modernist architecture wielded hegemonic power was the way it natural-
ized certain ways of framing, seeing—and not seeing—the land. For this 
reason, it is important to denaturalize the epistemologies by which land 
was apprehended—physically, aesthetically, technically, and cognitively. If 
liberalism encodes particular relations between subjects and worlds, liberal 
modes of design are a key way in which such figurations are materialized.

For California modernists, design was a way of synthesizing the dia-
lectic between human agency and nature, with “land” generally being cast 
as a natural object available to human subjects for manipulation, resulting 
in landscapes dominated by architecture. Even when this relationship was 
construed in subtle or romantic terms, the land’s Indigenous histories and 
presences were subordinated to modernist narratives and imperatives.104 
The desert, in particular, lent itself to this highly gendered frontier binary—
pioneering men making the desert bloom.105 Whether it was Gill’s redemp-
tive architectures inspired by the ideals of the Arts & Crafts movement 
or Albert Frey’s sublimations of the Inland Empire as a universal space of 
“unlimited possibility” for architectural experimentation, modernist works 
weren’t just the result of abstract, aesthetic speculation—they also rested on 
particular understandings of land.106 Yet they mostly assumed the land as 
an unchanging epistemic datum, not something that required translation 
across epistemologies.

However, as I show in this book, midcentury modernism was intimately 
configured by intersecting histories, entangling diverse epistemologies of 
settler colonization and its resistance by Indigenous nations. Modernist 
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practices did not develop in a historical or epistemic vacuum but rather 
were codified in relation to other ways of knowing and acting on the land—
what I call “epistemologies of land” to problematize the ways in which nar-
rations and representations of land become naturalized, escaping historical 
and political contestation.107

To open up naturalized epistemologies to contestation means engag-
ing the problem of translation—how can one use a particular discourse, 
such as architectural history and theory, to engage modes of seeing, under-
standing, and being that inherently challenge that discourse’s hegemonic 
status, whether as a matter of linguistic difference, cultural literacy, or even 
access?108 These are thorny issues of positionality that require careful com-
parative analyses across epistemologies to parse how frames of legibility and 
legitimation are organized, authorizing some representations and disavowing 
others.109 Complicating matters further, moreover, despite the asymmetric 
power relations produced by colonialism, translations and mistranslations 
occur in multiple directions—not only from metropole to periphery, but also 
from the margins to the center, with hegemony contingently at play in all 
cases.110 From this perspective, we can ask: How does architecture organize 
land relations of perception, use, governance, and domination, and how does 
it do so in hegemonic or counterhegemonic ways?111

Midcentury California modernism is one such hegemonic epistemol-
ogy of land, constituted in dialectical relation to the counterhegemonic land 
epistemologies and practices of Native Californians. Although few, if any, 
architectural histories of California modernism have taken up this compara-
tive inquiry, there have been many critical histories written about the Inland 
Empire, including many recent Native American ones.112 These histories 
reframe the very grounds upon which settler mythologies are built, not just 
by foregrounding different populations’ concerns, but also by expanding the 
range of ways of seeing and experiencing the land.

The contemporary Cahuilla photographer and writer Lewis deSoto, for 
example, describes the Inland Empire as a substantively more profound and 
exhilarating place than the California coast. The desert, he writes, is able 
to capture “the haze of past, present, and future” in all its simultaneity—a 
“more ancient and primal” place where “all the efforts of humanity feel like a 
thin crust applied on the surface.”113 Here, cosmologies, systems of thought, 
political action, and modes of stewarding or destroying the land compete in 
an unruly and explosive contest for hegemony. Observing the sublime an-
tinomy of this struggle in the Inland Empire, he comments on modernism’s 
brutal changes over the land with calculated ambivalence, mixing haunting 
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and wonder, melancholy and elation: “It was an empire of things. Oranges, 
tract homes, steel, freeways, earthquakes and floods, desert and deep water. 
Crackling fire in the hills. It was an empire of smog, the asthma it gave me, 
that is still with me to this day. It was the empire of mountains, deserts, and 
weird inland seas. It was marvelous and abject. It was filled with opposites: 
blue mountains with white snow presiding over crispy weeds and sunbaked 
lots, balmy palms.”114 By connecting Cahuilla visuality and language with 
the modern dynamics that shape land use and change, deSoto offers bridges 
between worlds and epistemologies that are often understood as separate. His 
account does not deny either the Indigeneity of the place nor its modernity, 
epitomized in the various transformations of the land. Rather, he shows that 
the Inland Empire’s singularly modern phenomena, “the full range of ele
ments that compel and inspire—the vast public works, the neighborhoods 
both grand and beat down, the air fragrant with citrus and acrid from smog 
and industry”—were here modulated through a “redistribution of power as 
it related to cosmology,” both settler and Indigenous (plate 7).115

DeSoto’s is a project of “(re)storying the land,” in the words that 
Gabrielino-Tongva scholars Theresa Stewart-Ambo and Kelly Stewart have 
used to describe efforts to “(re)write/right/rite the past for a prosperous In-
digenous future.”116 This is not just a celebration of sublimated diversity, a 
happy synthesis that may be easily accommodated by US liberal multicultur-
alism, but an epistemology of land unique to the Inland Empire—and distinct 
from the colonial ones reviewed in each chapter of this book, which sought 
to integrate Indigeneity at the price of land dispossession.

The chief difference between liberal and radical Indigenous concep-
tions of land is the latter’s focus on active relationality. According to Tanana 
Athabascan scholar Dian Million, Indigenous peoples’ epistemologies are 
co-constituted via land “practices and disciplines of place, the protocol for 
relations between people, all life forms, spirit, and entity that are the places 
we inhabit.”117 Native “land” doesn’t mark a simple territorial claim, a geo
graphically bounded space, but is rather a system of interdependencies 
among human and nonhuman entities that must be enacted.118 Thus, Indig-
enous sovereignty cannot be understood as static—referencing an inert plot 
of earth or a set of written precepts—but is instead intrinsically embodied 
and in motion, always requiring interpretation and performance.119

This is precisely the opposite of notions of property and sovereignty 
under US hegemony, which structurally prefigure Native immobility or 
death as conditions of their own existence. For Million, Indigenous sover-
eignty challenges this hegemonic sovereignty, offering instead “the power 
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of lived and performed epistemological practices that might possibly be 
change rather than an irretrievable loss, a fountain of sorrow, or an object 
of recovery.”120 Similarly, Seneca scholar Mishuana Goeman writes that In-
digenous “(re)mapping is not just about regaining what is lost and return-
ing to an original and pure point in history, but instead understanding the 
processes that have defined our current spatialities to sustain vibrant Native 
futures.”121 In this definition, land is alive with emergent and unpredictable 
relations—not merely haunted by past traumas and ongoing predations, 
and not just a generic template for environmental stewardship, but an op-
portunity for critical renewal in the very process of examining and making 
Indigenous spatialities.122

To see Indigenous land as active and alive, beyond the generic episte-
mological templates of midcentury modernism, is a key challenge posed 
by this book. The history of Native American relations to architecture and 
planning complicates hegemonic narratives, suggesting that modernism was 
always entangled with its “others”—even when it systematically disavowed 
the alternative epistemologies of land on which it was built.123

Structure of the Book

This book is structured around architectures that articulated historical dy-
namics of Indigenous termination and survivance, prototyping spatial tech-
nics of neoliberalization and resistance. Each chapter examines a particular 
epistemology of land as it was transformed by a particular architectural dis-
course or technique, illuminating specific connections between midcentury 
modernism, settler-colonial capitalism, and struggles for Native American 
self-determination.

Chapter 1 shows how struggles over sovereignty in Southern Califor-
nia since the nineteenth century construed particular histories and ways 
of occupying the land that disavowed Native labor over it, including In-
digenous economic and geopolitical governance systems that were articu-
lated around the ramada as a key spatial technology. Instead of seeing such 
systems of governance in Native architectures, modernist designers and 
historians—from Irving Gill and Albert Frey to Frederick Gutheim and 
Catherine Bauer—concerned themselves with the ramada as a “primitive 
hut,” an ideological symbol of architectural and racial evolution rather than 
a node in a different epistemological and geopolitical network. In this way, a 
particular architectural legacy of historical legitimation emerged that appro-
priated certain technical aspects of the ramada while eliding its Indigenous 
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significance, assimilating it as an architectural type akin to colonial mission 
courtyards, and thus obscuring and replacing other ways of organizing 
politics and land. The chapter explores how historical genealogies and epis-
temologies of architecture are themselves enmeshed in the problem of rep-
resenting sovereignty—both seeking to legitimate particular discourses of 
sovereignty as well as construing the land technics that underpin sovereign 
claims through particular representational means, including ethnography, 
photography, cartography, and architectural typology.

These struggles for architectural and political definition are examined 
further in chapter 2, with a focus on how Native American reservations and 
allotments problematized the legal and regulatory distinction between sov-
ereignty and property. Analyzing the social-scientific methods deployed by 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs in the 1930s, the chapter traces a spatial turn in 
logics and instruments that enrolled Native identities and economies into 
state regulation, including the establishment of metrics for community devel-
opment, housing, and its others—criminalization and dispossession. Through 
technologies of inscription like social surveys and performance evaluations 
of gendered architectural vernaculars, an apparatus of community inclusion 
was produced that could, ironically, be refashioned as a tool of exclusion once 
termination policies were mobilized in the postwar period. The rationaliza-
tion of allotment as a technocratic design project heralded the prototyping of 
neoliberal policies of land and subjectivity following the emerging models of 
transaction costs and property rights emanating from hegemonic schools of 
thought in law and economics. Victor Gruen’s designs for the Agua Caliente 
Reservation were a key instrument in this rationalization of Native Ameri-
can allotment, which took place amid the wholesale expulsion of non-Native 
labor from the reservation in the 1950s and 1960s.

Chapter 3 examines how architectural design structured a corporate 
logistics complex that systematically dislocated labor in this period. Tracing 
the techno-politics of an increasingly monopolized yet fragmented construc-
tion industry, it shows how technologies of architectural prefabrication were 
crucial to the delamination of workers according to race and class. Canoni-
cal midcentury modernist architects like Albert Frey, William Cody, Donald 
Wexler, and William Krisel were influential actors in this field, designing 
divisions of labor and logistical assemblages for maximum managerial ef-
ficiency and profitability, which reproduced the logics of human expulsion 
and land dispossession that made them possible in the first place. Such vi-
sions of techno-economic integration became central to the United States’ 
ideological bid during the Cold War, grounding the project of deploying 
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American technology transfer through systems of construction—particularly 
housing—as a utopian solution to global “underdevelopment.”

Relations between architectural production and political organization 
are further explored in chapter 4, which focuses on how the Inland Empire’s 
pattern of explosive growth was predicated on the extraction and distribu-
tion of groundwater to feed the suburbanization of land, organized through 
new technologies of environmental design. Massive developments in agricul-
ture and tourism—such as the expansion of golf courses in the desert—were 
possible because of particular arrangements of jurisdiction over groundwater 
between local, state, and federal authorities. The Agua Caliente, however, had 
an ancestral stake in such water. Their claims over groundwater challenged 
the state’s jurisdiction through their development of the Palm Springs Spa 
in the 1950s—a project that exposed the precarious ways in which water and 
Tribal jurisdiction were politically, culturally, technically, and economically 
apportioned.

The complex mechanisms of delegated authority that the Tribe had to 
contend with in order to develop the project contrasted sharply with the gen-
eralized pattern of desert development, where individual property owners 
could simply dig wells and claim the water as their own. The chapter explores 
this private infrastructure model through the building of Sunnylands, the 
so-called Camp David of the West, a sprawling estate designed by A. Quincy 
Jones and Frederick Emmons for Walter and Eleanor Annenberg at Rancho 
Mirage in the late 1960s. This project boasted its own private golf course, 
having been designed as a monument to an emerging American neoliberal 
consensus organized around the purported efficiency of natural resource 
allocation through private market mechanisms.

Finally, the coda explores how neoliberal hegemony was naturalized ar-
chitecturally through the incorporation of Native aesthetics—a culmination 
of the idea that midcentury modernism could effectively take root in par
ticular locales of the world, becoming a paragon of modernist regionalism. 
The chapter addresses this liberal confluence between regionalism, Indig-
enous rights, and democratic capitalism, as modeled in the early postwar 
period via efforts of US and Latin American elites to formalize diplomatic, 
political, and economic ties between the Native peoples of North and South 
America. This marked a hegemonic shift toward Indigenism that disavowed 
the more radical ambitions of the American Indian Movement and other 
projects for Indigenous decolonial modernization. This conclusion reflects 
on the problem of hegemony and the fate of Indigenous movements for 
self-determination worldwide at the end of the termination period, arguing 
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that midcentury modern architecture attempted to symbolize Indigeneity 
precisely as a mode of hegemonic co-option.

Other Modernities

To regionalize modernism was to make modernism appear more natural 
in its place, to naturalize the conditions of modernization by which it was 
designed and built—attempting to neutralize the anticapitalist potential of 
the Red Power movement. This effort affected Native peoples directly but 
without their full and free consent. Just as the principles of neoliberalism 
were beginning to gain ground among governing elites, Congress passed 
the Indian Self-Determination Act in 1975, which had been promoted by 
President Nixon (a regular guest at Sunnylands). At the same time, Native 
American vernacular architecture was beginning to be institutionalized in 
practice, history, and theory, as shown by Judith Chafee’s Ramada House of 
1975 and a steady growth of publications on the subject since then.124

Today, the uncritical and symbolic reappropriation of Native design as 
an unchanging panacea continues unabated, a premise that both racializes 
and essentializes it while disavowing the very realities of Indigenous his-
tories and futurities. Such a homogenizing view neglects the sheer variety 
of ways in which Indigenous architects and thinkers are developing their 
work.125 Similarly, the case studies assembled here show that there never 
was a modern architecture without Indigenous political struggles and that, 
indeed, as scholars like Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, María Josefina Saldaña-
Portillo, Philip Deloria, and Jean O’Brien have argued, “Indigenous peoples 
have always been modern.”126

Both discourses of subjugation, such as neoliberalism, and of resistance, 
such as critical Indigenous theory, merit closer historical architectural exami-
nations in light of the actual spatial struggles of Indigenous peoples beyond 
those offered by voluntarist desires of “delinking” from modernity.127 Mo-
dernity isn’t done with us, so we’re not done with it.128 Addressing modernity 
as something more than merely oppressive—as holding emancipatory po-
tentials despite its brutal history—requires parsing the issues of translation, 
projection, and sublimation that have often accompanied the projects and 
discourses of both its proselytizers and its antagonists.129 This is not merely 
a problem of replacing one epistemology with another but of understand-
ing how epistemologies are embodied and emplaced—how they come to be 
encoded in the material world through particular procedures and opera-
tions. Epistemologies don’t exist in the abstract. In this sense, design can be 
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understood as embodying particular mediatory techniques between episte-
mologies and worlds; attention to design products and techniques can open 
up the politics of land and architecture to more careful analyses—attentive 
to multiple histories, multiple relationalities, and multiple contradictions.

As the various case studies of this book show, midcentury modern ar-
chitecture is much more dialectical, ambiguous, and multivalent than its 
canonical historiography would suggest. Its epistemologies and its histo-
ries are not homogenous and unalloyed but rather layered and complex—
including myriad engagements with Native American epistemologies and 
histories of design. Building situated epistemic frameworks to understand 
and challenge architectural modernity’s contradictions and multiplicities is 
a key condition of possibility for thinking and acting against the twinned 
structures of capitalism and colonialism—to write more critical histories, 
and to build other modernities.
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