
The Office of Insular Affairs (OIA) within the U.S. Department of the Interior (DOI) is responsible for coordinating federal policy for U.S. territories and freely associated states. Its history traces back to the Spanish-American War and transitions through several military and civilian agencies over the last century. [1, 2, 3, 4]
The War Department Era (1898–1939)
Following the Spanish-American War, the United States acquired territories like the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Cuba. To manage the customs and civil affairs of these new lands, the War Department created the Division of Customs and Insular Affairs in 1898. By 1902, an act of Congress formally established the Bureau of Insular Affairs within the War Department. Over the next few decades, it oversaw the transition of these territories toward civilian governance and managed customs receiverships in the Caribbean. [1, 2]
Transition to the Department of the Interior (1930s–1950s)
As the overseas territories became more stabilized, administration shifted from military to civilian oversight. In 1934, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 6726, which established the Division of Territories and Island Possessions within the Department of the Interior. This civilian division absorbed the responsibilities of the War Department's Bureau of Insular Affairs, which was officially abolished in 1939. In 1950, the agency was reorganized and renamed the Office of Territories. [1, 2, 3, 4]
Modern Office of Insular Affairs (1970s–Present)
In 1971, the Office of Territories was dissolved, and its functions were absorbed into the broader Departmental structure until a new, specialized bureau was established. The modern Office of Insular Affairs (OIA) was officially established in August 1995 to handle DOI's responsibilities. [1, 2]
Today, the OIA oversees the administration of four U.S. territories: [1]
· American Samoa
· Guam
· The Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands
· The U.S. Virgin Islands [1]
It also manages U.S. federal assistance, programs, and strategic relations under the Compacts of Free Association with three sovereign nations: [1, 2]
· The Federated States of Micronesia
· The Republic of the Marshall Islands
· The Republic of Palau


The historical development of the U.S. government’s colonial and territorial administration—from the Bureau of Insular Affairs (BIA) under the War Department to the modern Office of Insular Affairs (OIA)—is a heavily studied topic in American legal, political, and imperial history.
The essential academic citations, foundational texts, legal cases, and archival resources regarding this history are organized below by theme.
1. Foundational History & Academic Texts
These books and monographs detail how the United States constructed its administrative apparatus for overseas territories following the Spanish-American War:
· Go, Julian. American Empire and the Politics of Meaning: Elite Political Cultures in the Philippines and Puerto Rico during U.S. Colonial Rule. Duke University Press, 2008.
· Focus: Analyzes the early years of the Bureau of Insular Affairs and how U.S. colonial administrators shaped the local political elites.
· Immerwahr, Daniel. How to Hide an Empire: A History of the Greater United States. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2019.
· Focus: A comprehensive history of U.S. overseas territories, documenting the structural shifts from military "insular" governance to modern DOI administration.
· Pomeroy, Earl S. The Territories and the United States, 1861-1890: Studies in Colonial Administration. University of Pennsylvania Press, 1947 (reprinted by University of Washington Press, 1969).
· Focus: Though covering an earlier period, this is the classic text on how the Department of the Interior initially handled territorial governance before the 1898 expansion.
2. Legal Framework & "The Insular Cases"
The legal history of the OIA’s jurisdiction is tied strictly to early 20th-century jurisprudence, which defined what "insular" meant in American law: [1, 2]
· Burnett, Christina Duffy, and Burke Marshall, eds. Foreign in a Domestic Sense: Puerto Rico, American Expansion, and the Constitution. Duke University Press, 2001.
· Focus: A compilation of legal and historical essays detailing the Insular Cases (such as Downes v. Bidwell, 1901) and how they established the category of "unincorporated territories". [1]
· Sparrow, Bartholomew H. The Insular Cases and the Emergence of American Empire. University Press of Kansas, 2006.
· Focus: Directly connects the rulings of the Supreme Court to the administrative powers granted to the early Bureau of Insular Affairs.
3. Key Archival Collections (Primary Sources)
If you are doing primary source research, the official historical records of these agencies are preserved across specific Record Groups (RGs) at the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA): [1]
· U.S. National Archives, Record Group 350: Records of the Bureau of Insular Affairs, 1898–1945.
· Finding Aid Reference: Maxwell, Richard S. Preliminary Inventory of the Records of the Bureau of Insular Affairs. National Archives Building, NARA Preliminary Inventory 130, 1960. [1, 2]
· U.S. National Archives, Record Group 126: Records of the Office of Territories, 1881–1977.
· Scope: Documents the shift under FDR's Executive Order 6726 and the 1950 creation of the Office of Territories. [1, 2, 3, 4, 5]
· U.S. National Archives, Record Group 48: Records of the Office of the Secretary of the Interior.
· Scope: Essential for reviewing the 1970s structural transitions that eventually culminated in the 1995 establishment of the modern OIA. [1, 2]
4. Historical Government Reports
· United States. Bureau of Insular Affairs. Report of the Chief of the Bureau of Insular Affairs to the Secretary of War. Washington: Government Printing Office.
· Availability: Annual publications spanning 1902 to 1938, detailing budget management, health, public works, and customs receiverships in the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and the Dominican Republic. [1, 2, 3, 4]


