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A sociopolitical movement with strong American roots has been making inroads to Canada, as
well as other major jurisdictions around the globe. The Sovereign Citizen movement supports
a number of unusual beliefs that may be mistaken for psychotic symptomatology. These
individuals present with many features which may appear psychotic in nature, including bizarre
and paranoid beliefs as well as unusual speech and behavior. Despite this compelling psychotic
mimicry, it is the authors’ opinion that the majority are not truly psychotic. Timely recognition
and accurate assessment of Sovereign Citizen patients is crucial in order to minimize harm in
the form of unnecessary treatment and hospitalization, as well as delays in court proceedings
incurred by questions such as whether they are Unfit to Stand Trial. This paper provides
a descriptive profile of distinguishing features which may be observed when assessing a
Sovereign Citizen patient, with an emphasis on clinical presentation, diagnostic challenges,
and management-related issues.

Keywords: “Sovereign Citizens,” fitness to stand trial, competency to stand trial, Freeman
on the Land

A bizarre sociopolitical movement with strong American
roots has spread to Canada, as well as other countries with
similar British colonial roots, including Britain, Australia,
and New Zealand (Anti-Defamation League, 2010). The rise
and spread of this movement may have broad implications for
the practice of medicine, particularly psychiatry, in these ju-
risdictions. Known as “Sovereign Citizens” or “Freemen on
the Land,” these anti-government extremists espouse a num-
ber of unusual beliefs, the most pronounced of which is their
conviction that no individual can be governed without their
explicit consent. They drive without insurance, registration or
a license. They refuse to pay taxes. When confronted by po-
lice officers, they refuse to identify themselves, resist arrest,
and exhibit stereotyped and bizarre speech of a pseudo-legal
nature.

The “Sovereign Citizens” represent a well-established
anti-government movement in the United States (Anti-
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Defamation League, 2010). In addition, they appear to have
gained a substantial foothold in Canada (CBC News, 2012),
with several recent court decisions rendered high-lighting
the particular strategies employed by individuals attempt-
ing to apply Sovereign Citizen-related techniques to both
criminal and civil proceedings (Meads v. Meads, 2012; R. v.
Duncan, 2013). Recent reports have also suggested inter-
national spread to other large jurisdictions which are based
on analogous legal systems, including the United Kingdom
(Benchmark, Judiciary of England and Wales, 2012), Aus-
tralia, and New Zealand (Anti-Defamation League, 2010).
Sovereign Citizens express a number of seemingly bizarre
and paranoid beliefs in several domains and thus may ap-
pear acutely delusional. As the movement continues to gain
popularity in Canada and elsewhere, increased numbers of
its followers will likely present to the attention of physi-
cians, particularly but not necessarily only in the domain of
psychiatry.

While the Sovereign Citizen movement has been receiving
increased media attention over the past year, they remain
unreported in the medical literature. They present with many

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Fl
or

id
a 

St
at

e 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
7:

28
 0

8 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
4 



150 PYTYCK AND CHAIMOWITZ

features which may appear psychotic in nature, including
bizarre and paranoid beliefs as well as unusual speech and
behavior. However, despite this deceptive psychotic mimicry,
the vast majority are not truly psychotic.

We briefly review the cultural origin and history of the
“Sovereign Citizen” movement. We describe two recent cases
of “Sovereign Citizen” patients encountered in the context
of court-ordered Forensic Psychiatry assessments in Canada.
We provide a descriptive profile of distinguishing features
which may be observed, in our experience, when assessing
a “Sovereign Citizen” patient, with an emphasis on clinical
presentation, diagnostic challenges, and management-related
issues.

CULTURAL ORIGIN AND HISTORY

“Sovereign Citizens” have existed in the United States in var-
ious incarnations for many decades (Southern Poverty Law
Center, 1998). In brief, the Sovereign Citizen movement is
believed to have found its original roots within the Christian
Identity or Christian Patriot movement, a religiously-based
group which, held strong views on a variety of topics, includ-
ing the supremacy of the Caucasian race. In 1970, a strong
proponent of this group, William Gale, combined tenets of
the Christian Patriot ideology with those of the growing anti-
tax movement to create a vigilante group called the “Posse
Comitatus,” or “power of the county.” In essence, the Posse
Comitatus denied the authority of the reigning system of
government, established their own “common-law” courts,
elected their own officials, and declared themselves indepen-
dent citizens.

The strength of the movement waxed and waned over
the course of the ensuing decades, tending to find increased
membership during times of financial difficulty. Currently,
the popularity of this movement has led to resurgence in
the United States, possibly propelled by the recent economic
recession. While the number of practicing Sovereign Citizens
in the United States is unknown, estimates place them in the
range of 300,000 members (Southern Poverty Law Center,
2010). They have been manifesting more frequently to law
enforcement officials, occasionally in the context of violent
acts, which have led them to be identified as a domestic
terrorism threat by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI;
Counter-terrorism Analysis Unit, 2011). Once entering the
legal system, they may be referred to psychiatry due to the
bizarre nature of their beliefs, speech, and behavior. The
ability to recognize “Sovereign Citizen” beliefs in patients
presenting for psychiatric assessment is crucial in order to
appropriately identify, assess and manage these individuals.

CASE STUDIES

We describe two cases of “Sovereign Citizens” referred by
the court to Forensic Psychiatry services for assessment of

their Fitness to Stand Trial. This project was approved by the
local Institutional Review Board.

Case Study #1

Patient A, a 47-year-old male, was referred for evaluation
of his Fitness to Stand Trial after being arrested, released
on bail, and then reincarcerated for Failure to Appear in
court. He had no previous criminal record. He had originally
been arrested for refusing to submit to a breathalyzer test
after being found asleep in an idling car. Upon arrest, he re-
fused to identify himself to police. In court, he demonstrated
markedly uncooperative behavior, informing the Judge: “you
have no jurisdiction over me.” He refused to cross the bar in
the courtroom and repeatedly attempted to enter his birth
certificate as key evidence.

Upon initial assessment, this man presented as agitated,
anxious, and disorganized. He made numerous odd state-
ments with a paranoid overtone, stating “the Judge is entic-
ing me to accept indentured servitude,” and indicating that
he had been “kidnapped under protest, threat, and duress.”
There was a recurrent pseudo-legal connotation to his utter-
ances, and many of his statements initially appeared to be
psychotic co-optations of established legal terminology.

This patient was given a provisional diagnosis of Psy-
chosis Not Otherwise Specified (Psychosis NOS), likely a
Delusional Disorder, and was admitted to the Forensic Psy-
chiatry Unit on a Treatment Order. The patient refused to
supply contact information to gather collateral information.
However, previous records indicated he had been seen briefly
in the outpatient psychiatry clinic several years previous with
paranoid ideation related to occurrences in his workplace.
The provisional diagnosis at that time was a Delusional Dis-
order. He had no other history of psychiatric contacts. He
was medically well and taking no medications. There was no
history of substance abuse, save for occasional alcohol use.

While an inpatient, repeated interviews eventually led to
elucidation of Patient A’s belief system, particularly its shared
nature with many other individuals. The identification of this
patient as a member of the Sovereign Citizen movement per-
mitted rapid clarification of the seemingly bizarre nature of
his utterances. He continued to perseverate about the impor-
tance of the birth certificate and the need for this to be entered
as formal evidence in his trial. He voiced numerous paranoid
ideas related to the court, feeling they had deliberately pre-
vented him from obtaining his preferred lawyer. He alluded
to conspiratorial beliefs that the hospital was colluding with
the courts in order to prolong his case and permit the court
authorities more time to “cover up their mistakes.”

He was treated with oral antipsychotic medications in
the form of Risperidone M-tabs up to a daily amount of
5 mg. This medication had minimal impact in dissipating
his distorted and paranoid beliefs, although his thought form
appeared more organized and he appeared to be experienc-
ing less subjective distress. Indeed, he presented on the unit
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THE SOVEREIGN CITIZEN MOVEMENT 151

as confident, entitled, grandiose, and narcissistic. Ward staff
perceived him as highly intelligent and rational, until he was
prompted to discuss his numerous paranoid beliefs which
ranged far outside the purview of the Sovereign Citizen ide-
ology to encompass many other common beliefs of a con-
spiratorial or paranoid nature (i.e., “conspiracy theories”).
He also described a strong interest in numerology, as well
as homeopathic and natural medicine. He admitted to a long
preceding history of social isolation and solitary pursuit of
arcane knowledge.

While Patient A did not abandon his strongly held para-
noid and referential beliefs with respect to the court and le-
gal systems, he eventually became more willing to cooperate
with the team and to participate explicitly in the assessment
of his Fitness to Stand Trial. He admitted that his previous
refusal to participate explicitly was entirely volitional. It be-
came clear that, while he might not choose to address his legal
matter in the expected fashion, this was not due to a lack of
understanding of the court proceedings. He was returned to
court and released on bail.

Case Study #2

A 50-year-old woman, Patient B, who had no previous psy-
chiatric history, was referred for assessment of her Fitness
to Stand Trial. Similar to Patient A, she had no previous
criminal record. She had also been arrested and charged with
offenses related to failure to comply with various procedural
regulations, having been pulled over by police due to invalid
registration of her vehicle. She was then found to be driving
without insurance or a driver’s license. Patient B refused to
identify herself and resisted arrest. Once brought to jail, she
declined to be searched; her prolonged refusal resulted in her
remaining in the admitting area for three days’ time before
they finally waived the procedure.

The police transcript of Patient B’s arrest indicates that she
made several utterances implying her adherence to Sovereign
Citizen beliefs, stating “I refuse to provide my identity, under
common-law I don’t have to.” Due to her bizarre and unco-
operative behavior, Patient B was referred for psychiatric
assessment.

As part of the referral, photocopies of handwritten notes
by Patient B were provided. These notes were exemplary
of the dense and bizarre legal diction commonly found in
Sovereign Citizen communiqué. A sample excerpt is as fol-
lows (initials are used in place of given names):

“GOOD FAITH NOTICE”
“PB” of the C-Family, Creditor of This Record-Public In This
Matter At Hand for and in This Public Record”
“I, “PB” of the C-family as the Creditor in this Instant-matter-
at-hand petition (as a child of The Almighty God, Jehovah –
who is my witness, with his son, Jesus Christ the Reigning
King in Heaven and Advocate pertaining to this Instant-
matter-at-hand . . . The Living Woman, All Rights Reserved,
“PB” of the C-Family.

When assessed by the Fitness Team, Patient B indicated
that she would “not comply with this procedure.” She refused
to answer any questions pertaining directly to the court sys-
tem. However, she did voluntarily discuss a number of other
topics, including her beliefs and her recent experiences. It
became clear that she shared a number of beliefs with Pa-
tient A which are considered typical of the Sovereign Citizen
movement, including the belief that it is one’s right to opt
out of the rules and regulations of conventional society. She
referred to herself as the “Executrix, creditor and grantor of
the Estate,” i.e., the Estate of her own name. She alluded to
the significance of the birth certificate, stating “we are all
sold into slavery.”

Similar to Patient A, Patient B’s utterances held a paranoid
undertone. She referred to “labyrinths of fraud” which she
had discovered through her “investigations” of the mortgage
crisis. She believed her son had been murdered by police as
a result of these inquiries and that she herself was in danger.

While Patient B refused to participate explicitly in the
assessment, it was felt that she had indirectly demonstrated
her ability to meet the minimum cognitive requirements to be
Fit to Stand Trial, as well as giving no indication of suffering
from a mental disorder which would render her Unfit.

DISCUSSION

Clinical Presentation and Identifying Features

Sovereign Citizen patients are most likely to present to psy-
chiatric services, primarily in the context of court-ordered
Forensic assessments. The inherent nature of the Sovereign
Citizen belief system leads these individuals to collide fre-
quently with the legal system, often in the context of minor
charges involving failure to comply with various regulations
and protocols. Upon arrest, the unusual and idiosyncratic
speech and behavior of these individuals may lead them
to be identified as psychotic. They may continue to refuse
to cooperate with legal proceedings such as body searches
or fingerprinting. They are likely to conduct themselves in
court in an unexpected fashion, uttering bizarre phrases of a
pseudo-legal nature, refusing to cross certain physical bound-
aries and repeatedly attempting to enter their birth certificate
as an exhibit of pivotal importance (explained below). They
may inundate the court with copious handwritten paperwork,
containing bizarre and obfuscatory diction, rife with appro-
priated legal terminology. Repetitive or stereotypic elements
in the use of this language emerge with multiple contacts,
evidencing the formulaic nature of the Sovereign Citizen
lexicon.

Beliefs

The crux of the Sovereign Citizen belief system is the con-
viction that they are able to withdraw their consent to be gov-
erned, repudiate their identity as a conventional citizen and

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Fl
or

id
a 

St
at

e 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
7:

28
 0

8 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
4 



152 PYTYCK AND CHAIMOWITZ

thus reclaim their sovereign rights (Southern Poverty Law
Center, 2010). If they do so successfully, they believe, they
will remove themselves from the authority or “jurisdiction”
of the courts and police. They may reclaim their indepen-
dent status explicitly and formally; for example, by writing a
carefully worded letter to government officials revoking their
national citizenship. Alternatively, they may simply adopt the
behavior of a Sovereign Citizen, without making an official
declaration of such status.

Aside from the libertarian connotations of the sovereign
citizen belief system, there is an inherent conspiratorial or
paranoid aspect. Sovereign citizens believe that government
officials, as well as members of society’s regulatory bod-
ies and systems, are fully aware that they are infringing on
the rights of the populace by deliberately concealing their
ability to withdraw their consent to be governed. Further-
more, American Sovereign Citizens believe the current sys-
tem of law in the United States is utterly illegitimate, hav-
ing been, through decades of faulty amendments, insidiously
subverted by corrupt government officials in flagrant viola-
tion of the original Constitution (Anti-Defamation League,
2010). Given this overarching illegitimacy, Sovereign Citi-
zens believe that they are not obligated to follow the dictates
of the current governmental system. Rather, they consider
themselves bound to follow only the precepts of “common-
law” or “God’s Law,” which they believed formed the original
basis for the original, legitimate government system.

Perhaps the most bizarre component of the Sovereign Cit-
izen belief system relates to their conceptualization of the
significance of the birth certificate. Sovereign Citizens as-
sert that, at some point in the United States’ history, pos-
sibly when the Gold Standard was abandoned in 1933, the
government began backing the value of the American dol-
lar using its citizenry as collateral (Southern Poverty Law
Center, 2011). At that time, the government began issuing
birth certificates as external representations of the collateral
value of each individual’s projected lifetime earning capa-
bilities. Thus, the birth certificate became, in effect, a “trust
account” or “bond” representing each individual’s monetary
value. Sovereign Citizens believe that each of these “trust ac-
counts” is initially funded at birth with a set amount varying
between $600,000 and $20 million. The funds within these
birth certificate bonds are then traded by the government on
the international bond exchange, unbeknownst to the individ-
uals whose labor is pledged as collateral for the bonds’ value.
Thus, Sovereign Citizens believe, the populace is unwittingly
enslaved for life to the State.

However, the Sovereign Citizens believe they can use this
very principle for their own benefit, through an act called
“redemption” in which they divide themselves from the cor-
porate “straw man” created in their name by the State at their
birth. By redeeming themselves from their “straw man,” they
believe they can harness the funds within their birth certificate
trust account for their own personal use. For example, they
can discharge their debts and financial obligations, including

rent, credit card debt and mortgage payments, to the State, by
directing them to disburse the funds from their secret birth
certificate accounts. They will often attempt to do so in court
by submitting a copy of their birth certificate inscribed with
the words “Accepted for Value.”

Speech

Sovereign citizens rely heavily on the use of stereotyped and
scripted language in order to evade what they perceive as de-
liberate attempts to confuse their flesh-and-blood selves with
their corporate entities or “strawmen.” If they use the pre-
cisely correct assortment of words at each appropriate junc-
ture, they believe, they will be able to avoid prosecution for
crimes, as well as to discharge their debts and obligations to
the government. Thus, the bizarre content and syntax of their
speech and written documents may, beyond all other features,
implicate them as suffering from a psychotic disorder.

“Delusion” vs. “Extreme Belief”?

The above-described body of Sovereign Citizen beliefs, upon
initial appraisal, may well appear to be purely delusional in
nature and quality given their essentially persecutory basis,
as well as the frank bizarreness of their breadth, depth, and
behavioral expression. Yet, they are shared among many in-
dividuals and thus, within their own narrow social context,
may be considered culturally-normative. Previous attempts
have been made to develop a systematic approach to the
delineation and differentiation of extreme beliefs, such as
religious and faith-based beliefs, from delusions. While no
rigorous and unequivocal system has been (or likely can be)
developed, some principles for a general approach to mak-
ing such a distinction have been suggested (Golding, 2007;
Pierre, 2001). Strategies include the consideration of other
dimensional elements with respect to the quality and nature
of the beliefs themselves, including the level of conviction
with which they are held, the degree to which they are pre-
occupying the believer, and their extent (Pierre, 2001). It has
also been suggested that the presence or absence of other
associated features may be helpful indicators; for example,
the presence or absence of a prodromal phase, concomitant
deterioration in social or occupational functioning, and sub-
jective distress due to the beliefs (Golding, 2007).

Using the above principles to guide our analysis in the
case of patient A, we remark upon the absence of a prodro-
mal period, as well as the relative preservation of social and
occupational functioning (that is, relative within the context
of his recent legal difficulties). While the patient’s degree of
preoccupation with his beliefs was quite substantial at the
time of assessment, this had likely been amplified by their
salience in the context of his immediate legal situation. His
degree of conviction was strong, but not absolute. The beliefs
themselves appeared to be entirely egosyntonic for Patient
A and, indeed, a highly treasured and guarded source of
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individualistic pride and self-appraised superiority over his
less-enlightened peers.

In the case of patient B, due to the limited nature of our
single clinical contact with this individual, relatively less
information was available to inform a similar analysis. How-
ever, there was no clear evidence of a prodromal period and
she had, in fact, managed to develop and sustain a career as an
artist and literary figure of some modest international repute.
There was clear evidence of her preoccupation with her be-
lief system, as evidenced by her copious writings. However,
as with Patient A, it appeared likely that her recent legal diffi-
culties had served to greatly amplify the immediate salience
of her beliefs.

Indeed, in the case of those with Sovereign Citizen–like
beliefs, assessment within a forensic psychiatry context is
itself likely to represent a substantial confounder, in that
many individuals may appear episodically more preoccupied
with their legally-focused beliefs due to immediate situa-
tional factors. Indices such as pre-arrest social and occupa-
tional functioning, baseline level of preoccupation, and the
egosyntonic or egodystonic nature of their beliefs may serve
as more useful indicators in assessing whether an individual
with Sovereign Citizen–like beliefs has strayed beyond mere
extremist beliefs towards the frankly delusional end of the
spectrum.

CONCLUSIONS

Members of the Sovereign Citizen movement hold a number
of seemingly-bizarre but, within their own group, culturally-
sanctioned beliefs. As their membership in Canada as well as
other analogous jurisdictions worldwide increases, they will
present a mounting challenge to the courts and legal system
in general in terms of their management. Concomitantly,
they are likely to provoke a growing number of psychiatric
consultations, particularly court-ordered fitness assessments,
prompted by the grossly bizarre speech and behavior which
they typically exhibit in the court setting.

Sovereign Citizens, both self-identified as well as those
with Sovereign Citizen–like beliefs, present unique chal-
lenges with respect to psychiatric assessment, diagnosis, and
management. It is the authors’ contention that the major-
ity will prove to be neither psychotic nor Unfit to Stand
Trial. Their beliefs may appear delusional in nature, but are
shared within and sanctioned by a large group. Furthermore,
when defining the purview of the term “mental disorder,”
the DSM-IV-TR itself specifically excludes deviant behavior
of a political nature, as well as conflicts that are primarily
between the individual and society (American Psychiatric
Association, 2000). As discussed above, general principles

outlined by previous authors (Golding, 2007; Pierre, 2001)
may be of assistance in gauging whether a particular individ-
ual with Sovereign Citizen–like beliefs has crossed over from
the realm of extreme but subculturally-normative beliefs to
that of true delusionality.

The case of Sovereign Citizens can be viewed as a fas-
cinating example of psychotic mimicry, which clearly il-
lustrates the importance of exploring the sociological and
cultural context of an individual’s beliefs before concluding
that they suffer from a psychotic disorder. The majority of
these persons are not likely to respond to antipsychotic med-
ication, nor will they benefit from court-mandated hospital-
ization. Thus, timely recognition and accurate assessment of
Sovereign Citizen patients is crucial in order to minimize
harm in the form of unnecessary treatment and hospital-
ization, as well as delays in court proceedings incurred by
questions such as whether they are Unfit to Stand Trial.
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