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Introduction

Law’s Outlaws

Death and Treason

On a late spring morning in 2010, in West Memphis, Arkansas, Sergeant Brandon Paudert and Officer Bill Evans began their shift like they had countless times before. Veterans of the West Memphis Police Department, the two men patrolled Interstate 40 as members of the drug interdiction team, tasked with slowing the flow of narcotics.1

West Memphis is perched on the western bank of the Mississippi River. A flat, sun-bleached interstate cuts through the small city of 20,000 souls, lined with aging mid-rise office buildings, strip malls, large warehouse-style retail chains and a smattering of fast-food establishments. Eighteen-wheelers thunder east toward Memphis, Tennessee, and west into the fertile cotton country of central Arkansas. Paudert and Evans knew this stretch of highway by heart. The work was predictable – long stretches of empty hours and boredom, punctuated by sudden flashes of danger. That morning followed the same pattern. After wasting three hours trying to determine if a suspicious rental truck with Arizona plates contained illegal drugs – it was a grandmother, moving her family – they returned to I-40 and restarted their patrol.

A white minivan rumbled into view. The van was slightly dented and had out-of-state licence plates, an indicator of possible interstate smuggling. Inside sat father and son, Jerry and Joseph Kane. Jerry was 45, tall, with a round belly and the brooding intensity of a man carrying too many grievances. The wiry 16-year-old, Joseph, sat in the passenger seat. Since the death of his mother three years earlier, Joseph had been touring the country with his dad. The adventure was less of a holiday and more a business activity, or perhaps even a religious mission. The Ohio residents were crisscrossing the states peddling legal conspiracies. They taught people how to eliminate debt, how to redeem money held in secret government trust funds, and that the United States was an illegitimate and hostile occupier of the ‘people’.2

The Kanes were not ordinary motorists. They were members of a movement who insisted that traffic codes and tax laws – not to mention every other statute passed by Congress – did not apply to them. Jerry had first begun distrusting the government in the mid-1990s when his six-week-old daughter passed away from sudden infant death syndrome. The hospital insisted on an autopsy, a post-mortem attempt to diagnose what had occurred. Jerry didn’t want his baby girl ‘cut up’ and ‘her brain weighed’ but found he had little say in the matter.3 Jerry remained fixated on this moment, wondering, ‘How could a business have rights where the flesh and blood does not?’

As hardships accumulated, Jerry’s views became more extreme.4 He began posting conspiratorial schemes in online forums, like how you can legally stop paying your mortgage by declaring yourself sovereign. In 2007, his wife, Joseph’s mother, died of pneumonia. In an instant, the two men were all who were left: they had lost a wife and mother, a daughter and a sister.

Soon after, the Kanes’ personal crises were eclipsed. The global financial crisis and the subprime mortgage fallout saw lenders fold and millions of borrowers at risk of losing their homes. Amidst the growing personal, national and international financial chaos, Jerry saw an opportunity – he would explain to others, for a small fee, how to free oneself from mortgages, escape child-support payments, and wipe away any debts with the right legal phrases and forms. So convinced with the righteousness of his message and invested with genuine sympathy for the people bearing the cost of bankers’ largesse and government corruption, he wouldn’t charge those who couldn’t pay. He truly believed he possessed secret knowledge that ordinary, regular, working people deserved to have. In reality, he was promoting a parallel legal universe. With the right legal rituals and incantations, you too could step outside of state law.

Although the exact sequence of events is not fully known, the dashcam from Paudert and Evans’ police cruiser shows enough.5 The white van pulls to the side of the road. Evans approaches and talks through the passenger-side window. Jerry opens the driver’s side door and exits the van. They walk to the shoulder and converse, just outside the frame of the video. Jerry walks back to and from the car a few times. Paudert enters the scene, standing between the front of the police cruiser and the back of the minivan, holding a stack of papers.

As Evans begins frisking Jerry just outside of our view, Paudert is startled and reacts to . . . a fight? A scuffle? Joseph launches himself out of the passenger side of the van with an AK-47 and begins firing. There is a volley of shots. He jumps back into the van. As Jerry rushes into the driver’s seat, Joseph continues shooting out the window. They take off. The dashcam continues recording.

Paudert and Evans are dead, both shot multiple times. A manhunt ensues. Around two hours later, the Kanes’ minivan is identified and cornered in a Walmart parking lot. Desperately boxed in, Jerry fires at the patrol cars surrounding him. One rams the minivan, crushing it and injuring father and son. Jerry continues firing, but is overpowered. Two more officers are shot and wounded. Both Kanes are killed. When the shooting stops and the sirens fade, what remains is a crumpled minivan, riddled with bullet holes, and more broken families.

The manhunt and the shootout made national headlines: two police officers had been slaughtered by ‘sovereign citizens’, an obscure and lethally dangerous movement. Although this tragic event soon faded from memory, swept aside by near-continuous gun violence and a runaway 24-hour news cycle, the Kanes’ story was recently memorialised in a chilling, empathetic independent movie, Sovereign. Nick Offerman starred as Jerry, alongside Jacob Tremblay as Joseph.

Thousands of kilometres away and more than a decade later in 2022, another drama was unfolding. This one was slower, quieter and less violent, not necessarily good material for the silver screen. If you weren’t following closely, you might not see the connection.

It started when Susan Glynn stopped making mortgage payments. When the bank commenced an action to repossess her home in the quiet rural hamlet of Mandalong on the New South Wales central coast,6 Glynn, an energy medicine practitioner, sought the help of a legal adviser. She found Derek Balogh. Balogh runs an organisation called Educate for Protection. For a fee, he promises access to one-on-one coaching, an entitlement to join a series of class actions relating to COVID-19, and access to a workshop where you can learn your constitutional rights.

In this case, Balogh sought to assist Glynn by proving that there was no valid mortgage. His argument is difficult to decipher, but it appeared to rely on the fact that the ‘certified copies’ of the mortgage the bank provided to the court – documents routinely accepted as sufficient evidence – were not evidence of a contract. If the bank did not produce the original version, it must not exist. Balogh’s argument did not explain how or why the bank had provided Glynn with finance to purchase her house without any contract.

The court dismissed this submission. It also refused Glynn’s application to have Balogh act as a ‘McKenzie friend’ – a non-lawyer that helps support a claimant by taking notes and providing advice. The court declared that Balogh was there to ‘propagat[e] baseless and specious legal propositions that will only serve to waste time and cause further expense’. Noting that Balogh was simultaneously pursuing several other cases, the court identified him as ‘both a litigant’ and an ‘unqualified advocate’. In short, the court tried to prevent him from wasting its time and Susan Glynn’s money. But the court couldn’t prevent Glynn from trusting Balogh or the fallout from it. She lost her home.

Balogh was unfazed by the court’s admonishment (and his loss). He was also entirely undeterred. Soon after, he appeared before an employment tribunal representing another client, alleging they had been unfairly dismissed after refusing to get a COVID-19 vaccination. The case did not go well. The judge overseeing the matter remarked that Balogh appeared unfamiliar with the relevant legislation, the Fair Work Act 2009 (Cth), and had filed ‘over 1000 pages of materials’ related to other matters and jurisdictions.7 That is not surprising. After all, Balogh clarifies on his website that he is ‘not a legal practitioner’.8 He is just ‘an advocate fighting for people’s human rights’. Whatever he is, Balogh relentlessly pursues his passion for ‘expos[ing] the criminal fraud in all levels of government as corporations’.

In a recent case in Adelaide, South Australia, Balogh ‘helped’ another client. The woman was attempting to reclaim control of her mother’s estate from her brother, a federal Member of Parliament. Although it is difficult to hear and the video is of a slightly grainy quality, we can see the pudgy, older, white-haired man in action.9 The illicitly filmed video uploaded to YouTube shows the back of the claimant. Balogh is sitting beside her. After a little while, he rises to his feet and shouts at the judge – and this you can clearly hear – ‘You are concealing treason against the King of England. You are now charged and under arrest.’10

The videographer also stands. Officers appear. Balogh continues, ‘You are trading in necromancy . . . You must stand down under the Bill of Rights [Act] 1688, now!’ The judge adjourns and makes a quick exit, escaping through a door in the back of the courtroom. Balogh, his ‘client’, and around 50 supporters (including the videographer) remain. The officers politely, and then more insistently, ask them to leave. Balogh shouts back that the court is fraudulent, the Crown they ‘stand under’ is fake, and there is no government. The crowd claps. He ends by thanking his client for ‘exposing the corruption of the Supreme Court in South Australia’. The spectacle is over, and they trickle out of the court amid self-congratulatory babble.

Several weeks later, the judge hands down their written judgment. This time, there is no audience. Balogh’s client loses.

Yet Balogh persists. He holds weekly Zoom meetings. His website still promotes ‘People’s Class Actions’. There is one for education workers. Another for the healthcare industry. Another for truckies. One for the farmers. For small businesses. There are seminars and workshops on avoiding traffic fines, council rates, mortgage and debt ‘frauds’ and more. Although bespoke and exclusive services are pricier, a basic membership is accessible. One can be obtained for the very low price of $200, less than an hour with a lawyer.

What could a double murder and manhunt in Arkansas have to do with a claim of necromancy (the communication with or summoning of the dead) in an Adelaide courtroom? The Kanes’ gunfight on I-40 and Balogh’s courtroom appearances seem to belong to entirely separate worlds. They share grief and devastation but, at first glance, nothing else.

However, these events are not as disconnected as they seem. This book uncovers the connective tissue between them, tracing the rise and spread of legal conspiracies, with a particular focus on a dangerous ideology that emerged in the United States and has been exported across the globe. Jerry Kane and Derek Balogh never met, but they promoted the same discredited theories and legal arguments that draw in the desperate and leave a trail of destruction in their wake.

Commodity and Performance

The individuals in this movement are often called ‘sovereign citizens’, or even ‘SovCits’. This language is an umbrella term that refers to a broad and heterogeneous group of people and movements that are united by two key elements: hostility to government, and the belief that legislation or judgments handed down by courts do not apply without individual consent or contractual agreement.11 Though diverse, individuals and groups within this larger movement share another commonality: they use, invoke and believe ‘pseudolaw’. Throughout this book we use these terms – ‘pseudolaw’, ‘sovereigns’, and sometimes ‘sovereign citizens’, although there is ongoing debate about their value and accuracy.

Pseudolaw is hard to pin down. Superficially, it looks a lot like law. Its documents have seals, signatures, archaic terms and Latin phrasing. When confronted by police or other state actors, adherents reference real legal instruments, like constitutions, cases and the common law. In court, they stand before the judge and recite long strings of phrases that sound like law: ‘I do not stand under your jurisdiction’, ‘I am the beneficiary of the Cestui Que Vie Trust’, or ‘I am here in propria persona, not pro se’ (even we don’t know what this means without digging out our old Latin textbooks). Pseudolaw borrows the posture and vocabulary of genuine legal authority. But it’s not a law or a language that courts, governments and those with legal training will recognise.

Pseudolaw offers the false promise that ordinary citizens can escape the burdens of state authority – taxes, debts, traffic laws, regulations – by invoking secret legal knowledge. It is built on a dark vision of society. The law was once good and just, protecting our individual rights against tyranny. But at some point, wicked forces took control. A shadowy cabal of corporate interests is now in charge. But fear not! With the right template letter and the right utterance of words, matched by a refusal to engage in the state’s rituals, its bureaucracy, corrupt laws and authority will melt away like a vampire before a cross.

The law really will set you free.

This fantasy can be seductive. For someone facing foreclosure, crushing debt, employment pressures, or the grind of child-support arrears, pseudolaw is a get-out-of-jail-free card. It provides an explanation: the law is rigged against common people. Its promise is empowerment. With the right legal tools and a little research, ordinary people can outwit the state.

The reality, however, is always the same: disenfranchisement and disempowerment. No court anywhere in the world has ever accepted a pseudolaw argument. Instead, when adherents declare that tax is voluntary, fines mount and debts deepen. When believers gather in online communities of sovereigns, relationships with friends and family begin to fray. When adherents refuse to follow routine traffic laws, ignore requests to identify themselves and escalate minor infractions, police encounters grow hostile. Sometimes, those encounters turn deadly. Pseudolaw promises a lawful way out. It creates only outlaws.

If pseudolaw adherents always end up worse off, how does pseudolaw endure? Why does it spread across borders, drawing in people from Arkansas to Adelaide, Zagreb to Zurich?12

One part of the answer is that pseudolaw is not just a doctrine. It is not just a set of idiosyncratic beliefs or odd legal arguments. Instead, it’s a commodity. Behind the courtroom antics and traffic-stop theatrics lies a marketplace. Pseudolaw is sold, literally, as a product to people who need hope. The Kanes’ seminars and Balogh’s online services are just two of many thousands of examples.

Charismatic figures develop their product and build out elaborate identities. The marketplace is populated by a rogues’ gallery of self-styled ‘warriors at law’, ‘judges’, ‘postmasters’, and even a ‘sixth-dimensional interplanetary diplomat’.13 They all sell tickets promising to reveal the secrets of the ‘true law’ that remain hidden and obscured by malevolent forces. They publish workbooks, kits and template packages, complete with affidavits and step-by-step instructions. Membership websites promise access to insider knowledge, available for a subscription fee.

The commercial side of pseudolaw is central to its appeal. For every believer who uploads a traffic-stop video, there is often a guru who sells a script. For every litigant who buries a judge in voluminous paperwork, there is often a seminar or PDF purchased from someone who profits from the churn. Extracting a slight monetary investment ensures that those who might be a bit wary, a bit uncertain, in the end become psychologically invested too.

The commodity dimension explains why pseudolaw spreads so efficiently. Like any product, it is marketed and localised. American templates are tweaked to fit Australian statutes; English gurus craft doctrines about the Magna Carta and the royal family; and European networks translate scripts into manifestos asserting that modern states such as France, the Netherlands and Italy are illegitimate.

Online, the process accelerates. A driver in Florida uploads a ‘sovereign citizen traffic stop’ to YouTube. Within hours, someone in British Columbia or New South Wales can watch, mimic and repeat. On Telegram, believers trade advice, ‘redemption manuals’ and ‘fee schedules’, adapting them to local conditions. Across the world, the same pattern emerges. Conspiracies of a corrupt state are reworked into local mythologies – the return of the Reich in Germany, a Tsarist revival in Russia, or anti-government resistance in New Zealand, where unhappy ratepayers post their driver’s licences to the Governor-General and stop registering their vehicles. The globalisation of pseudolaw is less a spontaneous cultural shift than a franchising operation: legal(ish) ideas packaged, sold and trafficked across borders, then amplified online.

But the commercial story is only part of the picture. If pseudolaw doesn’t work, why does anyone buy it? People buy it because it does work, just not in the way we expect.

Let’s return to the scene in that Adelaide courtroom. Balogh’s weird outbursts are threatening. He accused the judge of sorcery, and though he eventually left the court of his own accord, his client never obtained the judgment that she wanted. Yet his supporters were happy, elated even. They’d successfully disrupted the rituals and business of the court. The illicit recording was cheerfully uploaded to YouTube, serving as documentary evidence for their ‘success’.

Pseudolaw is about power. It empowers the desperate and the downtrodden by providing the secret knowledge that allows them to challenge state authority and control. And it thrives as a performative practice of communal myth-making and ritualised resistance. Its interactions are filmed, shared and celebrated. Where law is alienating and terrifying, it provides a script of individual heroic resistance, and a community willing to cheer.

The most widely known example – a sovereign citizen at a traffic stop – demonstrates this.14 The driver says he doesn’t need to hand over a licence and, instead, repeats a string of pseudolegal jargon. He insists that he is ‘travelling’, not ‘driving’. He says ‘I’m in the private’ and ‘I’m not in commerce’. He continues, ‘I don’t want to contract with you.’ ‘I’m a freeman.’ And ‘I’m a state national, not under your jurisdiction.’ None of these words have any legal effect. At most they frustrate a police officer doing their job. Nonetheless, the ‘traveller’ is enjoying the engagement, recording the exchange on their phone, and later uploading it on YouTube for an audience of hundreds, maybe thousands. The online comments praise or mock, usually the former. This is pseudolaw as theatre, a staged rebellion against authority.

In courtrooms, the performance can be even more elaborate. The litigant arrives with binders of information. Her documents are dense with stamps and citations. She clarifies that she is not representing herself, but ‘presenting on behalf of herself as a living woman’, and acting as an ‘executor’ of the estate. She tries to explain that the court is a ‘private for-profit corporation’, and that she is not interested in conducting commerce with the judge. The judge interrupts, the litigant shouts back. Online spectators laugh, jeer or clap. None of it changes the legal process, but it gives the believer a role to play. Instead of being a powerless claimant or defendant, they are an epic figure, reclaiming dignity in the face of an alienating system – at least for a moment.

For those drawn into it, pseudolaw is more than a promise of debt relief, tax avoidance or free money. It is about purchasing an identity, hope and a sense of purpose. To attend a seminar, to recite the scripts, to file the documents, is to join a community of empathetic outlaws who believe – who know – they have seen through the sham of the state. To join that community is to give yourself the confidence to stand up to deceit and declare that you are not part of the corrupt system. Commodity and performance reinforce each other.

It would be easy to dismiss all this as pantomime and farce – strange men shouting about necromancy in court, traffic stops turned into YouTube fodder – but the Kanes’ violent outburst on I-40 is not an isolated event. In England, ‘cult’ members have attempted to kidnap coroners,15 and conduct citizen’s arrests of judges.16 In two Australian regional communities – Wieambilla, Queensland, and Porepunkah, Victoria – police officers have been ambushed and murdered by anti-government individuals with a long online history of pseudolaw-inspired posts.17 In Germany in 2022, 25 members of a suspected far-right terrorist group associated with the Reichsbürger movement (literally: ‘Reich citizens’) were arrested for allegedly planning a coup d’etat.18 The defendants could hardly be described as desperate; they included a serving judge and former member of the German parliament, multiple ex-members of the Special Forces Command, and even a ‘Prince’.

In the United States, where the sovereign citizen movement originated, the potential for violence is well known. Most infamously, sovereign citizen Terry Nichols helped Timothy McVeigh plan the Oklahoma City bombing on 19 April 1995. Still the deadliest act of domestic terrorism in the United States, the truck bomb killed 168 people (including 19 infants and children) and injured more than 680 others.19 Outside the public eye, the movement has normalised outlandish and intimidating everyday behaviour. One dimension of pseudolaw’s power lies in its ability to radicalise.

But there is another, often overlooked, more mundane risk. Pseudolaw has the dangerous ability to erode legitimacy in boring, routine ways. Judges faced with hundreds of pages of irrelevant filings must waste hours untangling meritless arguments. Tax offices must chase non-payers who insist they are immune from the law. Local governments are forced to implement new lockdown procedures or move meetings online to avoid harassment. Across a whole host of sectors, government resources are wasted on arguments that won’t win, diverting money from public coffers and public needs. With less spending and fewer needs met, trust in institutions weakens.

Pseudolaw is thus doubly corrosive: it undermines individual lives and the collective fabric of law in democratic society. It ruins believers while placing new strains on the very institutions they mistrust.

The contexts differ, but the scripts are nearly identical. This is a performance of resistance, commodified by gurus, fuelled by distrust, and reinforced by online echo chambers. To understand how this fringe legal subculture gained a global following, we have to look beyond the movement itself to the wider pressures shaping modern political and legal systems.

Systems in Crisis

Against the stories of charismatic figures and outlandish characters, we also tell a second story. We can mock, shake our heads and laugh at these ‘cookers’, but that will obscure the why? Why does pseudolaw resonate? And who would find it appealing? Or, perhaps the better question is, when and in what circumstances might every one of us find it seductive?

You might think you wouldn’t fall prey to such obviously fraudulent schemes. You’re normal, after all. And if so, good for you. But under the right conditions – hardships, legal troubles, run-ins with the law – pseudolaw might begin to seem attractive. The driving force behind the global growth of this obscure legal subculture is structural. Pseudolaw adherents are responding to real, systemic issues.20 Though their solutions are flawed, adherents recognise growing inequality and understand the system really is, to a large degree, rigged against average, working people (and especially those of us looking for work). Again and again, we will see that normal people fall into pseudolaw.

When factories close, when foreclosures mount, when taxes and rates feel unbearable, pseudolaw provides an alluring answer: the system is illegitimate. When governments seem distant or corrupt, pseudolaw offers the thrill of rebellion without the cost of revolution.21 Its scripts are easy to learn, its rituals fun to perform, its community welcoming to join.

We will see that pseudolaw surges and spreads through crises.22 During the American farm crisis in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the original sovereign citizens spread pseudolaw throughout America’s heartland. We will meet some of those figures in the next chapter.

In the wake of the 2008 subprime-mortgage-fuelled global financial collapse, seminars promising foreclosure relief multiplied, flinging pseudolaw across the world. It radicalised Jerry Kane, sending him on a doomed tour with his son across the United States. Others saw the government bail out banks and wondered why they were being left behind.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, sovereign citizen rhetoric fused with anti-mask and anti-vaccine protests, exploding into mainstream consciousness. Gurus like Balogh integrated the pandemic into their scripts, encouraging people to join their ‘class actions’ against lockdowns and vaccine mandates. Other, more entrepreneurial gurus branched out, finding new clients in the unlikeliest of places, like mums-to-be researching homebirths and Indigenous communities struggling to secure recognition of their inherent rights. Pseudolaw mixed with groups who were primed and willing to distrust the state, and view its actions as an attempt to enforce conformity and silence dissent.

Each crisis widened the pool of people willing to believe that the state and its law were a scam, like a bad mobile-phone plan one could simply opt out of. Seen in this light, pseudolaw’s resilience comes into sharper focus. It is not just a set of strange, conspiratorial doctrines but a reaction to socio-economic, cultural and political pressures. It is an attempt to make sense of a system tilted against ordinary people. It is a means of resistance and imagining a way of doing things differently (however flawed).

Even if COVID-19 wasn’t a genocidal bioweapon engineered by the global elite, not every conspiracy is imagined. Governments and corporations have sometimes engaged in real conspiracies, giving people good reasons for distrust, suspicion and paranoia. A conspiracy is a secret agreement between two or more people to carry out an illegal, wrongful or subversive act. Political leaders and big businesses have organised, led and participated in many.

In 1972, US President Richard Nixon’s re-election campaign broke into the Democratic National Committee’s headquarters at Watergate and then tried to cover it up. It was a conspiracy. Tobacco companies knew their products caused cancer and concealed the evidence – another conspiracy. The Australian government bugged the East Timorese cabinet room to gain an advantage in negotiations over lucrative oil and gas fields in the Timor Sea – and later imprisoned the former intelligence officer who blew the whistle. The CIA supported the military junta that deposed Chilean President Salvador Allende in 1973, and, in the 1950s and sixties, tested LSD on unsuspecting citizens in the United States and Canada. These, too, were conspiracies. Real ones.

Not all conspiracies are real. Claims that the moon landing was faked, that 9/11 was an ‘inside job’, that Jews control the weather, or that the COVID-19 vaccine contains a 5G chip, are conspiracy theories. They arise from the attempt to impose order on complex and often chaotic economic, political and social forces; seeing design where there is none, or assigning blame to powerful, hidden actors.23

But here’s the thing: researchers have found that most people believe in at least one conspiracy theory.24 It could be big, like the assassination of US President John F. Kennedy or the disappearance of Australian Prime Minister Harold Holt. It might be small, like how your football team always gets railroaded by the refs (this one is true). Pseudolaw embraces conspiracy theory, because adherents are trying to make sense of how things have gone so wrong.

Pseudolaw adherents typically adopt pseudolaw for another reason, too. Many are facing serious financial, interpersonal or legal problems. They are desperate for real, but quick and easy, legal solutions. Online searches – ‘Do I have to pay my taxes?’ or ‘How can I get out of speeding fines?’ – will generate legitimate, if disappointing, answers, but they will also throw in an unhealthy dose of pseudolaw. When someone is tired, stressed and feels all out of options, pseudolaw is attractive. It arrives with a simple explanation for why the world is messy, along with a script and templates to solve your problem, and a community of like-minded empathetic supporters, friends even. The global spread of pseudolaw is just as much a story about gurus, wild performances and a market as it is about the spread of inequality, austerity and crushing economic conditions.

While some people turn to pseudolaw because they are misled, others do so because they feel the genuine legal order is inaccessible, opaque or rigged. The law speaks in jargon with turgid prose and redundant, florid and unnecessarily complex subclauses, often doing nothing more than carving out loopholes for the haves at the expense of the have nots. Courts can be alienating, cold and remote. Individuals with serious legal matters are names and numbers on a docket – a factory farm of justice. Governments can appear unaccountable, working to secure the solvency of large corporations and banks, instead of the rights of individuals. When this happens, ‘equality of the law’ seems like a joke. If executives, corporate tax avoiders and government actors can wield the law to their own personal benefit, why can’t normal people? This is when the promise of pseudolaw becomes enticing. The net effect is the slow degradation of what legitimacy the legal system retains.

That legitimacy is further weakened by our normal responses. Crackdowns and enforcement against sovereign citizens not only fuel pseudolaw but nudge the state closer to the caricature its adherents imagine. The hardest truth is that pseudolaw is not just a pathology on the fringes; it is a symptom of the disease in the centre.

The Paradox of Pseudolaw

In travelling across the United States, Jerry and Joseph Kane believed they had found a legal way to live outside the law. Their belief ended in gunfire, two dead officers, and their own lives extinguished. In courtrooms around Australia, Derek Balogh also believes he has discovered an escape from ordinary laws, and a surefire way to take the fight to big banks and big business – and the real outlaws preying on ordinary people, the government. His filings end in failure and fines.

These stories illustrate the paradox of pseudolaw. It promises the ability to be free, to step outside of state law without breaking that law. In the end, it makes believers into outlaws. It begins with a dream, but it ends in ruin.

Pseudolaw is seductive because it provides hope in desperation. It thrives not only because of the gurus who sell it, but because the cracks in the law’s legitimacy allow its illusions to take root.

This book is about those illusions, those cracks, the global movement that exploits them, and what comes next.


1

Origins

The Lost Tribes of Israel

Edward Hine paused and looked out over the crowded hall. London in the 1870s stood vast and coal-darkened, a city exhibiting both imperial splendour and urban decay. Morally and spiritually exhausted, a new message was rising.

A tall, bearded man with the confident cadence of a preacher, Hine began, ‘My kinsfolk – it is my pleasure to address a fourth, and it may be the last, Epistle of my Countrymen. Not that I consider the great work in the identification of our nation with lost Israel completed; far from it.’1

Quoting liberally from the New Testament, Hine interspersed his talk with ruminations on the mysteries of the great pyramids. The architecture and sacred geometry of the pyramids of Giza – riffing on Europe’s fascination with ancient Egypt – became a template for understanding the vicissitudes of history, power and empire. Hine assured his audience that the promises of divine protection and world leadership had been fulfilled in the British Empire’s global ascendancy. His message blended scripture and pseudoscience with patriotic fervour and race-science. Offering his listeners a religious identity, he also provided reassurance that Britain’s imperial power was not a historical accident, nor was it a morally bankrupt plunderer of colonised lands. It was a necessary consequence of God’s divine will.

Hine’s lectures were equal parts biblical exegesis, conspiracy theory and political sermon. He insisted that recognising the British people as descendants of the lost tribes of Israel unlocked the true meaning of prophecy, and he warned of divine consequences if the nation strayed from its imperial responsibilities. His audience found both comfort and urgency in his words. By presenting British identity as sacred destiny, Hine helped transform British Israelism from an eccentric theory into a pulpit-driven movement with wide popular appeal.

Long before anyone filed a fake lien against a judge or declared themselves a ‘sovereign citizen’ or ‘flesh and blood man’ beyond the reach of legislation, this odd religious movement was sowing the seeds of what, over the course of the 20th century, became known as the sovereign citizen ideology.

British Israelism carried a bold, fantastic claim: that the Anglo-Saxon peoples of Britain – and by extension their children abroad – were the ‘lost tribes of Israel’. The narrative was intoxicating. It offered a pedigree of divine inheritance and a ready-made sense of superiority. At its peak in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the movement drew tens of thousands to rallies and conferences, and commanded a substantial readership of its publications and circulars. By the 1960s, as many as 20,000 people were still attending the annual congress of Britain’s leading Israelite organisation.2

Its appeal was not hard to understand. From the 16th to the 19th centuries, landlords consolidated power and enclosed the commons, fencing off shared village land and converting it into private property. More than 6.8 million acres were enclosed, devastating the peasant farmer class and pushing millions off the land into precarious, and often dangerous, urban labour. As they struggled to make a living and the industrial revolution blackened their world with soot, British Israelism flattered and soothed its audience.

Mainstream British Israelites treated Jews as a kind of brother race, believing that both descended from the biblical patriarchs. When the movement jumped the Atlantic, however, it hardened into a more poisonous form, helped along by global economic catastrophe.3 The Wall Street Crash of 1929 kicked off the Great Depression, a decade-long economic calamity marked by mass unemployment, bank failures and shattered confidence in markets, governments and other institutions.

Normal, hardworking families were pushed into hardship and starvation by the excesses of Wall Street – an international pattern that remains, unfortunately, recurrent. President Franklin Roosevelt’s ambitious response – the New Deal – dramatically expanded the scale and scope of the federal government. Massive public works and social welfare programs stabilised the economy and redefined the relationship between citizens and their government. These programs required further structural changes. To increase the amount of money in circulation, the Federal Reserve abandoned the gold standard, which had kept the US dollar convertible to gold.

Prominent adherents of British Israelism fused their religious teachings with conspiracy thinking to ‘understand’ and ‘explain’ what was happening around them. Behind the federal government’s muscular New Deal intervention, they claimed, stood a shadowy group of Jewish financiers. These claims took shape alongside profound changes in the relationship between citizens and the state, especially in taxation.

The 16th Amendment to the US Constitution, ratified in 1913, formally established a federal income tax. In its early years, it functioned as a tax on the wealthy, with the vast majority of citizens exempt. That changed with the expansion of social security and the demands of the Second World War. In a short time, income tax became a common feature of everyday life. Drawing on ‘biblical economics’ (a selective and ideological reading of the Bible used to justify their beliefs), adherents of British Israelism insisted that property could never be taxed, and cast social welfare programs as communist intrusions on the free market and free labour. It was a theology of small government, cloaked in a distorted scripture, and steeped in antisemitism.4

The most prominent of these believers was Wesley Swift. A former Methodist minister with dark, slicked-back hair and a penchant for fiery sermons and the Ku Klux Klan, Swift reshaped British Israelism in his image. From his own church, the Anglo-Saxon Christian Congregation on the West Coast, Swift broadcast a message that combined racial supremacy with biblical literalism.5 The fall of man, Swift explained, occurred when Eve mated with the serpent in the Garden of Eden. The product of this wicked union was Cain. Jews, and indeed all people of colour, were the descendants of Cain and thus the offspring of Satan, destined for eternal damnation. Anglo-Saxons, by contrast, were descended from Abel, who entered this world through Adam and Eve. The true Israelites, the white race, were destined for eternal life and charged with enforcing God’s law on earth.

By the 1950s, Swift’s congregation became known as Christian Identity. It proselytised white supremacy and promised law without lawyers, government without bureaucrats, and freedom from taxation. If God’s law was supreme, then the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) was not just illegitimate, it was blasphemous. For men like Swift, communism, federal regulation and Jewish conspiracy were interchangeable terms. His congregants were urged to see every bank loan, every tax bill, as part of a satanic plot. Active in organising armed militias, Swift preached that upholding God’s will would require armed resistance.

Swift’s influence and legacy were profound. When he passed away in 1970, his disciples fanned out across the country. Some carried the faith into Idaho, establishing the Aryan Nations compound that became synonymous with neo-Nazi organising.6 Another acolyte, William Potter Gale, forged a different path. Where Swift thundered about biblical law, Gale began sketching out how counties and sheriffs could be weaponised against state and federal power. Out of his sermons and pamphlets, the Posse Comitatus was born.

Posse Comitatus

The term posse comitatus had long been part of Anglo-American law. In medieval England, it described the power of a sheriff to summon citizens to resist invasion or enforce order.7 Gale seized this archaic legal term, imbued it with Christian Identity theology, and remade it as an institution. In his hands, the Posse was the supreme authority, the very embodiment of God’s will on earth. Gale argued that the county was the only legitimate unit of government
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