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Abstract

Violence is an integral part of the sovereignist milieu involving the “Reichsbiirger” and other groups. Shootouts
between sovereignists and police officers in 2016 left several people injured and one police officer dead. Since then,
their violence has been a subject of nationwide investigation and media reporting in Germany. The visibility of the
sovereignist milieu increased significantly due to recent protests against the governments COVID-19 pandemic
measures and a subsequent centralization of protest communications on the social media platform Telegram. This
article examines how the use of violence is being justified within the German sovereignist milieu. Drawing from
primary sources on the milieu’s main planned and executed acts of violence in 2016, this article reveals a conspira-
cy-ideological Manichaeism that serves both as a driving force and justification for the use of violence. In addition,
evidence indicates that violence is not solely directed against government and state officials, but against groups
perceived as part of an alleged conspiracy against their in-group, especially Jews and migrants. At its core, the sov-
ereignist milieu spreads a thin ideology that is particularly amenable to right-wing extremism and antisemitism.
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Introduction

The phenomenon of the “Reichsbiirger” [literally: “citizen of the empire” - JR] scene has often been downplayed
in public discourses as consisting of a collection of nutcases who play “Reich” government in their living rooms
and mostly just send long letters to the government of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG). However, this
changed in 2016, when two shootouts between “Reichsbiirger” and the police occurred in quick succession,
injuring several persons and killing one police officer. Since then, Germany’s national domestic intelligence
service (the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution) has been monitoring the phenomenon more
closely. Most recently, actions by “Reichsbiirger” were part of international news coverage when several hun-
dred members from this milieu climbed over the police barriers in front of the Reichstag building (the seat of
the German parliament) in Berlin on August 29, 2020, and occupied the steps leading to the entrance. Three
police officers managed to prevent the crowd from entering the building by threatening to use force. After a few
minutes, the stairs were cleared when more police officers arrived. However, the pictures of Reich flags in front
of the Bundestag garnered worldwide attention.[1]

Generally, it can be stated that so far there have been only isolated scientific analyses on the topic of conspira-
cy-ideological sovereignism. The existing studies are mainly devoted to a specific (national) phenomenon from
a criminological, legal, or psychological perspective,[2] such as the Sovereign Citizen Movement, the Freemen
on the Land, or the German “Reichsbiirger”.[3]

This article addresses the question of how members of the sovereignist milieu view and use violence. An ex-
ploratory qualitative study analyzes common patterns of justification to show that violence is an inherent part
of the milieu’s ideology. After a brief section on definitions, the results of quantitative analyses provide infor-
mation on the extent and nature of violence emerging from the sovereignist milieu. In the main body of this
article, a qualitative analysis explores the two central violent events of 2016. There, a chronology of the events
is followed by elaborations on the patterns of justification used by sovereignists. In the concluding sections, the
findings are summarized and placed within the larger context of the milieu. Here, particular attention is paid
to the Manicheism of conspiracy ideologies, which plays an important role in the justification of violence in
the sovereignist milieu.
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Definitions

To analyze the justification of violence in the German sovereignist milieu, one first has to establish some defi-
nitional boundaries. As a categorical term for the phenomenon under consideration, the author proposes
conspiracy-ideological sovereignism.[4] This description does not reduce the phenomena to national specifics
(“Reichsbiirger” and “Selbstverwalter”/”Self-administrators” in Germany)[5] or to simply extremism direct-
ed against the state (“staatsfeindliche Verbindungen”/”anti-state associations” in Austria)[6] and government
(“Anti-Governmental-Extremism” in the USA)[7], but instead allows one to describe interconnected milieus[8]
ideologically and with regard to the actions of their members transnationally. Conspiracy-ideological sovere-
ignism is understood in this article as the effort to (re-)establish individual or people sovereignty, as well as a
related order conceived as natural, against the prevailing social and political order, which is identified as the
product of a global conspiracy with the aim of destroying one’s own group.[9]

The sovereignist milieu in Germany is very heterogeneous and older than the Federal Republic of Germany
(which dates back to 1949) itself. It can be divided into four sub-milieus:

1. Traditionally organized National Socialists, neo-Nazis, and right-wing extremists since 1945 who seek to re-
store the (National Socialist) German Reich and its ethnic community (“Volksgemeinschaft”). They were
and are active in and around political parties (e.g. the Socialist Reich Party and the National Democrat-
ic Party of Germany) as well as other right-wing extremist organizations, networks, and/or publishing
houses. Some adherents describe themselves as “Reichsbiirger”.

2. “Reichsbiirger” who follow the tradition of the “Reich Chancellor” Wolfgang Gerhard Giinter Ebel[10]—per-
sons who had not previously held memberships in traditional right-wing extremist organizations. They
form pseudo-“Reich governments” and believe that they have therefore restored the legal framework of
the German Reich.

3. Individual, group, and secessionist sovereignists who do not (initially) want to restore a German Reich, but
declare themselves sovereign as individual persons, families, groups, or state founders. They dissociate
their “state territories” from the one of the German Federal Republic, which most of them believe to be a
corporation rather than a state.

4. “New Right” sovereignists act as a link between conservative circles and other extreme right, sovereignist,
and conspiracy-ideological milieus. Superficially, they do not mention the National Socialist German
Reich but lament the lack of sovereignty of Germany, which is not seen as coexisting with the current
territory of the German Federal Republic. The first members of the “New Right” openly called for the
(re-)establishment of a new German Reich.[11]

In this article, violence is understood as an action potential in a power relationship with an inherent perpetra-
tor-victim structure. In addition to the physical act of harming, violence has verbal and nonverbal dimensions
that can precede or accompany the physical expression. The perpetrator aims to hurt and marginalize the tar-
get emotionally and cognitively.[12] From a criminal law perspective, physical violence in Germany includes
murder, manslaughter and killing on request (gun for hire), rape and sexual assault, robbery, extortion, bodily
harm resulting in death, dangerous and serious bodily harm, kidnapping for extortion, hostage-taking and
attacks on the captains of air and sea transport.[13] However, the subsequent analysis of the justification of
violence in the sovereignist milieu primarily considers its physical and verbal dimensions.

Quantitative Findings on Sovereignist Violence

Since 2016, the Federal Criminal Police Office (BKA) has systematically recorded misdemeanor and felony
incidents from the sovereignist milieu in Germany as part of its collection of statistics on politically motivated
crime.[14] The figures are also published in the annual reports of the Federal Office for the Protection of the
Constitution (the German domestic intelligence service), which provides more specific information on devel-
opments in the milieu. In terms of violence, the Federal Office records show that cases of extortion and resis-
tance to law enforcement officers showed the strongest growth between 2017 and 2021 (see Figure 1).
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In parallel to the figures from German governmental offices, similar data have been collected by Daniel Koehler
and Verena Fiebig. These are based on an analysis of media reports about misdemeanors and criminal offenses
of sovereignists from 2003 to 2018.[15] Their database features 730 entries. Broken down into various catego-
ries, the authors counted, inter alia, 141 cases of resistance against law enforcement officers (19.32%), 116 cases
of (attempted) coercion and extortion (15.89%), 81 cases of bodily harm (11.10%), and 5 cases of manslaugh-
ter/murder (0.69%). According to Kohler and Fiebig, resistance to law enforcement officers occurred primarily
during enforcement, routine traffic stops, and identity checks, as well as in emergency situations in which calls
to the police were made. Cases of coercion and extortion occurred mainly in response to official notices, or as
a result of criminal prosecutions and seizures, but also took place without any prior contact with the authori-
ties. In most cases these were attempts to confront officials with claims for damages in an effort to intimidate
them. This includes, for example, the entry of fictitious debts of officials in the U.S. Uniform Commercial Code
(UCC) register—a tactic adopted by German sovereignists from their American counterparts—to lend an aura
of legitimacy to their claims.[16]

Figure 1: Sovereignist/”Reichsbiirger” Violence by Type [17]

The reports cited provide only general information on the sovereignist justifications for acts of violence.
“Reichsbiirger” justifies violence—especially against state officials—most often through the portrayal of an as-
sumed/fictitious self-defense situation, usually based on conspiracy ideologies and myths widespread in their
milieu. In his analysis of discourses of violence in the German sovereignist milieu, Georg Schuppener iden-
tified two lines of argumentation: sovereignists proclaim that on the one hand violence is perpetrated against
Germany and its people by external powers and/or groups and individuals through state or pseudo-state insti-
tutions and organs, which, on the other hand legitimizes violent resistance.[18]

Below, two case studies will be presented to illustrate which conspiracy ideologies and myths are specifically
associated with the use of violence and to identify how sovereignists use conspiracy ideologies and myths to
justify their violence. The following analysis focuses on two acts of violence that took place in 2016 that can be
attributed primarily to the sub-milieu of secessionist sovereigntists—although other sovereigntists have also
planned and carried out acts of violence in the past decades.[19] These two cases led to a shift in the perception
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of the milieu by German law enforcement agencies which began to view it as producing an “extremism sui ge-
neris”.[20] Furthermore, for both cases extensive source material for an analysis is available.

Reuden, “State of Ur”, Adrian Ursache

On August 25, 2016, a dispute with state authorities escalated during a foreclosure procedure in Reuden, Sax-
ony-Anhalt. Beginning in 2006, the family of Adrian Ursache had accumulated debts of over €480,000, money
they could not repay. For this reason, a compulsory auction procedure was opened in August 2013 and the
family’s house was sold in mid-June 2016. In 2015, disputes began between the sovereignist Adrian Ursache
and the responsible bailiff. Ursache claimed that the bailiff was not a civil servant and that the FRG was in fact
an occupying administrative corporation, meaning the bailiff was not authorized to carry out foreclosures. In
addition, he had proclaimed his property to be the “State of Ur’,[21] a territory on which the bailiff supposedly
held no sovereign powers. To settle his debts, Ursache and his wife took their cue from actions of U.S. Sover-
eign Citizens. At the beginning of 2016, Mrs. Ursache tried to settle the leasing fees for a car using a forged
or fabricated promissory note from the director of the Zeitz District Court worth €1,500,000 in gold. Adrian
Ursache sent the ‘promissory note’ to the local court.[22] Because he had copied a signature of the director onto
his ‘promissory note, the court ordered (to preserve evidence) a search of the already-sold house, where the
Ursache family still lived, given the suspicion of document forgery. It was carried out on July 6, 2016.

Ursache continuously documented the escalating conflict with the authorities and initially published videos to
this effect on his YouTube channel Ich Bin [I am/exist]. In March 2016, one of his videos attracted a great deal of
attention within the sovereignist milieu and beyond—a fact which Ursache used to win supporters for the fore-
closure hearing on August 24, 2016.[23] In one of the last videos before the deadline titled “Finale 24.08.2016
- Fascists of the FRG against State of Ur”, Ursache published the picture, name, and address of the bailiff, called
him a “dirty pig” and threatened to “slaughter him like cattle” if he entered the territory of his ‘State of Ur’[24]
In addition, he threatened:

“So, if any pig should try to remove us from our holy ground here, it will be paid for in blood. It doesn’t
matter if it’s women, children, pregnant women—it doesn’t matter.”’[25]

On August 24, 2016, according to media reports, about 30-40 supporters gathered on the property still occu-
pied by Ursache and succeeded in preventing an eviction. The morning of the following day, police provided
support for carrying out the eviction with two hundred men and a special task force (SEK). Only a few sup-
porters remained on the property and they were evicted by the police. In front of the residence, the armored
special task force officers exchanged words with Adrian Ursache, who was carrying a firearm. Several SEK offi-
cers shot at Ursache, wounding him severely. Ursache was accused of shooting at a police officer as well, a fact
that was substantiated in court. As a result of his injuries, Ursache underwent emergency surgery at a clinic in
Leipzig and was subsequently arrested by police. In April 2019, Ursache was sentenced to seven years in prison
for attempted murder, assault, resisting law enforcement officers, and for the illegal possession of arms and
ammunition. The Federal Supreme Court rejected an appeal in 2020, making the sentence legally binding.[26]

Justifications

Adrian Ursache used several patterns of justification for his use of violence against the bailiff and the police.
In his justification for the violent threats against the bailiff, he referred primarily to his claim of being the head
of state of the ‘state of Ur. He denied the bailiff access to his ‘state territory, on which he saw himself as a self-
declared head of state, claiming that he was authorized by international law to use any form of force.[27] Ur-
sache took his own logic of legitimacy even further, telling a journalist on the original eviction date that he
believed the ‘State of Ur’ was at war:

“We live in international law. So here are a people, they have been recognized. And if he [the bailiff; JR]
comes now no matter what, then it would be aggression against international law. And then we experience
a war. Nothing else.”[28]
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In his opinion, not only Ursache’s ‘state’ was in a state of war, but a war against the Germans outside the ‘State
of Ur’ was also taking place. Even before the events of August 25, 2016, Ursache did not recognize the state sov-
ereignty of the Federal Republic of Germany and thus the orders of the German court. For him, the FRG rep-
resented an occupation administration of the Allies, which, he claimed, had been secretly transformed in 1990
into a corporation that operated exclusively under private law.[29] Regarding law enforcement, Ursache stated
that “[...] without a state there are no legal laws or officials—all measures used to collect money correspond to
pillage and piracy according to HLKO [The Hague Convention with Respect to the Laws and Customs of War on
Land of 1907; JR] and VStGB [the German Code of Crimes against International Law; JR].”[30] According to
Ursache, as an occupying administration, the FRG was subject to HLKO Article 47, which expressly prohibited
plunder by occupying forces. Using this logic, he was resisting alleged illegal appropriation attempts (“looting’,
“piracy”) on his “state”/private property that occurred in Reuden on August 25, 2016. Based on this chain of
reasoning, he called police officers and the responsible bailiff “criminals [using] the trademark POLICE” and
also labeled them “terrorists” in his viral video from June 30, 2016.[31]

Ursache thus held that he was justified in defending his “state of Ur” in the event of an imminent war. In his
sovereignist worldview, he placed the immediate conflicts with the FRG in the context of a global conspiracy.
Consequently, he claimed the function of the occupying administrative corporation FRG was a) domestically
the “continuation of the war against the German people”, which included the “destruction of German culture
and tradition,” and the “physical annihilation and expulsion of the German people,” as well as b) “internation-
ally: to enforce the New World Order (NWO).”[32] Based on these premises, he stated, “Simple logic: as long
as the covert war against Germany continues, there will be an occupying administrative corporation ‘FRG’ to
conduct this war’[33] To end this war, he claimed, it was not enough to deal with just the FRG: “Resistance
does not take place under the premise of dissatisfied people against state power but people against fraudulent
foreign rule”[34] “The forces that planted the evil [the FRG; JR]” would also have to be “pulled into the light of
day and eliminated! This is a world problem!”[35] Regarding the destruction of the German people and their
culture, Ursache stated:

“The country is just now being flooded by the occupying administrative corporation, foreign-dominated as
always, with a Muslim and criminal invasion army, disguised with a few real war refugees.

The Germans will finally be wiped out in a war on their own territory, which will be presented as a reli-
gious conflict but is in fact a race war.

So, unless a miracle happens here, sooner or later there will be violent confrontations.”[36]

Here, Ursache repeats the right-wing extremist conspiracy myth of the “Great Replacement”/”Race War”/”White
Genocide”, which he sees as part of a “Jewish world conspiracy” to exterminate the German people. In this
context, Adrian Ursache also quoted from a paper by Udo Walendy, a German far-right Holocaust denier.[37]
Ursache not only believed in a replacement of German volk through a “Great Replacement” orchestrated by
Jews but insinuated also that “Germans are currently experiencing the Holocaust against themselves.”[38]

In Ursache’s mind, his personal financial debts and a resulting dispute with banks and enforcement officials of
the FRG was part of a decades-long conspiracy against the German people with the aim of annihilating them.
In Ursache’s view, the conspirators’ will to annihilate them, as well as the existence of an ongoing state of war,
justified the use of violence as a means of legitimate resistance. This resistance was directed against law enforce-
ment officers in the immediate confrontation linked to the eviction from his home but was also directed against
others who were identified as instruments (migrants, Muslims) and those behind the conspiracy (Jews). The
designation of police officers as “Nazis” and “fascists” not only trivializes National Socialism but can also be
interpreted as a justification for acts of violence through demonization. The designation of the bailiff as a “dirty
pig” is also striking, as dehumanizing a target can lower the inhibition threshold for the use of violence.[39]

Georgensgmiind, “State of Plan”/“Government District Wolfgang”, Wolfgang Plan

Closely related to the events in Reuden is the murder of a police officer by Wolfgang Plan a few weeks later, on
October 19, 2016, in Georgensgmiind, Bavaria. In contrast to the incident in Reuden, the violent acts of the
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secessionist sovereignist Wolfgang Plan did not occur in the course of an eviction, although Plan also had debts
amounting to €166,500. In his case, the state officials came to search for arms held by Plan after his permit to
possess weapons had been canceled. He had a number of weapons in his home, as he had been an active sports
shooter for 25 years and was also in possession of a hunting license. In 2015, he began collecting information
from members of the sovereignist milieu on the banking and financial system, as well as on secessionist sover-
eignism. In doing so, Plan (like Ursache) learned about forms of action from, and the explanatory models of,
the Freeman on the Land and Sovereign Citizens. He also adopted the idea that the FRG was not a real country,
but only a corporation.[40] He made several “life declarations” in front of other sovereignists, including one
issued on January 25, 2016.[41] On that day, Plan returned his identity card issued by the Federal Republic
of Germany to the municipality of Georgensgmiind. Two months later, he deregistered his residence there,
although he continued to live in the same house.[42] By May 2016, he had attracted the attention of German
administrative authorities by refusing to pay vehicle taxes, based on sovereignist claims. At the same time, he
had apparently also sent a proclamation to the Red Cross in Geneva, Switzerland, informing them that he had
created the “Absolute State of Plan” on his property. When a seizure at Plan’s house was scheduled to take place
on May 25, 2016, he prevented it with help from supporters, claiming that his “state territory” was not to be
entered. In addition, Plan had also supported other sovereignists who were also threatened with foreclosure.
Consequently, he was also in Reuden with Adrian Ursache in August 2016. On August 23, both agreed to a pact
between their “states” in which they pledged each other economic and military support. However, Plan was
not on site during the events on August 25 but learned about them only later from the media. He interpreted
the police action as a raid.[43]

The failed seizure against Plan at the end of May 2016 and his openly signaled affiliation with the sovereignist
milieu had led to the revocation of his right to possess firearms. Several attempts to convince Plan to surrender
his 31 firearms and ammunition failed. In the early morning of October 19, 2016, a special police task force en-
tered Wolfgang Plan’s residence to confiscate his firearms. Plan shot at the officers in rapid succession through
the still-locked apartment door, wounding several policemen—one fatally. He then surrendered to the police
officers. In October 2017, he was sentenced to life imprisonment for murder by the Nuremberg-Fiirth Regional
Court.[44]

Justifications

Wolfgang Plan, like Adrian Ursache, claimed the German Federal Republic to be a “sham state” whose “mer-
cenaries” planned to carry out an attack on the territory of his supposedly sovereign state—an attack against
which he was merely defending himself. In his Pact with the State of Plan, also sent by Plan to the Red Cross in
Geneva, he promised that his “state” would be “ready at any time to defend the freedom of the people [...] with
blood, iron, and fire.”[45] This was also recorded as his main explanation and justification in the judgment of
the Nuremberg-Fiirth Regional Court.

Plan had also used an additional justification, independent of his secessionist aspirations. He claimed in court
that he was surprised by what he considered to be an unannounced police intrusion and that he had not rec-
ognized the policemen. He said that he had thought that the Third World War had broken out and that he was
being attacked.[46] In an interview from 2021, he substantiated the rationale behind this justification. In this
interview, he stated that he was left in a state of fear after the attacks by Islamists in Paris on November 13,
2015, which were followed by other acts of terrorism closer to home—in Wiirzburg on July 18, 2016, and in
Ansbach on July 24, 2016. This fear was intensified, he claimed, because he had received secret information
from security circles and the Internet about an impending civil war triggered by Islamists and armed refugees.
Plan claimed he had believed the deployment of the special task force on the morning of October 19, 2016, was
the start of this civil war, and that he would not have shot at police officers if he had known who they were.[47]
Plan consequently justified the fatal shootings as supposed acts of resistance against criminals or foreigners he
claimed were the attackers.

Like Ursache, Plan included the “Great Replacement” conspiracy myth in his reports of an impending Third
World War/civil war. On Facebook, Wolfgang Plan placed several posts pointing to such a connection. Five
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days before the fatal shooting, he had shared a post from the antisemitic, racist, and far-right blog Lupo Cattivo,
which portrayed the “Great Replacement” myth as being part of a “secret war against the Germans.”[48] Plan
also propagated the myth of a “Jewish world conspiracy” on Facebook. On April 23, 2015, before the Paris at-
tacks, he shared an antisemitic and sovereignist post calling police officers “Zionist mercenaries.” It also warned
of a “Day X”, “when Zionists will seek to reduce the population to a minimum of 500 million worldwide”[49]

Wolfgang Plan saw himself—or portrayed himself—as not only resisting the FRG, but also fighting a “Jew-
ish-Zionist world conspiracy” that would carry out a “secret war against the Germans” with the aim of exter-
minating them. He connected these (pseudo) events with apocalyptic ideas of a “Day X” and the outbreak of a
civil war or the Third World War. With the framework of such a logic, he was not only engaging in resistance,
but was “at war”. As a defender of his “countrymen” or even just of his own life and the lives of his fellow resi-
dents, he saw himself justified in shooting at the people invading his home.

Manichaeism and the Legitimation of Violence

The analysis of the cases from Reuden and Georgensgmiind initially confirms the findings of Koéhler and
Fiebig’s study, that conspiracy ideologies are used to justify self-defense against supposedly unlawful behavior
within the sovereignist milieu. As the analysis shows, however, the legitimation of violence through conspiracy
ideologies is not merely linked to the alleged conspirators’ desire for power and an associated “disregard for
the well-being of the allegedly oppressed,’[50] as Kohler and Fiebig indicated, but above all with the assumed
existential threat to the sovereignist self-group. Violence as self-defense is thus part of a Manichean concep-
tion of the world in which, according to conspiracy ideologues, including sovereignists, a final battle between
the forces of good and evil is imminent. This notion offers relief in crisis situations because it decouples local
conflicts from individual responsibility, reducing it to a simple face-oft of good versus evil with clear sides to
identify: Ursache and Plan did not bring about their situation themselves with their economic decisions, but,
as part of the German people, are victims of a global conspiracy waging a secret war against them. In the war
that Ursache and Plan believed in, the conspirators are not merely concerned with territorial gains—such as
occupation or annexation of the state territory of a German empire—but with the annihilation of the enemy.
Adrian Ursache stated, regarding this, that: “[...] the shifting of the [German; JR] border after 1918 happened
without legal basis and by breaking the HLKO [The Hague Convention of 1907; JR] and everything that hap-
pened afterward was genocide against the German people”’[51]

This emphasis on one’s own identity as victims and the violence presumably perpetrated against the individual
and the German people is typical for the whole of the sovereignist milieu, as Georg Schuppener’s polito-lin-
guistic study of discourses of violence in the German sovereignist milieu has shown.[52] This creates a special
identity for those who engage in resistance in contrast to those who remain passive. Ursache and Plan thus saw
themselves in this apocalyptic constellation as heroic fighters for good and against evil.[53] Others shared this
perception, as shown by the positive response to Ursache’s calls for support on the day of the planned eviction
of his former property.

The Manichaeism of the sovereignist milieu encompasses not only its own identity as a victim but also the
identity of state officers and others as perpetrators. The characteristics attributed to the perpetrators can lower
the inhibition threshold for the use of violence through demonization and an assumed lawlessness. In the logic
of the sovereignist milieu, the alleged conspirators have been committing atrocious acts (“genocide”, “holocaust
of the Germans”) for decades, for which they have not been held accountable. Although pseudo-legal recom-
mendations for action have spread within the milieu, they have not been able, despite all assurances of their
effectiveness, to eliminate the perceived injustice and save the German people. Against such an enemy, who in
the last instance personifies evil itself, all means seem morally justified. These conspiracy-ideological, Mani-
chean, and (structurally) antisemitic ideas were not only an essential part of the ideology and propaganda of
National Socialism but were already propagated by German antisemites since the end of the 19th century.[54]
They are still part of the ideology and propaganda shared by right-wing extremists worldwide.[55]
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Targets of Sovereignist Violence

As the quantitative studies on violence from the sovereignist milieu show, such violence is primarily directed
against law enforcement officials of the Federal Republic of Germany.[56] However, this is primarily because
of their function in the rule of law, in which they necessarily come into contact with sovereignists who consis-
tently refuse to pay debts, taxes and duties or otherwise deliberately violate the laws and regulations of the FRG,
which sovereignists view as illegal or invalid. Within conspiracy-ideological sovereignism, other perceived
enemies exist besides law enforcement and other officials in people who are perceived as the means used by
the conspiracy in its war against the German people. Consequently, migrants and refugees are also marked
as targets when they are identified as part of the conspiracy, such as through the myth of the “Great Replace-
ment”. In February 2012, the sovereignist group Die Reichsbewegung - Neue Gemeinschaft von Philosophen
(“The Reich Movement - New Community of Philosophers”) published a folkish racist appeal “to all foreigners
in Germany who are alien to space, nature, and culture, especially Turks, Muslims and Negroids (blacks and
half-blacks).’[57] In this appeal, the group demanded that those they were addressing leave Germany with-
in a certain period, or else they would face summary execution on “Day X, the outbreak of World War III.
Wolfgang Plan also used the outbreak of World War III to justify his shooting of the policemen as self-defense
against an attack by Islamists/armed refugees.[58]

In addition to racist and ‘ethnopluralist’ ideas, antisemitism plays a special role within the sovereignist milieu,
which is expressed in the propagation of the myth of the “Jewish world conspiracy”. Accordingly, Jews are
also marked as legitimate targets of violence, as they are identified as representatives of the secret foreign rule.
Ursache and Plan also insinuated that the FRG and its officials were controlled by a Jewish/Zionist plot. This
conspiracy myth is not voiced by sovereignists by chance but is rather directly related to the genesis of German
conspiracy-ideological sovereignism.

Right-Wing Extremism and a Tradition of Antisemitism

For historical reasons, conspiracy-ideological sovereignism in the Federal Republic of Germany is closely
linked to neo-Nazism and right-wing extremism. National Socialists attempted to restore the German Reich’s
governing ability after the Allied victory over the German Reich in 1945, the subsequent occupation, and the
establishment of two German states in 1949. Like the neo-Nazis and right-wing extremists who succeeded
them, they insinuated that the Federal Republic was an instrument of domination over the Germans controlled
by foreign powers.[59] German right-wing extremists ran a campaign for the restoration of the German Reich
until the 1980s but it was subsequently displaced from its position by other racist and ‘ethnopluralist’ cam-
paigns, such as one against asylum seekers.[60] Various individuals and groups, however, continued to devote
themselves to the Reich campaign. Revisionism, and especially Holocaust denial, became the central field of
action for these traditionally organized far-right “Reichsbiirger” and their continued effort to restore the legal
capacity of the German Reich. The neo-Nazi and Holocaust denier Horst Mahler formulated the connection
between antisemitism and conspiracy-ideological sovereignism in a court case exemplary for this sovereignist
sub-milieu:

“The Germans will only ever be free again when the German Reich has regained its legal capacity. The path
to the self-glorification of the German Reich goes through the overthrow of Jewish foreign rule. The Jewish
foreign rule falls with the unmasking of the Auschwitz lie.”[61]

Traditionally organized right-wing extremist “Reichsbiirger” provided not only the ideological foundations
for German conspiracy-ideological sovereignism, but also used acts of violence to achieve their goals. For
example, the right-wing extremist “Reichsbiirger” Manfred Roeder, who had already convened a “Reichstag at
Flensburg” in 1975, went underground in 1978 because he no longer saw any legal means of restoring the Ger-
man Reich’s ability to act. In 1980, he joined the far-right terrorist group Deutsche Aktionsgruppen (German
Action Groups), which was responsible for seven arson and explosive attacks that fatally injured two Vietnam-
ese. Other targets included an exhibition on the Auschwitz concentration camp and a Jewish school.[62] That
same year he was caught by the police and sentenced to 10 years in prison. From 1990 onwards, Roeder was
active in the settlement of Germans in the Russian city of Kaliningrad (formerly Konigsberg), the dissemina-
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tion of Reich-related propaganda, and Holocaust denial.[63]

Today’s “Reichsbiirger” and other sovereigntists still draw on the traditional knowledge of the right-wing ex-
tremist “Reichsbiirger” of the past. Since the 2000s at the latest, there has also been evidence of personal con-
tacts between members of these sub-milieus.[64] The Internet, and especially the social network Telegram,
bring the individual milieus even closer together and facilitate the exchange of ideology and narratives. While,
for example, the right-wing extremist “Reichsbiirger” Horst Mahler was still accusing the “Reichsbiirger” in
the tradition of Ebel of high treason because of their positive reference to the Allies in 2003, his ally Nikolai
Nerling fifteen years later interviewed Adrian Ursache in prison for his video blog Der Volkslehrer (The Volk’s
Teacher) and reported on his trial.[65]

Conclusion

The findings of both case studies confirm the results of previous studies on the justification of violence within
the German sovereignist milieu.[66] In both cases discussed here, violence was legitimized through conspiracy
myths about a supposed annihilation of the German people and through apocalyptic visions of the future. The
Manichean conception of history and society contained in such beliefs compel believers to action on behalf of
the good people and to fight the evil enemy. At the same time, the exaggeration of the enemy’s “bestiality”, their
supposed lawlessness, and almost limitless power provides moral justification for violent resistance by mem-
bers of the sovereignist milieu. In this sense, violence is an integral part of the milieu’s ideology. The function of
conspiracy narratives for extremists to legitimize their own acts of violence as their only option—highlighted
also in a study by Jamie Bartlett and Carl Miller—is evident in the two case studies analyzed here, as are the
in-group/out-group dynamics and the increasing demonization.[67]

In contrast to (other) openly right-wing extremist milieus in Germany, which spread the same or similar con-
spiracy ideologies and myths, conspiracy-ideological sovereignists focus on ‘proving’ the supposed lack of
sovereignty, as well as on actions to (re-)establish sovereignty by means of (pseudo-)legal documents and
concentrate also on the establishment of their own structures. It is precisely this sovereignty construction that
inevitably leads to a confrontation with the sovereign established and internationally recognized German state.
This challenge to the official state has increased the pressure of repression on the milieu in Germany since 2016.
A pending eviction (Adrian Ursache), as well as the seizure of weapons due to being part of the violence-prone
milieu (Wolfgang Plan) can be interpreted by sovereignists as the beginning of the final showdown and thus
justify the use of violence. The concrete use of violence, however, is not only dependent on ideology, but also on
the individual psychological dispositions of sovereignists. This marks the limits of the present analysis, with its
focus on the ideological dimension, especially when comparing the findings here to those of studies on Amer-
ican Sovereign Citizens. Although these U.S. analyses acknowledge the antisemitic and conspiracy-ideological
origins of the sovereignist ideology,[68] they focus more on the personal reasons behind sovereignist violence,
emphasizing individual psychological dispositions more than the perpetrators’ ideology (which legitimizes
violence).[69]

The analyzed type of violent confrontation was related to foreclosures or the seizure of weapons. The violence
that resulted does not amount to terrorism. While the selection of the targets was based on ideology, the intent
of having a wider psychological impact played at best a limited role.[70] This does not mean, however, that
sovereignist violence is limited to cases in which individuals face financial hardship. Terrorist acts of violence
were committed as early as 1980 by another German “Reichsbiirger”, Manfred Roeder. Other individuals of the
sovereignist milieu are currently under investigation for allegedly planning attacks on infrastructure and for
plans to kidnap the German Minister of Health, Karl Lauterbach in order to trigger a “Day X They also share
the old conspiracy myths of a “Jewish world conspiracy” and the “Great Replacement”[71]

This analysis shows more than just a close connection between extremist ideology and willingness to engage
in violence in the German sovereignist milieu. It emphasizes also that, in addition to law enforcement officers,
migrants, Muslims and Jews are also potential targets of attacks. In 2019 as well as in 2020, cases of antisemitic
violence from sovereignists were registered by German authorities. These do not represent anomalies but can
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be explained by the explicit and implicit antisemitism present within the milieu. For the assessment of the
potential for violence and possible targets of sovereignists, the focus should not only be on the (pseudo-)legal
and (pseudo-)administrative texts of the milieu, which are particularly frequent in communication with the
state. Georg Schuppener rightfully points out that these texts have less room for expressions of violence than
texts with directive or emotive textual functions.[72] These other texts—many of them available online—must
be examined more closely in order to assess the potential for violence of members from the milieu and identify
possible targets—especially since studies have so far failed to identify any clear differences between sovere-
ignist perpetrators and non-perpetrators of violence.[73]
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