
Deniz ÜNVER

Researcher

 

On 15 March 2021, the United States Senate voted to confirm Deb Haaland, a Native 
American and a member of Laguna Pueblo Tribe, as the Secretary of the Interior[1] in the 
administration of the US President Joe Biden. Haaland, who had previously received 
attention for being elected as one of the two first female Native Americans in the US 
Congress in 2018[2], made history once again and became the first Native American to 
serve as a US cabinet secretary by winning 50 to 41 votes. This was achieved even 
though most of the Republican Senators voted against her after hearing her views on 
clean energy and criticisms on the reliance on fossil fuels.

Her success received great praise from indigenous activists and NGOs in the US. 
Indigenous Environmental Network, for example, congratulated Deb Haaland and stated 
that, Haaland leading the Department of Interior is a historic and necessary step to 
healing the tribal relationships with the United States.[3] Another praise came from 
Wilfred Herrera Jr., chairman of All Pueblo Council of Governors and former governor of 
Haalands hometown, who called it as a defining moment[4] for indigenous people in the 
US.

Despite those praises and approvals, it can be observed that many Republican Senators 
were not pleased with Haalands election. Haaland was first criticized by Republican 
Senators due to her commitment to the New Green Deal and her opposition to fossil fuel 
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projects and drilling activities within the US. Many Republican Senators have insistently 
stated that her promises could cause job losses for the American people. For instance, 
Republican Senator John Barosso, a member of the Senate Energy and Natural Resources 
Committee, explained that, Representative Haalands policy views and lack of substantive 
answers during her confirmation hearing, in my opinion disqualify her for this job[5]. 
Haaland answered these accusations and claims by suggesting that, There's no question 
that fossil energy does and will continue to play a major role in America for years to 
come ☀ [But] Our climate challenge must be addressed.[6] From this statement, it can be 
understood that Haaland is determined to strive for a future with clean energy despite 
knowing the that change must be gradual since the current configuration of energy 
extraction is indispensable for the US.

It can be said that her success for having been designated as the US Secretary of the 
Interior has been perceived as a progressive moment for the US, since this development 
denotes a landmark in the indigenous peoples relationship with the US government[7]. 
Haalands being the Secretary of the Interior in the Biden administration is also a 
significant development for democracy for two reasons. First, it is important for all 
minorities, who have in one form or another gone through a history of discrimination in 
the US, in terms of their representation within the political system of the country. Second, 
it is crucial for the future of democracy in the US in terms of human rights, which has 
become questionable after the recent wide-spread protests in the aftermath of George 
Floyds, an African American citizens murder by a police officer.   

It must be known that the history of the US is filled with assimilation and discrimination 
against Native Americans. For instance, a report written in 1851 by then Secretary of the 
Interior, Alexander H.H. Stuart, stressed that, The only alternatives left are to civilize or to 
exterminate indigenous people[8]. 200 years later, Deb Haaland explained what this 
meant when she was nominated: This moment is profound when we consider the fact that 
a former secretary of the interior once proclaimed his goal to, quote, civilize or 
exterminate us. Im a living testament of that horrific ideology. I also stand on the 
shoulders of my ancestors and all the people who have sacrificed so that I can be here.[9]
This speech gives emphasis to the long history of discrimination and oppression that the 
native Americans have been facing for years.

Despite the state violence and discrimination they have endured, Native Americans have 
a long history in the American continent. Before European settlers came to their land, the 
indigenous people had a population of approximately 10 million[10]. After the 1630s, 
European colonists started to invade indigenous peoples lands and impose European 
values and Christianity on these people[11]. During this process, Europeans actions 
triggered famines in indigenous peoples lands and brought diseases like influenza, 
smallpox, and syphilis against which indigenous people had no immunity. Due to such 
facts, the indigenous population fell dramatically. However, after the US was established 
as an independent country, the US Congress signed a deal with Native Americans and 
officially recognized them and their rights in their lands. Despite this, the main policy of 
the US government was to assimilate the indigenous population and exterminate this 
Indian problem by 1975. In the nineteenth century, thousands of Native Americans were 
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exiled from their lands and many died during this forced exile. All this state violence 
caused the indigenous population to plummet, while eradicating indigenous languages 
and culture.

In 2021, according to US Census Bureau, the total population of Native Americans in the 
US is 6.79 million, which makes up the 2.09 percent of the US population[12] and this 
population is still subject to substantial discrimination in many areas of their lives[13]. 
According to a study published in 2019, it was found that 32 percent of Native Americans 
had an experience of unequal treatment by police officers while another 32 percent of 
them believed that they were treated unfairly by the courts[14]. In this sense, it can be 
suggested that Native Americans have been going through an issue of recognition in the 
legal and political sphere.

This issue was addressed by US Senate majority leader Chuck Schumer when he stated; 
For too long, tribal nations have been denied a seat at the table where decisions were 
made that impacted their lives and their land.[15] The same thing was also declared by a 
member of Laguna Puablo Tribe by suggesting that Deb Haalands success means that for 
the first time in approximately 250 years, Native Americans will be represented at the top 
of the US government[16]. Another crucial point to be remembered is that Department of 
the Interiors Bureau of Indian Affairs was responsible of forced removals from tribal 
homelands, settler assaults on tribal lands, violations of tribal religions, and assimilation 
campaigns[17]. In this sense, Haaland being the Secretary of the Interior means much to 
Native Americans and all minorities in the US. 

It is incumbent on us all to congratulate Secretary of the Interior Deb Haaland on her 
recent success. However, we hope to see more of such developments in the US. The mere 
election of Deb Haaland as Secretary of the Interior alone does not hide the long years of 
oppression and discrimination of Native Americans in the US.

 

[1] Clare Foran and Ted Barrett, Senate confirms Deb Haaland as Biden's Interior 
secretary in historic vote, CNN, March 20, 2021, 
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/03/15/politics/deb-haaland-senate-confirmation-
vote/index.html

[2] Ibid.

[3] Michelle Stoddart, Tribe member Haaland now heads agency that once oppressed 
Native Americans, ABC News, March 19, 2021, https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/tribe-
member-haaland-now-heads-agency-oppressed-native/story?id=76490130

[4] Ibid.

AVİM Avrasya İncelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies 3



[5] Foran and Barrett, Senate confirms Deb Haaland as Biden's Interior secretary in 
historic vote.

[6] Ibid.

[7] Tracy Devine Guzmán, Caroline LaPorte and William J. Pestle, What Deb Haalands 
nomination as Interior Secretary means for indigenous peoples and the nation, Tampa Bay
, March 19, 2021,https://www.tampabay.com/opinion/2021/03/11/what-deb-haalands-
nomination-as-interior-secretary-means-for-indigenous-peoples-and-the-nation-column/

[8] Stoddart, Tribe member Haaland…

[9] Ibid.

[10] Native American Population 2021, World Population Review, March 19, 2021, 
https://worldpopulationreview.com/state-rankings/native-american-population

[11] Native Americans, Minority Rights Group International, March 19, 2021, 
https://minorityrights.org/minorities/native-americans/

[12] Native American Population 2021.

[13] Mary G. Findling, Logan S. Casey, Stephanie A. Fryberg, Steven Hafner, Robert J. 
Blendon, John M. Benson, Justin M. Sayde, and Carolyn Mille, Discrimination in the United 
States: Experiences of Native Americans, Health Services Research, March 19, 2021, 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1475-6773.13224

[14] Discrimination in America: Experiences and Views of Native Americans, Harvard T. H. 
Chan School of Public Health and Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, March 19, 2021,
https://legacy.npr.org/documents/2017/nov/NPR-discrimination-native-americans-final.pdf

[15] Stoddart, Tribe member Haaland…

[16] Guzmán et al., What Deb Haalands nomination…

[17] Frederick E. Hoxie, Haaland will help heal the pain of Native American dispossession, 
and she's not anti-job, USA Today, March 19, 2021, 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2021/02/22/bidens-choice-haaland-secretary-
interior-right-move-column/6788427002/

AVİM Avrasya İncelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies 4



About the author:

To cite this article: Deniz ÜNVER. 2025. "DEB HAALAND AND THE FORGOTTEN HISTORY OF 
DISCRIMININATION AGAINST NATIVE AMERICANS IN THE US - 31.03.2021." Center For Eurasian 
Studies (AVİM), Blog No.2021 / 19. March 31. Accessed July 08, 2025. 
https://avim.org.tr/public/Blog/DEB-HAALAND-AND-THE-FORGOTTEN-HISTORY-OF-DISCRIMININATION-
AGAINST-NATIVE-AMERICANS-IN-THE-US-31-03-2021

Süleyman Nazif Sok. No: 12/B Daire 3-4 06550 Çankaya-ANKARA / TÜRKİYE
Tel: +90 (312) 438 50 23-24 • Fax: +90 (312) 438 50 26

 @avimorgtr
 https://www.facebook.com/avrasyaincelemelerimerkezi

E-Posta: info@avim.org.tr
http://avim.org.tr

© 2009-2025 Avrasya İncelemeleri Merkezi (AVİM) Tüm Hakları Saklıdır

 

AVİM Avrasya İncelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies 5


