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      These Disunited States 
  We must, indeed, all hang together, or 
assuredly we shall all hang separately. 

Benjamin Franklin, 1776

A S HAS OFTEN BEEN SAID, PRIOR 
to the Civil War, the United States was 
referred to in the plural: The united States 
were. Only after the war did the phrase ‘the 
United States is’ come into common usage.  
   No mere semantic distinction, the term 
referred to the sovereign nature of each of 
the individual states, in contrast to the much 
later emerging concept of America as being 
‘one nation, indivisible.’
   In fact, the territory we now routinely 
think of as an irreducible, unified nation has 
a rich history of balkanisation into separate, 
independent, sovereign republics—each 
standing outside of the control of our 
increasingly monolithic federal government.          

        ’Join, or Die’ flag, design by Benjamin Franklin, 1754

  The first of these to form was the Vermont 
Republic (or  the Green Mountain Republic 
or Republic of New Connecticut) in 1777, 
during the Revolution.  Failing to gain 

recognition from the newly-formed 

Continental Congress, representatives of the 
Republic contacted the British government 
requesting unification with Quebec, which 
not surprisingly, was granted on very 
generous terms. After the defeat of the 
British, however, Vermonters—most of 
whom preferred union with the United 
States—declined the offer. Vermont was 
accepted into the Union in 1791 as the 14th 
state—the first after the original 13. Much 
of the state’s existing constitution, including 
its liberal gun laws, commonly known as 
“Constitutional Carry”—date directly back 
to the days of the Vermont Republic.



   Unified by King Kamehameha I, Hawai’i 
existed as a monarchy from 1795 until a 
coup against Queen Liliʻuokalani in 1893, 
organized by prominent landowner Sanford 
B. Dole. An initial attempt to attain state-
hood failed, leading to the formation of the 
shortlived Republic of Hawaii, but in 1898, 
the islands were incorporated as a U.S. 
territory. Native Hawaiians never formally 
relinquished their claims to sovereignty, 
however, and a strong secession movement 
still exists on the islands.
   Overlapping claims on West Florida by 
French-controlled Louisiana and Spanish-
controlled Florida led to the formation of 
the Republic of Florida in 1810, but James 
Monroe seized the opportunity created by 
the dispute to occupy and annex the 
territory less than three months later. The 
region became part of Louisiana in 1821, 
but its unique heritage is still recognized 
within Lousiana as the ‘Florida Parishes.’
   Oregon, Washington, and parts of Idaho, 
Montana, and Wyoming enjoyed a brief 
period of independence from 1843-1849, 
but the Provisional Government of Oregon 
merely acted as a placeholder against 
British claims until the U.S. could take over. 
The dispute was resolved in 1846, and the 
Oregon Territory was incorporated in 1848.
   Much more widely known is the Republic 
of Texas, whose sovereignty was widely 
recognized from 1836-1846. Comprising 
parts of present day Texas as well as four 
neighboring states, the region’s annexation 
by the U.S. in 1845 was the driving force 
behind the two-year long Mexican-
American War. The state’s prominent ‘Lone 
Star’ flag is identical to the flag of the 
Republic, and despite achieving statehood 
in 1846, Texas still retains the right to 
unilaterally separate into 5 separate states.

   Three other parts of the Western U.S. and 
Mexico briefly acheived sovereign status: 
the Republic of Rio Grande in 1840, and 
Republics of Sonora and Baja California 
in 1853-1854. Created as buffer between 
Mexico and the newly-created Republic of 
Texas, the former was integrated into 
Mexico after a minor skirmish. The other 
two were formed after William Walker and 
45 men occupied a small Mexican town in 
1853, hoping to spark a takeover of the 
entire country. Neither was formally 
recognized, and both dissolved within a year.
   Perhaps the strongest candidate for a 
modern day secession, California was a 
sovereign republic for all of 25 days in 1846. 
As Alta California, the region claimed 
virtually all of the Mexican territory later 
incorporated into the U.S., apart from Texas. 
The region was ceded to the U.S. after the 
Mexican-American War, and the western 
part was admitted as the 31st state in 1850. 
(Like that of Texas, the California state flag 
is identical to that of its shortlived republic.)
   The secessionist movement in the U.S. did 
not die with the defeat of the Confederacy 
in the Civil War. In fact, nearly half of the 
states currently host active secessionist 
campaigns. Although most simply want to 
carve out a separate, 51st state, the last time 
even that happened was with West Virginia 
in 1863, during the Civil War. 
   Considering that the federal government 
allowed nearly a million Americans to die in 
that conflict simply in order to preserve the 
nation’s unity, it seems unlikely that it will 
ever permit any state to actually secede. 
   Such an attempt would certainly test the 
resolve of those inclined to cite the state 
motto of New Hampshire—‘Live Free or 
Die’—but there’s little doubt which they 
would end up having to choose. ◾


