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The snows of February provided me with something I haven’t had for a long while—“time on my hands.” With many of my friends marooned without phone service or electricity, and all of us without access to driveways or roads, the phone and doorbell ceased to ring. The stack of unread books on my bedside table miraculously shrank and disappeared, my pictures got painted, the new curtains were sewn, and with our kitchen sink-less in the midst of a snow-stalled remodeling job, there was no way to experiment with new recipes to while away the hours. 
In desperation I turned to cable news and the newspapers and magazines that managed to find their way somehow to our front door throughout the weather crisis. As a result I haven’t been this well informed since the Cuban Missile Crisis. 

This column is drawn from my total immersion into national and international events of early February, a form of informational water-boarding that challenged my New Year’s resolve to form no opinions and view all events objectively. To narrow my subject to a manageable size for Courier readers, I decided to focus on one issue that has risen to national attention during my winter confinement—secession, that is secession from the US of A. My idea is to examine the idea of secession seriously, assuming that its advocates are taking it seriously. In fact, I bend over backwards here to present and discuss it as a real and even logical possibility.
The idea of taking leave of the United States and forming new sovereign States or Federations of States or City States is not new. Many colonies/states struggled with the issue between the signing of the Articles of Confederation in 1781 and the signing of the Constitution in 1789. Altogether 36 states or counties or cities have proposed secession since the end of the Civil War. Separation is provided for in Article IV of the Constitution, providing approval by the involved state legislatures and the US Congress—though I don’t see why a seceding region would care if Congress approved.
Among the most widely discussed might-be secessionist states at this time is Texas, led by Gov. Rick Perry, who is flirting with the daring notion of secession in his fight to win the GOP primary against two competitors. (Most analysts think Gov. Perry’s support of such a plan is meant to titillate angry voters, but that he is not really invested in it.)

Alaska, Hawaii, and Vermont are also rife with secession supporters. California is probably the most antsy, however, with 27 attempts to split up the state since it came into the Union in 1850. Just last year, a GOP state legislator lobbied to gerrymander13 coastal counties, which usually vote Democratic, into a separate state because presently “conservatives don’t have a voice” in the state. 
Secessionists See Themselves as Patriotic
As I understand it, secession is the most drastic step available to end the current divisiveness and anger that has been building in this country for a generation, probably since the Vietnam War. Those who see dissolving the Union as the best solution do not see themselves as traitorous, but as “real Americans,” as opposed to people like me and most of the people I know.

Historically, secessionist movements in the United States are based on geographical divisions, water rights, taxation disputes, and ethnic issues. At the present time, political views motivate most calls for secession. Advocates don’t like big government, and for sure they don’t like Washington. They also don’t like our current President and many want him to fail. Maybe they want all presidents to fail. I don’t know. 
As a rule they don’t want laws or restrictions on personal freedoms—like taxes, gun ordinances, or campaigns against obesity in children, or US aid to Haiti and maybe New Orleans, or polluting the environment, or the teaching of evolution or climate change in public schools. On the other hand, they approve of wars that protect US interests and avenge perceived enemies in the Middle East and elsewhere. They approve of stringent national security measures, except for see-through x-ray devices at airport terminals. But though most hold some of these views, apparently none hold all of them.
Secessionist ideas are deeply rooted in and are consistent with our national belief systems, of which I cite only two here. First of all, we have the great divide over “States Rights” and “Federalism,” ideologies which, among other things, fueled the debate over slavery and led to the Civil War. Who prevails, the Federal Government or the State? 
Nullification is a legal theory that would give any state the right to nullify or invalidate any federal law not to its liking. It was commonly identified with efforts to enforce segregation laws in the wake of Federal Civil Rights legislation in the 1960s. Recently it has been taken up by proponents of state control over the right to bear arms. Texas gubernatorial primary candidate Debra Medina is suggesting nullification of specific Federal legislation as an alternative to her state’s secession from the Union.
And secondly, we have the Frontier mentality that shaped much of American character. That is, values that arose in the settling of new lands in the west that embraced individualism, self-interest, self-reliance, and democracy—while distrusting authority, elitism, and education. 
Had America stopped at the Appalachians, our views and lifestyles would likely have remained much closer to those of the northern Europeans, and the British and German colonists who got here first. The Midwest, the Great Plains, and the West were settled by adventurous settlers from more eastern and south-eastern states, as well as a huge influx of emigrants from Southern, Eastern, and Northern Europe and other continents. In his famous paper The Significance of the Frontier in American History, delivered in 1893, historian Frederick Jackson Turner wrote,
The result is that to the frontier the American intellect owes its striking characteristics. That coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness; that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless nervous energy.
Divvying up the Country 
There are several ways to divide the seceding from the non-seceding. There is obviously not a single overarching issue that separates our society at this time. For instance, you might have an individual who believes in strong central government, but opposes gun control and thinks manned space exploration should be privately funded; or another who believes in no Federal government at all, but wants a strong well-funded military without gays; or yet another who believes there should be free access to drugs of all kinds, but wants to outlaw abortion. People just aren’t consistent in their thinking and so nobody is going to be completely happy with the resulting division.

The most logical ideological model is provided by a red-state (GOP and Conservative)/blue-state division (Democratic and Liberal/Progressive). If you take a look at the map from the 2008 or the 2004 presidential election, this division is essentially an urban-rural division. This is especially obvious if you do a county by county vote count. And much of the divisiveness stems from differing attitudes toward money—the national debt, taxes, and income. It’s a rough delineator and leaves truly Independent voters in the lurch pretty much, but it’s probably the truest measure of disparate national attitudes.
For instance, one of Texas Gov. Perry’s chief complaints about the Federal government and primary reasons his state should secede is that for every dollar Texans pay in taxes to the government, they get only 94 cents back. He’s right, but there are more dramatic inequities I discovered, as shown in the chart below. Take a look at New Jersey’s rate of return, or New Mexico’s.
On the left are states that voted for Obama in 2008 (Blue states), followed by the amount each state’s residents received back from the Federal government per tax dollar paid in 2005, the last year for which figures are available. On the right are states that voted for McCain (Red states) and the amount of Federal tax dollars that came back for each tax dollar paid. Blue states marked with a check √ voted Red in the 2004 presidential election
Donor states are shown in the top panes—the states that gave more than they got back. Beneficiary states, shown in the bottom panes, got back more than they paid in. Rhode Island apparently got what it paid for.

The contrast between funding for Red and Blue states could show many things, such as the ability of their Congressional representatives to deliver pork, attitudes of voters toward the way Federal money is 
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spent, or ingratitude on the part of Red states. Not wishing to inject personal prejudice into this piece, I leave other interpretations up to the reader.
There are many other measures in addition to tax-dollar returns by which red-blue states could have been compared—SAT scores, teenage pregnancies, charitable giving, divorces, felons per thousand, church goers, war veterans. Had the snow kept up a little longer, I might have gotten to all of these, but it didn’t and I’ve devoted enough time to this project already.

If we did indeed create two countries, based on blue-red states in the 2008 presidential election, the populations would be 205.5 million in the Blue States of America; 89.6 million in the Red States of America, assuming winner take all in each state. On the other hand, if we used the 2000 election as the metric, RSA’s population would out number BSA by 153.2 million to 141.9 million. Partitioning could be tricky.

A Zogby poll released last summer found that one in five Americans think states and regions should have the right to leave. In February 2007, 13 percent of Vermonters said “it would be a good idea for Vermont to secede from the United States and become once again an independent republic.” Many claim Vermont is the state “most likely to secede.”

In April last year, a Rasmussen poll showed that 31 percent of Texas voters say that their state has the right to secede from the United States and form an independent country. However, three-fourths of Lone Star State voters would opt to remain in the United States. Only 18 percent would vote to secede, and 7 percent are not sure what they'd choose. 

Some advocates of secession in the South claim that 20 percent of citizens favor an independent nation, but a professional poll puts the number at about 9 or 10 percent. A 1992 University of North Carolina poll found that 8.4 percent of those questioned agreed that “if it could be done without war, the South would be better off as a separate country.” 

Liz’s Suggestions

Having fought to keep my opinions out of the preceding discussion as much as possible, I now succumb to the inevitable by stirring a few of my ideas into this final section.

· Rather than dismissing the idea of secession as simply loony, political and news analysts need to address the question seriously, bringing into the public sphere such issues as proportional distribution of the national debt, the need for new multiple-borders protection, passports and proof of citizenship rules and regulations, tariffs and customs, and sale and/or disposal of US military and other property in seceding regions; including who gets the nukes. Such conundrums are just the tip of the iceberg.
· How about amending the Constitution to eliminate the dysfunctional US Senate, in which Wyoming with a population of 507,000 or North Dakota, with 635,000, gets the same representation as California, with 36 million, or Virginia, for that matter, with 7.6 million? Nebraska has a one-house legislature and seems to get along okay. Or we might come up with a better formula for determining the membership of the Founding Father’s stand-in for England’s “House of Lords.”
· And while we’re speaking of the Senate, let’s put a sensible time limit on filibustering and drop the 60 percent Supermajority Rule now required for passage of just about every piece of legislation put before that body. Even a book club couldn’t function if 60 percent agreement were required on the choice of next month’s book.
· Why don’t we consider moving the capital city away from the perilous and vulnerable western edge of the Atlantic to someplace nearer the population- and geographic-center of the country? Likely candidates are Kansas City or St. Louis.
· Or maybe, the discontented should just wait and work with all their might for the victory of their candidates at the next election. 
