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For 150 years, the Americans living in the territories — 98 percent of whom are racial or ethnic minorities — have had a complicated relationship with the federal government: Although the more than 3.5 million people who live there are Americans, they can’t vote for president. Not all of them are citizens by birth. They have no senators, and their representatives in Congress cannot vote on legislation when it reaches the House floor. They don’t receive  even though they  like their counterparts on the mainland.
But now, thanks to Moylan, three out of five members of the territorial caucus — that is, the congressional delegates of Guam, Puerto Rico, American Samoa, the Northern Mariana Islands and the Virgin Islands — are Republicans. It’s the first time in history that Republicans represent a majority of the territories.
Moylan is joining two other Republican colleagues in Congress from the territories: Puerto Rico’s Resident Commissioner Jenniffer González-Colón and American Samoa’s Del. Aumua Radewagen.
After he flipped his seat by a 5-point margin, news outlets  the much-rumored red wave that failed to materialize in the 2022 midterms. Slim though it may be, however, a Republican majority is a majority — and Moylan plans to capitalize on it.
He made it a point to lobby Rep. Mike Rogers (R-Ala.) during freshman orientation for an appointment on the coveted House Armed Services Committee. Now that he’s on the panel, he’s urging Washington to counteract China’s military presence by investing in Guam’s military installations as a bulwark.
“The further away we can deter the [Chinese Communist] Party in the Indo-Pacific area, the better it is for the nation,” Moylan told The Recast. “This is a good time, as a Republican in a Republican majority, and sitting on committees, [to ensure] that the voice of our island is heard.”
Already, he and González-Colón have partnered to introduce a bill that  to the residents of four of the territories. And a  that Radewagen cast a tie-breaking vote within her caucus to elect House Majority Whip Tom Emmer (Minn.), an example of how non-voting delegates can influence internal party dynamics.
But Del. Stacey Plaskett, a Democrat who was elected to represent the U.S. Virgin Islands in 2014, says Democratic majorities are much more inclusive of territorial delegates than Republican ones, although she notes she’s been able to work with Republicans on major issues like reducing regulations and hurricane relief.
“Members of Congress who’ve been around a long time say that in the 1970s, there was an agreement by both Republicans and Democrats that a member of the territory could never sit on Ways and Means,” Plaskett told The Recast, because it would have been “way too much power for someone from a territory.”
But, she notes, “ who put me on Ways and Means and Democratic leader Hakeem Jeffries who put me in charge of [the Select Subcommittee on Weaponization of the Federal Government] or put me on the Intelligence Committee.” Plaskett also held an influential post as a manager during the second impeachment of President Donald Trump.
Are the territories becoming more Republican?
If you ask González-Colón, Puerto Rico’s resident commissioner and the former chair of the Puerto Rico Republican Party, the answer is yes.
She says Puerto Ricans, who make up the greatest share of the territorial population with 3.2 million residents, have been dissatisfied with inflation and the island’s lack of energy independence and care deeply about the fight against drug and human trafficking. Residents from other territories, she said, will find common cause in many of those issues.
“We are our nation’s Caribbean border — it’s not just the frontier with Mexico,” she said. “It’s imperative that we confront the threats posed by criminal drug trafficking organizations seeking to enter our nation through our maritime borders.”
But voters in the territories also tend to favor candidates with long track records of service, electing them to office term after term based on their personal resumes rather than their party affiliation.
And despite the fact that the territorial seats are now majority-Republican in a Republican majority, it might take a while for their political power to consolidate; González-Colón admits that her SSI bill will be tough to pass.
“I know it’s going to be an uphill battle, because of the cost of it,” she notes.
The existence of a majority-Republican territorial caucus at least dashes the stereotype that all U.S. citizens who live in the territories lean Democratic.
While there is scant polling available that comprehensively measures the political stances of the U.S. territories, some Republicans have warned for years that Democrats want to grant Puerto Rico statehood because its residents would reliably vote Democratic, giving the party a political edge.
The claim resurfaced late last year while Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) was stumping for Georgia Senate candidate Herschel Walker. During a rally, : “Does anybody need D.C. and Puerto Rico to be a state?”
“No!” the crowd shouted back.
“That dilutes our power,” Graham said.
González-Colón says members of her own party who make these comments need to be educated, and that the GOP should more vigorously support Puerto Rican statehood.
“They don’t even see what’s going on right now. You get a lot of conservatives — even more than in many other states — so I think that’s a wrong perception of the island,” she said. “They don’t know us. They don’t have any data.”
Statehood is, unsurprisingly, a thorny issue in the territories — even though it would confer equal rights and benefits to their residents. Although Congress has little appetite to admit more states to the union anytime soon, local leaders often pose the question to the territories in plebiscites or unofficial polls. Critics of statehood often argue that it would formalize a colonial framework imposed by the United States during its imperial wars.
In Puerto Rico, a majority of voters who turned out for a plebiscite conducted in 2020 said they favored statehood. But opponents have pointed out that the referendum was not binding, which could have driven turnout down, and the yes-or-no format presented voters with no other alternative arrangements. (In recent years, .)
In the Virgin Islands, a similar referendum took place at the same time, with  to adopt a territorial constitution, a first step toward statehood.
Guam’s Moylan favors statehood, and believes his Republican colleagues in Congress want to listen, but some local residents like Julian Janssen, chapter leader of the Progressive Democrats of Guam, think it should be up to the .
Given all these dynamics, there may only be one certain takeaway for those trying to understand the politics of the U.S. territories.
As Plaskett put it: “We’re obviously not a monolithic, single-minded people.”
We’ll be keeping tabs on whether this red contingent holds — and whether it translates to increased attention and political power for the territories.
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