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Anti-government rage: understanding, identifying and
responding to the sovereign citizen movement in Australia
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aSchool of Arts and Sciences, The University of Notre Dame, Fremantle, Australia; bSynqUp, Perth, Australia

ABSTRACT
Sovereign citizens, who do not believe they are subject to law, have
been identified as a risk for police and government officials as well
as a potential terrorist threat. As such, while it is important to view
radicalisation as multi-causal, some behavioural markers may
indicate sovereign citizen inclinations and help to direct policy
attention to the early stages of risk and radicalisation towards
violence. This article seeks to identify sovereign ideology, social
drivers and tactics to help to avert the potential consolidation and
advance of vulnerabilities and risk factors under certain
conditions. Further, it intends to build policy frameworks towards
supporting individual resilience to extremist influence and the
development of related prevention programs by evaluating
whether CVE activity in Australia – especially if adopted from
responses such as religious terrorism – is ‘fit for purpose’ in
countering intricate anti-government extensions of extremism.
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Introduction

Since the September 11, 2001 attacks, Western democracies have tended to regard plan-
ning to guard against future violence as primarily coming from intolerant Islamic extre-
mism. Many strategies to combat terrorism, ranging from community inclusion
initiatives to enhanced surveillance activities to new criminal offences, have all been devel-
oped to mitigate the threat from within this particular religious and fundamentalist
domain. Nevertheless, there has been a growing recognition of the significant threats
posed by anti-democratic sentiment, exclusivism and lethal forms of extremism from a
variety of far-right perpetrators and groupings.

While a diverse range of subcultures can be applicable for a ‘far-right’ classification, little
empirical research has been conducted on the Sovereign Citizen Movement (SCM) in Aus-
tralia and how it fits into extremist dispositions and broader domestic security and social
challenges. At the very least, Sovereign Citizens (SC) do exhibit distinctive challenges to
government officials, particularly as they reject the authority of law enforcement. So
what is the prevalent ideological sentiment across the SCM and to what extent has this
shaped, cultivated and inspired specific behavioural tendencies? Further, does the SCM
pose a nationwide terrorism threat? Critically, an exploration of the movement’s history,
ideology and modus operandi, specifically from examples based in the U.S., can provide
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a better understanding of processes and conditions in which an individual might assume
an anti-government identity as well as the independent variables that could be indications
of radicalisation and point to trajectories that might rationalise violence. Given that the
U.S. has extensive operational and tactical experience in dealing with the SCM, future
policy responses in Australia will benefit from the lesson learned and evidence-based
insights that are cognisant of U.S. understandings of the SCM and its severity (for
example, US Department of Justice, 2011).

At the same time, radicalisation remains an inherently social process. Based on the work
by Vergani, Iqbal, Ilbahar, and Barton (2018), a study of variables that could act as predic-
tors of radicalisation (and that can feed into the environmental and contextual factors that
might drive acts of violent extremism) will be divided into three correlated categories:
push, pull and personal factors. In short, ‘push factors largely focus on structural, political
and sociological explanations, pull factors tend to focus on group-level socio-cognitive
explanations, and personal factors are concerned primarily with individual psychological
and biographical explanations’ (Vergani et al., 2018). Additionally, this analysis will
examine the benefits associated with, and limitations of, countering violent extremism
(CVE) efforts based on the assumptions of preventive-oriented frameworks that seek to
draw attention to these push/pull factors and individual characteristics.

P/CVE (preventing and countering violent extremism) methods can be seen as a catch-
all response that explores the drivers that might lead an individual to endorse or commit a
politically motivated act of violence and is then aimed at precluding these individuals from
engaging in (or supporting) such idealogically motivated violence (Williams, 2017, p. 153).
It is generally accepted that initiatives directed at individuals at risk of violent extremism
will involve an often contested mix of prevention measures (aka soft-P/CVE) and interven-
tion measures (aka hard-P/CVE). In effect, soft-P/CVE seeks to understand the development
and consolidation of risk factors that make violence possible and/or appealing, while hard-
P/CVE seeks to identify the observable behaviours and address personal and related issues
in order to prevent them from occurring. As explored later, for instance, given its strong
anti-tax message, a SCM ideology can be seen as aggravating perceptions of injustice in
particular environments and appealing to people in sustained tough or desperate
financial circumstances.

Certainly, radicalisation is a muddled and multifaceted process. The re-emergence of
far-right groups and their violent manifestations will continue to evolve from a myriad
of motivational factors. Indeed, a range of criticisms of past P/CVE-efforts have noted an
over-reliance on often untested or vague assumptions about future behavioural patterns
while warning against the open-ended stigmatisation of already marginalised sections of
the population (Koehler, 2017) – all complicating undercurrents that remain applicable to
a disgruntled and conspiratorial SCM. While acknowledging such uncertainties, a carefully
tailored P/CVE strategy aimed at identity-related behaviours that can incorporate both
‘primary’ prevention (before individuals get in contact with SCM groups and ideologies)
and ‘secondary’ prevention (identifying risk factors and averting radicalisation in its
early stages) will be cogitated and considered.

On the whole, the article seeks to understand and explain potential responses to the
SCM in Australia in the backdrop of a cross-country comparison with the U.S. In efforts
to identify some general policy lessons, such a starting point can help to inform policy
insights and shape professional judgements about how to best recognise and classify
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at-risk individuals and prioritise P/CVE programs to wean people away from anti-govern-
ment intent or motivations that might correlate with the strengthening of extremist ideol-
ogy and violent behaviour. Of course, such potential interventions will always need to be
adaptive to particular national circumstances, policy needs and cultural contexts (Vidino &
Brandon, 2012). Of note, when U.S. law enforcement agencies were presented with a list of
radical groups and asked to appraise the nature of domestic threats, SCs were regarded as
the top security concern. Based on a 2014 study, 86 per cent of respondents had either
agreed or strongly agreed that SCM presents a serious terrorist concern (Barna, 2014).
Amidst alarm that law enforcement and security professionals have been slow to
respond to the expansion of domestic anti-government sentiment, the study showed
that agencies which exhibited leadership and produced regular threat and risk assess-
ments adapted to local needs were best prepared to resource and support effective
responses towards a grouping that might use violence, or the threat of violence, to
protest government functions (Carter, Chermak, Carter, & Drew, 2014).

Understanding the ideology of sovereign citizens movement

The political terminology of ‘far-right’ is sometimes divided into three separate categories:
neo-Nazi, white nationalist and anti-Muslim groups that support implicit or explicit racism
(Kundnani, 2012). But such a typology can be viewed as an over-simplification that will
inevitably leave out or mischaracterise other overlapping splinter movements associated
with right-wing tendencies, including those categorised as espousing a SCM ideology.
SCM actions tend to range widely from passively rejecting government authority and
legal documents to extreme violence.

Generally speaking, the label ‘Sovereign Citizen’ is an umbrella term for individuals who
believe they are subject only to federal, state or local law and any allied regulations as they
interpret it. The origins of this movement began in the United States. While there is no
central foundational document, the template for the SCM was constructed by a belief
system linked to the group Posse Comitatus – a Latin term meaning ‘Power of the
County’ – a largely racist, xenophobic and anti-Semitic faction that dates back to the
1970s. In a backdrop of deteriorating economic conditions, the Posse Comitatus claimed
that the U.S. government was a hijacked Zionist entity that threatened the freedom of
white men. It was also during this time of economic crisis that the SCM gained momentum
and began to take form as an offshoot of the Posse Comitatus, with an ideological template
that was no longer straightforwardly welded to ideas about an international conspiracy of
Jews. Rather, as a sub-movement, it placed its emphasis on individual rights and perceived
grievances based on concerns that the U.S. government was an illegitimate corporation
exploiting its citizens as collateral for its debts (Loeser, 2015).

While some strands do differ, in regard to the broad central concepts which at least a
plurality of SCs propagate, individuals will argue that they are not bound by statute law
unless they contractually agree to be so bound. Its anti-government platforms are strongly
embedded with a mixture of conspiracy theories, constitutional re-interpretations and
alternative versions of history that populate the Internet. Such conspiracy theory epistem-
ology might fixate on alleged plots such as the 14th Amendment that deprived people of
their ‘sovereign’ rights or the 1930s when the U.S. moved off the gold standard. As such,
modern-day government acts are seen as optional and can only be applied to individuals
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who agree to them. SCs will oppose various components of procedural democracy and
rely on pseudo legal language, discredited legal arguments and esoteric legislative loop-
holes to target actions to hound or demonize public officials, to avoid taxes and to
obstruct law enforcement. ‘Sovereign citizens often see their movement as a way to not
only get out from under a tyrannical government, but a way to free themselves from
debt’ (Challacombe & Lucas, 2019).

According to the Southern Poverty Law Center (n.d.), this energetic movement has con-
tinued to expand and estimates at least 300,000 Americans identify as ‘sovereigns’ (or
sometimes as ‘constitutionalists’ or ‘freemen’). Such individuals might perceive themselves
waging a battle for personal rights while not being subject to both taxes and the law. This
can entail a sense of identity that is equated with the incorporation of unlawful behaviour
as morally legitimate as well as the promotion of alleged legal loopholes to justify various
types of financial and other crimes due to the claim that the government is a corrupt cor-
porate entity. Some of the tactics employed by SCs do appear to overlap with that of
‘citizen’ militia movements (who perceive the U.S. second amendment as a safeguard
against tyranny), including the use of fraudulent legal documents and filings. But unlike
militia groups, SCs will typically operate as a loose affiliation of self-governing individuals
that do not work within an established leadership platform or have a clear-cut command
structure. Rather individuals will tend to heavily rely on a special form of language,
hyphens, decrees, codes and symbols through grammar – all purportedly to ensure
freedom from government control as well as financial rescue (Sharrock, 2011).

So the SCM does remain distinct in that it is not tied to a charismatic/notorious central
leader or an easily branded organisation. Hence SCM ideology is not always representative
of an entirely cohesive subculture as it melds various conspiracy, financial and legal the-
ories that retain a belief that individuals can personally ignore laws and that the govern-
ment operates outside of its jurisdiction. To this end, in trying to make sense of the SCM,
the potential severity and implications of those vulnerable to anti-government ideology
and the extent to which that ideology might inspire and direct violence remains an
open-ended puzzle. Based on a number of U.S. case-studies, many SCs appear to initiate
actions and exercise their brand of anti-government belief through the non-violent insti-
gation of filing unrelenting reams of paperwork at officials (Wilson, 2016). So-called ‘paper
terrorism’ is seen as the use of financial instruments, which might involve frivolous tax
returns and bogus liens, in retaliation against government employees and law enforce-
ment. According to Fleishman (2004, p. 9) ‘even a simple traffic stop can ripen into
years of legal battles with parties who do not recognise the authority of local government’.

SCM tactics: resistance or ‘paper terrorism’?

While attractive to an audience of people with anti-social and/or criminal intentions, it can
be argued that SCs have largely tended to be more litigious than violent. Such personal
and procedural actions, albeit tenacious and creating policy headaches, should not be
equated with acts of terrorism. Other relatively minor disputative actions might entail
white-collar crimes, the stealing of empty foreclosed homes and the creation of false
license plates and driver’s licenses in attempts to extricate themselves from encounters
with government (Meyer, 2017). In short, most SCM activity can be seen as non-violent.
Yet in recognising the complexity in distinguishing the ideological motivations behind
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human conduct, more recent debate has been extended to address to what extent such
nuisance activities and criminal histories might indicate pre-attack violent behaviours, par-
ticularly given an unequivocal dislike for law enforcement and the fact that such individ-
uals are repeatedly in the crosshairs of government agencies and authorities.

When violent and lethal incidents have occurred, a 2015 Homeland Security intelli-
gence assessment contended that SCM motivations and tactics do diverge from other
types of violent extremists in that such attacks are seen primarily as reactive and personal,
rather than strategic, political and symbolic. The report added that other traditional dom-
estic terrorists were more capable and typically involved in premeditated attacks of oppor-
tunity of high-profile targets in order to spread a wider message. Among the findings from
the intelligence assessment was the conclusion that violence ‘ …will occur most fre-
quently during routine law enforcement encounters at a suspect’s home, during enforce-
ment stops and at government offices’ (DHS, 2015, p. 3). The report added that ‘law
enforcement officers will remain the primary target of (sovereign citizen) violence over
the next year due to their role in physically enforcing laws and regulations’ (DHS, 2015,
p. 3). The central concern was that a SCM adherent might resort to spontaneous, impulsive
kinds of violence when confronted by law enforcement during a standard engagement
like a traffic stop. Based on this Homeland Security evaluation it could be contented
that the SCM has expanded from a nuisance to more unconventional type of threat to
law and order in the U.S. although not a direct terrorist threat.

Yet some SCs have gravitated to an anti-government justification for more malicious
and aggressive incidents, threats and ultimatums. A number of examples do exist when
anti-government sentiment has turned violent and a willingness to use or advocate vio-
lence that has not been an unplanned nor a non-political endeavour. One of the most
notorious examples of a self-equipped terrorist attack was exhibited by Terry Nichols, a
SC co-plotter, who helped plan the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995 that killed 168
people and wounded hundreds of others. This act of domestic terrorism exposed a
broad-based network of aggrieved social groupings that, without formal connections,
were communicating fears that a tyrannical central government was resolved to confiscate
their weapons and other constitutional liberties (Conroy, 2017). At the same time, in con-
trast to the above Homeland Security assessment, the FBI in more recent years has applied
the descriptor ‘as comprising of a domestic terrorist movement’ to extremists within the
diverse SCM that is scattered across the U.S. (see Kelley, 2019).

Interestingly, sovereign anti-government lore has proven to be highly adaptive. It has
sometimes been extended into a collection of religious traditions that aims to meld the
defence of the constitution with the Bible and Christian fundamentalism or alternatively
assert that individual rights derive from God rather than government (ABC News, 2012).
Indeed, and as addressed later, many of the newer sprung anti-government SCM
groups can no longer be understood as exclusively white right-wing adherents, with
the appropriation of ideology and tactics by a widened variety of demographic groups
including African American Moorish Movements (Nelson, 2011). In addition, the possibili-
ties of even larger mobilisations of a loosely aligned base could be drawn from the incor-
poration of SCM ideologies that blend with similar ‘deep state’ perspectives that retain a
high frequency conspiratorial and paranoid orientation. This potentially includes more
recent self-organised and social media-inspired conspiracy groups like QAnon.
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The sovereign citizens movement, which has been around for almost 45 years, has had, until
recent years, an uncanny ability to fly under the radar screen, even though it has caused enor-
mous issues from scams and fraud, to paper terrorism… to actual issues of terrorism and vio-
lence. (Barna, 2014)

U.S. policymakers and government officials are increasingly concerned about the evol-
ution of the movement’s popularity and that home-grown adherents might increasingly
resort to violence and potentially deadly forms of terrorism inspired, in part, by its ideol-
ogy. ‘Many United States-based law enforcement and intelligence agencies…will cat-
egorize anti-government nationalists as domestic terrorists at the instance when these
individuals take criminal action in furtherance of the anti-government ideology’ (Challa-
combe & Lucas, 2019). Certainly, the fact that many past acts of violence by SCs have
been perceived as ‘lone actors’ should not discount the role of social ties, the power of
social influence and online and offline lessons about how an individual’s status can
become fused with an anti-government identity that is vulnerable to exploitation and pro-
paganda. In fact, true lone wolf actors are a rare anomaly (Schuurman et al., 2018).
Additionally, the SCM did appear to regain its momentum following the poor economic
conditions, the housing collapse and the aftermath of the financial crisis of the late
2000s (Steinback, 2011). An analogous financial or economic collapse – in the U.S. or
abroad – could conceivably result in a parallel recruitment boom, a rekindled sense of
kinship and an elevated support base by socio-economically disadvantaged groups who
seek to escape from financial problems.

Against this backdrop, a malleable SCM has displayed emergent signs of a harder-
edged radicalisation that has, on a number of occasions, led to a wave of violent plots.
The nature of such zero-sum extremism would fall into a terrorism category if it is pre-
meditated, contains a political or ideological message and aims to generate fear or
anxiety with a target group (Hoffman, 2006, p. 40). The anti-government ideology has
attracted a number of disaffected citizens, and has resulted in armed standoffs involving
the killing, or conspiring to kill, police, federal judges and IRS officials. For instance, in 2010,
private pilot Joseph Stack (who left behind a convoluted SCM manifesto) flew his airplane
into an IRS building in Austin Texas, killing one tax collector and injuring thirteen others.
Other SCM incidents have comprised kidnapping threats, bombings, gun battles, weapons
dealing and hoax terrorist letters (Conroy, 2017; Jenkins, 2016; Jonsson, 2015). Some acts
of violence might also be linked to the more paranoid conspiracists who infuse ‘war-
fighting’ rationalisations to validate their rage – such as that government agencies are
actively preparing secret black site camps to imprison citizens.

Finally, the re-energisation of the SCM can be seen as tied, in part, to a modern-day
political environment that has witnessed the normalisation of anti-government
language and a declining trust in democratic institutions. U.S. President Donald
Trump has been repeatedly accused of disinformation campaigns and the sending of
dog whistles to already suspicious individuals and groups by co-opting some of the
languages of right-wing revolution and reinforcing conspiratorial whispers about
deep-state government corruption. Such fear-inducing propaganda, usually tied to pol-
itical campaign rallies, continues to remain a powerful force in undermining social cohe-
sion. Further, such anti-democratic mobilisation has the capacity to drive people who
already exhibit a deep sense of alienation and grievance towards a legitimisation of par-
ticular radicalisation trajectories (Kayyem, 2019). In short, inflammatory political

250 D. BALDINO AND K. LUCAS



demagoguery should be understood as a contributing factor to shifting the boundaries
of acceptable discourse and the prospects for violence and terror, including amongst
(real or perceived) disempowered groups.

SCM in Australia

The SCM ideology, and changing notions of citizenship, is not a phenomenon isolated to
the U.S. While it remains hard to quantify precise national numbers of the movement in
Australia, in 2015 (based on a leaked report), a NSW Counter Terrorism and Special
Tactics command assessment did indicate that there were as many as 300 sovereign citi-
zens in NSW who appeared to lack a clear hierarchical organisation structure. Nonetheless,
the report did propose that such individuals had ‘the motivation and capability to act
against government interests and should be considered a potential terrorist threat’
(Thomas & McGregor, 2015). From a public safety perspective, other recent reported
individual crimes across Australia have revolved around elements like committing credit
card scams and tax fraud/evasion. This includes an Australian Taxation Office legal fight
to obtain $3 million in GST and other taxes from a self-proclaimed royal family of an
invented principality in Western Australia (Vivian, 2018). And as studied in more detail
below, in 2019 the NSW government used the Terrorism (High Risk Offenders) Act 2017
against a SC who had threatened an MP.

To date, the most visible elements of the inchoate SCM – many sovereigns in Australia
refer to themselves as ‘freemen on the land’ – are those engaged in harassment and inti-
midation tactics and non-violent acts such as the establishment of alternative citizenship
(Lattas, 2005). Surprisingly, although possibly emboldened by populist far-right political
movements abroad, some individuals have been openly presenting themselves as political
entities to exert personal influence and to challenge the legitimacy of the constitution and
established institutions of the state. In 2019, a full list of electoral candidates foraying into
Federal politics was released by the AEC. The list revealed a number of chameleon-like
candidates who were underpinned with SCM beliefs and characteristics. Although such
a consortium is unlikely to be aggregated into a sustainable, cohesive political platform,
it has also been argued that ‘ … it’s common for people on the political fringe to have a
constellation of conspiracy beliefs’ (Wilson, 2016). Notably, this handful of far-right
offshoots, including a white supremacist, did share a communal frustration with, or
open hostility towards, modern bureaucracy as well as an instinct for historical or legal
arguments to rationalise how the government is illegitimate.

For example, the Great Australian Party (GAP) – founded in 2018 by former One Nation
senator Rodney Culleton – ran 15 candidates during the 2019 Federal Election. Culleton is
a flamboyant and self-proclaimed expert of the constitution and has argued that he
remains to be an elected Senator due to certain procedural requirements (Perpitch &
Meachim, 2019). Another GAP and self-identified SCM candidate, described as a ‘vexatious
litigant’ by the WA Supreme Courts, has been involved in numerous court battles claiming
he does not need to pay rates because local governments are not written in Australia’s
constitution (Meachim & O’Connor, 2018).

None of these 15 GAP candidates were successful and, as of mid-2019, the GAP Face-
book page had 17,218 followers. But it is worth noting that the previously elected One
Nation candidate, Malcolm Roberts, did return to the Federal upper house. Roberts has
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denied being a SCM. Yet in 2016, it was revealed that he had used syntax consistent with
SCM language in letters that he had previously written to then-prime minister Julia Gillard
(Koziol, 2016). Roberts has also cited anti-Semitic conspiracy theorists and has pushed for a
range of other controversial laws that tend to forge with right-wing talking points abroad
including efforts to ‘water down’ Australian gun policy (Vincent, 2016).

In terms of individuals who have been identified as in the early stages of radicalisation
to violence, observable SCM cases in Australia have been rare. However, in evaluating the
risk an individual presents to the community in April 2019, the NSW Supreme Court did
approve an Extended Supervision Order for a period of two years, under the Terrorism
(High Risk Offenders) Act 2017. Justice Richard Button stated that inside a series of obtained
envelopes sent (by the unnamed defendant) were documents that provided a detailed
analysis of the Australian constitution – an evaluation that was coherent with a typical
SCM legal approach. Additionally, the language used on the exterior of the envelopes
was indicative of a stylisation commonly used in SCM anti-government dialect (Newcastle
Herald, 2019).

In this instance, the initial ‘index offence’ of which the defendant was convicted was the
sending of intimidating letters outlining a violent death to the opposition member of state
parliament. The letters – the thrust of which was that an MP had somehow been judged in
absentia to have committed treason (after a secret trial) and was to receive capital punish-
ment in the form of death by hanging – led the judge to conclude that the defendant had
made an action calculated to intimidate and had advocated violent extremism. While in
jail, the man was also charged over the blueprints for the manufacture of plastic
firearms. The legal determination extended into other elements such as the accessing
of a YouTube video about an IED to be made from a pressure cooker which had been
allegedly downloaded a month prior to the delivered letters (Newcastle Herald, 2019).

In his judgment, Justice Button stated that the defendant did not appear to be well
organised or part of a larger team of formal members but should be subject to ‘extremely
rigorous supervision’ when released from jail. Significantly, sovereign concepts projected
into popular culture were recognised as having the capacity to mobilise like-minded
people and groups to commit violence. In summation, Justice Button reflected that he
was not satisfied that the SCM and its conflated anti-government thesis

… promotes or explicitly supports political violence. But it is undoubtedly a potent political
philosophy, and an unorthodox, indeed radical, one at that. And, as one would expect in
light of its fundamental thesis of the illegitimacy and immorality of modern states that
derive from the British tradition of parliamentary democracy, the separation of powers, and
the rule of law such as the United States of America and Australia, on occasion its adherents
have resisted the exercise of State power with violence. Sometimes, that force has been
deadly (The State of NSW v Mathers [2019] NSWSC 7).

Identifying sovereign citizens: risk factors and behavioural markers

How to then recognise and connect different indicators as predictors of radicalisation
towards acts of violence – such as push, pull, and personal factors – is both contested
and controversial (Vergani et al., 2018). Yet a failure to explore various levels of explanation
of radicalisation into violent extremism can thwart ongoing policy efforts to identify the
specific type and frequency of threat, including in efforts to clarify the dynamics
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between non-violent and violent behaviours. The contours of this dilemma were captured
by a U.S. law enforcement agency in stating that the ‘ … term ‘sovereign citizen’ should be
viewed as an umbrella under which you will find thousands of loosely organised groups or
individuals that share one basic ideological principle [e.g. that laws do not apply to them]
but approach it through different paths’ (Finch & Flowers, 2012).

Problematically, the scarcity of study into preventative measures and associated behav-
ioural markers specially linked to the SCM can result in a distortion in understanding the
nature and trajectory of SCM thinking and goals, the contributing factors that might drive
behavioural extremes of its adherents and the efficiency of policy responses. Certainly, one
starting hurdle in curbing classification attempts is that a number of individuals, who are
seen as being congenial to SCM ideology, lack an obvious membership base and (like
Malcolm Roberts) sometimes refuse to be unambiguously tied with the term. Instead,
the SC label might be rejected as a self-contradiction or even dismissed as a deep state
interference to undermine their natural rights to freedom. As an alternative, an individual
might maintain that they are people simply seeking the ‘truth’ and attached to ideals of
individual autonomy. As captured by one U.S.-based supporter, ‘I’ve never known even
what that (SC) meant, nor called myself this, ever.… For me, God is sovereign over
man. You can say I’m an American’ (interview cited The Intelligence Report, 2013).

Given the lack of empirical research available about the SCM in Australia, assessments
about risks and vulnerabilities currently rely on disparate data sources, such as patchy
media reporting and extrapolating from available data from U.S. case studies and in
some analogous locations like Canada. However, there is enough information to build a
solid understanding of the social conditions that could be influential in SCM trajectories
towards violent actions. It is also worth noting that an over-extension of a SCM label
might make it difficult to discern if P/CVE is successful, including whether and to what
extent certain non-violent behaviours are indicators or precursors to issue-based violent
extremism. Equally, from a security and policing perspective, discriminatory targeting
and crude profiling practices could be counter-productive and have an unintended and
negative impact in exacerbating law enforcement and social order problems (Gøtzsche-
Astrup, 2018).

Nonetheless, in terms of push factors for SCs (personal beliefs and societal circum-
stances that push individuals into extremist groups), the themes identified by the Anti-
Defamation League hold true to known SCs in Australia, namely:

. People who are financially stressed. Whether the stress is due to unemployment, bank-
ruptcy, creditors, spousal or child support, tax problems or something else, the despera-
tion that comes with financial troubles can be a powerful motivator.

. People who are angry at government, especially government regulation.

. Con artists and people who want ‘something for nothing.’ The sovereign citizen move-
ment is full of theories that promise people quick riches or other seemingly magical
benefits, from being able to eliminate a mortgage to be able to hide one’s income in
a series of trusts and make it immune to government scrutiny (Pitcavage, 2012).

Of particular salience are the themes of financial stress, as most of the known SCs in Aus-
tralia come to public attention over protracted disputes concerning foreclosure and mort-
gage defaults (Challacombe & Lucas, 2019; Glazov, 2014; Laird, 2015; Loeser, 2015; Pastow,
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2018; Sydney Criminal Lawyers, 2016). As mentioned, and generally seen in radicalisation
trajectories, socio-economic disadvantage is acknowledged as playing a causal role in radi-
calisation by aggravating perceptions of injustice. This is captured in the theory of ‘relative
deprivation’, meaning that a person is aware that others have better material conditions or
higher social status in comparison to them, and the person perceives these differences to
be unjust and unmerited (Christmann, 2012). This relative deprivation can operate on an
individual, group or international level.

Naturally, the apparent ‘pull’ factors (appeals and enticements that ‘pull’ individuals into
extremist groups) almost directly correspond to the natural gaps left by the aforemen-
tioned push factors. Consistent with Pitcavage (2012), the ‘con artist’ category of SCs
opportunistically reinforce narratives of financial and independent disempowerment by
peddling services that boldly claim to educate on how ‘world monetary system impacts
your daily life’ and how ‘everything you thought you knew about money, taxes, fines is
one of the greatest illusions ever perpetuated by mankind’ (Sydney Criminal Lawyers,
2016). And while SCM thinking did exist in Australia well before the Internet became
common in domestic households (Lattas, 2005), the Internet is still arguably one of the
most significant ways for SCs to share ideological resources and provide opportunities
for social connection that strengthen in-group identification that will transcend barriers
presented by physical distance. In part, the exploitation of social media has provided a per-
missive content-sharing platform for like-minded people and groups to facilitate a conspi-
racy culture – that can be then incorporated and adapted into specific personal or national
circumstances. Additionally, social media has facilitated the travel and profile of prominent
American SCM gurus to Australia to hold seminars on sovereign theories about how to
avoid government authority and tax obligations in locations such as Perth, Brisbane and
Sydney (Pitcavage, 2012; Wilson, 2016).

These types of virtual and physical connections have provided an array of grievance-
based individuals with an opportunity to loosely coordinate activities, to share propa-
ganda, to promote pseudo-legal tactics and to potentially harden extremist viewpoints
via a shared information infrastructure. This has led to an assortment of people and
small groups working within a strong online social context, and while not necessarily
taking direct orders or precise instructions, communities of SCs do remain united by
reinforced ideas that deny the legitimacy of government from its inception. These sign-
posts to anti-government rage are not simply an American phenomenon, and in Australia,
issues around topics like nationhood, taxation and legitimacy are similarly framed in terms
of the Commonwealth of Australia not being properly federated, and hence, all its sub-
sequent actions are unlawful (Glazov, 2014).

Arguably the SCM-form of anti-government grievance does provide a potent emotional
underpinning for attributing blame to those responsible (i.e. governments, through their
various functions, and the groups they benefit) and justifications for violence in the name
of provocations and self-defence. As Berger (2016) explains ‘the appeal of financial relief
through the invocation of special words and phrases is enough to fuel their behaviour,
both in terms of ‘paper terrorism’ and their growing propensity for violence when their
expectations of their rights and privileges are not met’. In addition to looking at the
social conditions that appear conducive to radicalisation towards violent SCM ideologies,
consideration also needs to be given to what extent can and should policymakers act to
intercept the more dedicated individuals and groups before they commit acts of violence
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inspired by SCM ideology. Critically, similarly to the challenges posed by trying to identify
risk factors conducive to SCM ideological radicalisation, there is even less empirical evi-
dence about the behaviours and trajectories of known violent SCM actors in Australia.

The work of Challacombe and Lucas (2019) provides a useful starting point to cross-
reference clinically-tested threat assessment methodologies against the available infor-
mation in the Australian context. Using a non-random sample of 58 cases of violence,
both planned and committed, by SCMs in the U.S., Challacombe and Lucas retrospectively
applied the Terrorist Radicalisation Assessment Protocol (TRAP-18). Unlike other risk assess-
ment tools, the TRAP-18 was specifically designed to assess for risk of targeted or intended
terrorist violence in community subjects – regardless of their particular ideology. The
TRAP-18 contains behavioural-based warning signs and is designed to assist investigators
make structured professional judgements, as opposed to actuarial predictions of violence.
Overall, they found support for its ability to postdict SCM violence. Of particular note were
the following indicators, which were all noticeably positively correlated to violence:

. Pathway (attack research, planning)

. Identification (self-identification as a fighter/warrior/agent for change)

. Leakage (communication to an outside party of the individual’s intent for violence)

. Last Resort (individual feeling there is no other way to solve the grievance than vio-
lence, and for that violence to be now)

. Personal Grievance and Moral Outrage (confluence of factors shaping an individual to
have a strong viewpoint about the targeted individual or cause)

. Framed by an Ideology (justifying beliefs for action)

Of note, according to Challacombe and Lucas (2019), leakage of violent convictions and
intentions was a common predictor in violent incidents and was often related to the pro-
jection of personal grievance. Further, others like Ellis and Pantucci (2016, p. viii) have
observed that extreme-right perpetrators are far more likely to post indicators online
with 41% of leakage occurring on the Internet – at the very least, elevating this online
environment as not only a crucial source of ideological inspiration but as a core platform
to possibly interdict violent plots to protect society. However, in terms of the Australian
context, more in-depth case analyses are required to understand what behavioural
markers, if any, violent SC actors have displayed before executing a violent act. Preliminary
analysis of the available Australian literature suggests that identification, through SCM use
of pseudo-legal language, esoteric legal arguments and alternative grammar (Berger,
2016; Hoschouer, 2015; Loeser, 2015; Meyer, 2017) indicates a level of commitment that
makes violence a tangible possibility in the right circumstances. This complements anti-
social and violent behaviours that are framed by an ideology, as evidenced by run-ins
with, and targeted harassment of, police and other government officials which similarly
induce people to invoke pseudo-legal and related exclusivist justifications for such behav-
iour ( Hoschouer, 2015; Loeser, 2015; Meyer, 2017).

Defining resilience as a socio-ecological concept

Evidently, the SCM presents considerable challenges for P/CVE work – both conceptually
and practically – in Australia. And like radicalisation towards violent extremism, the
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concept of community resilience is the central component of most P/CVE work, yet only
loosely defined. In an attempt to synthesise a working definition of resilience, Wimelius,
Eriksson, Kinsman, Strandh, and Ghazinour (2018), citing Malkki and Sinkkonen, state
that the core of resilience in terrorism work is ‘ … the way that continuity and transform-
ation take place in the face of specific endogenous or exogenous shocks in all aspects of
political life. Likewise, other terrorism researchers have argued that resilience manifests
itself before, during, and after an adversity or shock occurs, and in that context, resilience
is often discussed from the perspective of community collaboration and capacity-
building.’

Resilience is a concept that applies in many areas of public policy and mental health,
but this ‘socio-ecological’ strand of resilience theory alluded to by Wimelius et al. (2018)
is at the heart of P/CVE work. In their work with youth resilience in violent extremism in
Australia and Canada, Grossman et al. (2017) expound upon this by emphasising that
socio-ecological resilience refers to ‘the capacity of individuals and groups to cope in
adverse or challenging circumstances is facilitated by the interdependent individual,
social, economic and political resources they are able to access and mobilise’. Further, Wil-
liams (2017) goes on to say that a community, and not just the state, should ‘have features
that render it able to prevent the members of that community (or the community as a
whole) from engaging with violent extremism’. Hence socio-ecological resilience is a col-
lective response to violent extremist influences. In terms of how this looks in practice, Ellis
and Abdi (2017) identify three categories of social capital that communities require in
order to operationalise resilience: bonding capital between people with shared values;
bridging capital between people who have different values; and linking capital between
people and community infrastructure and the institutions that administer them.

‘Cultural competence’ as a component of bridging capital

One noteworthy feature of P/CVE work is that of ‘cultural competence’, which is defined as
an attitude or a willingness to understand that each individual brings his or her own expla-
natory model of the world to a relationship or interaction, and that this explanatory model
has been shaped by the particular culture from which they come (Wimelius et al., 2018).
Arguably this corresponds with efforts to build bridging social capital within a community
to build resilience in Ellis and Abdi’s model of resilience. In other words, contemporary
practices in resilience building are heavily influenced by the ideas of tension existing
between traditional ideas of multiculturalism and broader social cohesion. Current litera-
ture tends to frame resilience within the context of ‘multicultural’ and ‘pluralist’ societies,
with a focus on how ethno-cultural minorities navigate their host cultures, whilst retaining
their cultures of origin (Ellis & Abdi, 2017; Grossman et al., 2017; Harris-Hogan, Barrelle, &
Zammit, 2016; Vergani et al., 2018). Government policy also repeatedly echoes this ethno-
racial framing with explicit and persistent references to ‘multiculturalism’, ‘diversity’ and
‘social cohesion’ in official policy (Australian Government, n.d.); and clear funding focus
on multiculturally-oriented programming as part of its community resilience building
activities.

This is perhaps an inevitable result of the fact that P/CVE work has been heavily
focussed on Islamic Extremism and White Supremacy. While it is not the position of this
paper to evaluate the appropriateness of all such programming, this clear policy and
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discursive inclination does perhaps present a new issue: since current ideas of ‘community’
and ‘culture’ are primarily defined along racial, religious and ethnic lines, this leads to a
potential blind-spot as it relates to SCs. As noted above, the SCM is not necessarily organ-
ised along traditional, racial or ethnic lines and appears to have fundamentally different
concepts of both ‘community’ and ‘culture’; constructs that are at the core of resilience
work in P/CVE. Despite its racist origins, the percentage of non-white sovereign citizens
has increased substantially albeit the exact contours of the widening demographic
picture are not clear-cut (Pitcavage, 2012). Yet it has become infinitely more adaptable
to different personal and political circumstances as the core ideological pillars have
shifted from white supremacy and competition with non-white groups to more fluid con-
spiratorial anti-government narratives. To this end, like their U.S. counterparts, Australian
SCM groups too have seen a shift away from a predominantly white membership base. If
prevention of SCM violence is to become a priority for P/CVE policy and programming in
Australia, core concepts such as ‘community’ and ‘culture’, need to be expanded upon to
account for the heterogeneous dynamic of current SCM appeal.

‘Trust’ as a component of linking capital

An auxiliary significant challenge for any P/CVE work that attempts to address potential
SCM violence, is rooted in the ideology itself. As the identified ‘outgroup’, governments
and their officials, the already difficult task of administering effective P/CVE policies and
initiatives, is compounded. This corresponds most directly with the function of linking
social capital in Ellis and Abdi’s (2017) model of violence prevention, which is based on
the idea that relationships between governments and communities need to work well
enough – let alone exist – in order to have the necessary components for a resilient com-
munity. Linking social capital has been used to describe the process of thoughtful collab-
oration, communication and problem solving between government and communities, but
fundamentally, successful P/CVE initiatives require a great degree of trust and communi-
cation between these groups (Ellis & Abdi, 2017). In applying this to the SCM situation, this
may be difficult because governments are identified as the primary outgroup, and the tar-
geted source of mistrust, corruption and illegitimacy. This is not to say that violent Islamic
extremist and White Supremacist narratives do not exploit anti-government rationalis-
ations, but that SCs’ laser-like opposition to an ‘imposter’ government, their creation of
alternate identities and embrace of self-governing citizenship practices may prove more
testing to transcend in policy approaches to assist in prevention, diversion, de-radicalisa-
tion and the encouragement of more informed, less anti-social options.

Conclusion

The FBI has identified conspiracy theories and exclusionary ideologies as motivators for
‘domestic extremists’ to instigate violence in the U.S. But the rapid rise of a SCM is not
just a domestic American problem. Nor should the SCM be simply dismissed as inconse-
quential or even talked down as a fleeting ‘crazy’ societal aberration. SCM rhetoric and
worldviews, although repeatedly unusual and garbled, is adaptive, has mutated and has
materialised into a transnational and networked identity in other overseas locations
such as Australia.
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Further, in contrast to other forms of right-wing extremism and the online spread of
harmful ideas that fixate on the role of race and identity, the SCM is not predominantly
concerned with the preservation of white nationalism. Characterised by an increasing
absence of ethnic and cultural cohesiveness, its primary focus is on a perceived false
and illegitimate government. While the precise social and security implications posed
by a malleable SCM in an Australian context remains difficult to determine, such
anti-government ideas do remain part of a highly toxic ecosystem that has shown
an ability to meld with other like-minded recruits and extremist groups, including
those with more militant and ‘patriot’ platforms. While most SCM activity since the
1970s has been non-violent, acts of sporadic violence have become a mounting
concern for law enforcement and public officials in the U.S. And as tragically
exposed by the Oklahoma bombings in 1995, its adherents have sometimes sought
to undermine government through the tactics of retaliatory and politically motivated
violence.

Overall, the complex history and trajectory of the SCM does suggest a different and
distinctive challenge from P/CVE perspective, including the construction of relevant
behavioural markers and debate as to what qualifies as an incitement to violence.
While there is considerable research still to be conducted, some observable trends
in Australia do seem to be following suit from our U.S. counterparts. Namely, that
the risk factors and behavioural markers associated with SCM violence, including con-
current exposure to economic disempowerment and social media conspiracy culture
that perpetuates anti-government grievance, are crucial to any effective P/CVE work.
Any meaningful attempts to respond to the SCM will require more investigation of
the effectiveness of existing P/CVE approaches, and how they might be adapted to
the SCM context:

. Devote more research to understanding the trends of SCM as well as the linking study
of ‘leaderless’ groups in Australia.

. Improve innovations to disrupt the internet as a permissive environment and radicali-
sation engine for extremists, which includes the embrace of conspiracy theories that are
closely related to anti-government extremism. Any such actions will also need to con-
sider the implications for citizens’ liberties and their right to privacy.

. Take selective cues from the U.S.. Much like Challacombe and Lucas’ (2019) retrospec-
tive application of the TRAP-18, it is important to adapt current behavioural markers and
push/pull factors to be inclusive of SCM contexts, based on available case studies (and if
necessary, then revise current P/CVE practices, for instance, in order to better disrupt
the functionality of interpersonal online social influences).

. Identify frontline workers who are most likely to come into contact with SCs, and build
their capacity to: de-escalate situations involving SCs, create and maintain relationships
with SCs, and/or develop initiatives that aim to build trust between SCs and their local
communities (and possibly governments).

. Foster non-traditional partnerships. Interestingly, legal professionals appear to be
coming into contact with SCMs more than other forms of extremism – this is likely a
consequence of an ideology that is grounded in esoteric legalities – this is a potential
industry frontline that could be investigated. Including more legal professionals in P/
CVE work could be important in responding to and understanding SCMs.
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. Review and potentially revise law enforcement education programs and teach reality-
based scenario training and specific steps and responses for police officers in the hand-
ling of possible encounters with SCs.

This challenge, while significant, arguably presents an opportunity for a pivot in current
P/CVE policy and practice: to create new partnerships with non-traditional stakeholders, to
redefine concepts such as ‘community’, ‘culture’ and ‘diversity’ to reflect the hetero-
geneous realities that co-exist in pluralist societies like Australia, and to be genuinely
proactive in any work that is aimed at reducing the potential for violence.
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