Chris Pappas Makes History as First Out Gay US Senator
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New Hampshire voters have elected Democrat Chris Pappas to the US Senate, making him the first openly gay man to serve in the chamber. His victory over former Republican senator John E. Sununu preserves a Democratic seat, while his emotional speech with husband Vann Bentley put LGBTQ+ representation and marriage equality firmly in the spotlight.
Key takeaways
A historic result: Pappas is the first openly gay man elected to the US Senate.
A close-to-home moment: He thanked husband Vann Bentley during his victory speech, drawing cheers from supporters.
A 2023 wedding: The couple announced their engagement in 2021 and married two years later.
A seat retained: Pappas defeated former senator John E. Sununu to succeed retiring Democrat Jeanne Shaheen.
A complicated policy record: Pappas has supported several LGBTQ+ protections, while opposing a provision on gender-affirming care in a 2024 defence bill.
Pappas makes history in New Hampshire
Chris Pappas has made history in a state known for its fiercely watched elections: he is the first openly gay man elected to the US Senate. His win over former Republican senator John E. Sununu gives Democrats the seat held by retiring senator Jeanne Shaheen, and brings a new milestone for LGBTQ+ representation to a chamber with enormous influence over federal law and the courts. (Associated Press; New Hampshire Public Radio)
But the moment that gave the evening its warmth came when Pappas turned to the man beside him. He called husband Vann Bentley his greatest source of luck, even if the result had gone the other way. (Associated Press)
A victory speech with a personal centre
Bentley received loud cheers as Pappas thanked him for standing by his side. Pappas joked that supporters seemed to think the wrong person had been on the ballot, a quick, affectionate line that brought a human touch to a historic political night. (Associated Press)
The couple announced their engagement in December 2021 and married in 2023. Their relationship wasn't a footnote to the speech; it was part of the public picture of what this breakthrough means. (LGBTQ Nation)
What the result could mean for LGBTQ+ representation
Pappas has backed the Equality Act, protections for LGBTQ+ veterans and legislation to prohibit so-called gay and transgender panic defences. His record also has a point of tension: he was the only openly LGBTQ+ member of Congress to support the 2024 defence bill containing restrictions on gender-affirming care coverage for transgender military dependants, while saying he opposed that provision. (Associated Press)
That mix of positions is a reminder that representation doesn't automatically settle every policy debate. Pappas's election changes who has a seat at the table, but voters and advocates will still be watching how he uses it. (Associated Press)
Marriage equality remains part of the conversation
Pappas has warned against treating marriage equality as untouchable. In 2025, he pointed to Justice Clarence Thomas's call to revisit past Supreme Court decisions protecting personal freedoms, including the right of same-sex couples to marry. (LGBTQ Nation)
So the sight of Bentley beside him on election night carried meaning beyond a personal thank-you. It was a public expression of a marriage Pappas has said deserves protection, at a moment when debates about LGBTQ+ rights remain very much alive. (LGBTQ Nation)
A win framed around everyday pressures
Pappas also presented his victory as a call for a change of course in Washington. He highlighted housing, healthcare, childcare and reproductive freedom, arguing that voters want relief from pressures that reach well beyond the campaign trail. (New Hampshire Public Radio)
The message was both personal and political: a historic first matters, but so do the daily concerns that shape people's lives. For New Hampshire voters, the next test will be whether that promise translates into action in the Senate. (New Hampshire Public Radio)
A historic win is one thing; what Pappas does with the opportunity will matter just as much.
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