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Introduction

In the early morning of 7 December 2022, a counter-terrorism operation of unprecedented
scale took place across the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and even reached into Austria:
3,000 police and special forces personnel stormed 150 properties and arrested 25 people. Al-
together 55! individuals came under investigation. According to officials, the operation aimed
to thwart a plot by the self-proclaimed “Patriotische Union” [Patriotic Union] to overthrow not
only the current sitting German government but its entire political system. The conspirators
were driven by a mixture of narratives of the so-called Reichsbiirger?, which are more or less
the mainstream of the sovereignist milieu in Germany, and the QAnon conspiracy ideas.?

The foiled plans for a coup d’état had their origins in November 2021, at the height of the sec-
ond “Corona Winter” which saw massive polarisation and protests in Germany and Austria. The
plot highlights the development of anti-state sentiment, carried by a wave of discontent and
rejection of norms that was unprecedented in both societies. Discontent was voiced and organ-
ised to a large extent by the Querdenker, a loose network of people and groups arguing with
and “fighting” against government measures to curtail the COVID-19 pandemic in both nations.
Throughout 2020 and 2021, the Querdenker movement organised massive protests across Ger-
many, with tens of thousands of people in attendance. Querdenker drew the attention not only
of the public in general, but also of right-wing extremists and people from the Reichsbiirger
milieu. Soon a certain overlap of ideas, talking points, and actors could be observed. Given the
success the “Corona-protests” had in mobilising a broad spectrum of people—notably those
that until then had been nonpolitical and from the “centre of society”—these interrelations
and dynamics with anti-state extremists are viewed with great concern by politicians, security
services, and media alike. For some politicians, it looked as if the Reichsbiirger tried to infiltrate
the Querdenker protests.*

This article describes and analyses the development of the links and dynamics between
Querdenker and the Reichsbiirger milieu. It explores the interrelation of the two groups and
why the Reichsbiirger in particular seem to be especially well-suited to connect with the an-
ti-state sentiment that carried the Querdenker protests. Special attention is given to certain
actors within the Querdenker movement, who also propagated Reichsbiirger narratives and
ideas. Due to common language and cultural developments in Germany and Austria, they were
linked to each other. Therefore, both countries have been taken into consideration and com-
pared. This revealed the difference made by the involvement of traditional protest parties in
Austria.

To better understand how novel these sentiments and forms of extremism are to both coun-
tries, a short backdrop of the development of German and Austrian society in the last few years
is necessary.® This is followed by an overview of the development of the Reichsbiirger milieu
since the end of World War II that introduces the readers to this special brand of German (and
Austrian) sovereignism, and then a description of the rise of the Querdenker movement as a
reaction to state measures to curtail the pandemic. Its most prominent activists, who also prop-
agated (or at least “flirted” with) Reichsbiirger ideas, are introduced in the next subsection,
before the interaction and dynamics between the two groups are analysed. Here, a comparison
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is provided between Austria and Germany regarding the canalisation of protests and its effect
on anti-state sentiment. The article concludes with a summary of findings and potential for
future research.

From a Consensus-Seeking Government to “Resisting” a
Government “Without” Consent

After the Second World War (West) Germany (the Federal Republic of Germany—FRG) and
Austria were transformed into rather stable western-style democracies. While both states had
their brushes with political extremism® as well as terrorism,” the general agreement on their
political systems was never in danger or even really questioned. Both societies were rather
pacified, and their forms of government were built on variations and scales of concordance, or
were (at least) consensus democracies. Both strove to include as many stakeholders as possi-
ble. These societal traits were reinforced by the then-recent past and the larger geopolitical sit-
uation. Both countries found themselves on the “front lines” of the Cold War, although in differ-
ent roles. Austria, although officially neutral after the granting of a state treaty in 1955, became
an important hub for intelligence activities and a place for diplomacy and trade between the
western and Soviet blocks. The FRG was economically and militarily a core NATO ally. Unlike in
Austria, the troops that arrived in (West) Germany as occupation forces never left, becoming
allied defence forces during this period, and even stayed after the Cold War ended: a fact that
becomes relevant in the German sovereignist milieu and its narratives.

During the 1990s and early 2000s, while the focus regarding extremists lay elsewhere,? ideas
which questioned and attacked the foundations of Germany’s and Austria’s statehood, as well
as the societal order as a whole, emerged—amplified by the rise of the Internet—from a state
of obscurantism.” Some of the ideas evidently were imported (especially from the US); oth-
ers were endemic and evolved around Germany’s and Austria’s international (legal) status as
states after their absolute defeat in 1945. In particular, the independence and (full) sovereignty
of the FRG were called into question, largely based on the fact that the Grundgesetz (Basic Law)
was crafted while under occupation and due to the fact that Allied forces remained even after
German reunification. Those sovereignists who believed that the old German state—the Reich,
as framed by the Weimar Constitution—still existed legally, and “empowered” themselves to
act on its behalf, became collectively known as Reichsbiirger, which can be translated to “citizen
of the empire”.

While it must be noted that the Reichsbiirger milieu is rather heterogenous, in nearly all cases
certain ideas and traditions border on, overlap with, or are part of worldviews found on the (ex-
treme) right. However, the philosophical and practical approaches of the sovereignists—and
especially the Reichsbiirger—were very different from other extremist groups seen previously
in Austria and Germany. These were no longer classical “revolutionary” movements or parties
that wanted to gain control of the levers of power, either by democratic means or by force.
These were groups, or sometimes even only individuals, who denied the states’ sovereignty by
declaring themselves more or less independent of the state. In a way, the phenomenon can be
summed up as an (irrational) form of self-empowerment, which rejects the established state
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order and wants to replace it with its own order—one that is often only applicable to a small
number of individuals or very small geographical areas.

For the larger public, the formation of these ideas and groups became more visible in the after-
math of the financial and economic crisis after 2007, when people suffering economic hardship
and substantial losses started to flock to them. The crisis brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic
(called the Corona pandemic in Germany and Austria)*® has led to a strong anti-state sentiment
based largely on rejection of the measures taken by the state against the spread of the virus.
This propelled the Reichsbiirger from an obscure milieu of anti-state extremists to new heights,
in public attention as well as in numbers.

The Reichsbiirger: A Short Introduction to a Sovereignists’
Milieu That Went from Obscurity to Deadly Notoriety

The idea of re-establishing (or more precisely, “continuing”) the Reich as the legitimate basis
of government was present immediately after the end of World War II. The Sozialistische
Reichspartei Deutschlands [Socialist Reich Party—SRP], founded in October of 1949, claimed
that the Reich continued to exist. For them, Chancellor Konrad Adenauer was merely a puppet
and Karl Donitz was the last legitimate president of the German Reich, illegally hindered from
fulfilling his duties.! Since the SRP saw itself as the heir of the NSDAP, given the proximity to
the end of the Third Reich and its goal to overthrow the newly established state, this stance was
not surprising. Consequently, the party was outlawed in 1952. Nevertheless, the basic idea did
not die. In 1975 Manfred Roeder,; a lawyer and activist of the extreme right, declared himself
Reichsverweser [regent] and declared a “Reichstag zu Flensburg” [“Regime at Flensburg].!? He
based his claim to be the regent on an answer Karl Donitz had given him in a letter as part of
their mutual correspondence. Roeder was prosecuted for his activities, in particular at the so-
called Reichstag. After going underground and founding a terror cell that committed attacks,
he eventually was arrested and jailed.!* Today he is seen as one of the two founding figures of
the Reichsbiirger movement. The other is Wolfgang Ebel, a former railway worker from East
Germany. By then living in West Berlin, in 1985 Ebel declared that he had been commissioned
by the Allied powers to lead an interim government. Like those before him, he claimed that the
Reich had never ceased to exist, but was simply incapacitated due to the lack of officials acting
on its behalf. Ebel’s Kommissarische Reichsregierung [Provisional Government of the Reich—
KRR] was a pseudo-state organisation which established a template for other Reichsbiirger and
has endured within certain elements of the milieu to the present day. In contrast to Roeder, Ebel
explicitly distanced himself from neo-Nazis. These elements of the extreme right established
their own Reichsbiirger groups, starting in the mid-1990s under the leadership of (among
others) Horst Mahler. Mahler, a cofounder of what would become the Red Army Faction, started
outas aprominent Marxist-Leninist attorney and then drifted to the extreme right. Eventually he
cofounded the Deutsches Kolleg training centre in 1994, which sought to foster a “Fourth Reich”.**

The new millennium brought new variations of these established themes. Peter Fitzek, the
self-proclaimed “King of Germany”, founded a “Kingdom of Germany” at the city limits of
Wittenberg in September 2012, where he was acclaimed as “highest sovereign” by 600 of his
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“subjects”. The area was cleared by authorities in 2017."> In another project, an association
called NeuDeutschland (“NewGermany”) aimed to reestablish Germany within the borders that
existed on 31 December 1937, and to create a new constitution. Even after being released from
prison for several offences connected to his “state-establishing” activities, Fitzek continued.
To create his own political system, he wants to acquire two castles in Saxony as a base for a
Reichsbiirger settlement, an effort that will be partly financed by some of his 4,400 followers.*¢

In general, as noted above, the milieu of the “Reichsbiirger” is decentralised and heterogeneous
and for a long time its proponents—if they were not at the same time far-right activists and/or
terrorists like Roder and Mahler—were seen as “ridiculous conspiracy theorists”.!” Followers
of KRRs in the vein of Ebel and Fitzek were sometimes even jokingly dubbed “paper terrorists”,
since they tended to flood authorities with long texts which explained elaborate (pseudo-)legal
theories. This changed on 19 October 2016, when the Reichsbiirger Wolfgang Plan opened
fire during a raid on his home in Bavaria. With one police officer killed and another severely
wounded, the perspective of the authorities as well as the public on the Reichsbiirger milieu
changed fundamentally. The new perspective was that parts of the milieu posed a threat similar
to that of other extremist movements.'®

In Austria, a sovereignists’ milieu in general existed before the pandemic. But because of the
previously mentioned different path of Austria’s history in the post-war and Cold War era, the
shape of the scene was rather different. Since its independence from Germany had already been
declared by Austrian politicians in late April 1945, the constitution of 1920 was reinstated,
and a state treaty signed that formally ended occupation by handing back sovereignty to the
Austrian government in 1955. Therefore, sovereignist narratives could not base their claim in
the same way on a “continued occupation” and a “government not responsible to its people but
the Allied Powers” argument. In Austria, narratives and ideas about the state being “merely a
company” were for a long time much more prominent and visible among sovereignists. The
“Staatenbund Osterreich” [Austrian Commonwealth] might serve as an illustrative example. It
was established in November 2015 and operated by using terminology from the “One People’s
Public Trust” (OPPT) in the US. Lead by Monika Unger, a farmer from Styria, the Staatenbund
argued that the Republic of Austria is merely a company. The real Austria, she claimed, was
the Staatenbund, which therefore is the only legitimate subject of international law. In Unger’s
narrative there is a conspiracy of the powerful elite against “little people” to keep them poor
and downtrodden. Unger’s speeches sometimes attracted hundreds of people.'® The self-
proclaimed President for Life was arrested with several others and sentenced for the founding
of an association hostile to the state and for directing others to commit high treason.?

Since coming more into focus for the authorities and the public at large, anti-state endeavours
have posed completely new challenges to the established legal order. A lot of the legal definition
and classification used by security services, as well as the courts, did not apply to their activities.
Therefore, new categories for this kind of anti-state extremism were created in both countries
and the criminal codes amended: groups are now being classified as “staatsfeindlich” (hostile
to the state) in Austria or “staatsverweigernd” (state-rejectionist) in Germany. The latter, in
response to the developments during the pandemic, added a new category that addresses
“delegitimization of the state relevant to domestic intelligence” [“Verfassungsschutzrelevante
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Delegitimierung des Staates”]. This new category has been criticised by some as being too
broad and ill defined.*!

State Measures against the Pandemic: Galvanising Anti-
State Sentiment among the Population

As aresponse to the largest global public health emergency in a century, the governments of
Germany and Austria—like most others worldwide—took measures that would have been
unthinkable even just weeks before. Life became extremely restricted, especially during the
lockdowns. While this was met with acceptance by most citizens, especially during the first
lockdown in March 2020, protests against these measures soon emerged.? Some protestors
feared their income, liberty, and even their lives were not so much threatened by the virus,
but by an overreaching state. Consequently, different forms of protest developed, ranging
from small individual signs of disapproval to huge demonstrations that mobilised thousands
in both countries.?® One especially noteworthy form of protest arose early on, defying bans on
demonstrations and public gatherings that were issued during the first weeks of the pandemic:
so-called “walks”, in which people gathered—largely organised over social media and other
online communication channels—to perform a permitted activity (taking a walk) in a way that
actually constituted a currently forbidden activity (gathering in public and protesting). As well
as undercutting government orders in general, at times a portion of the participants sought
confrontation with the police.?*

When authorities reacted to those acts of defiance, and further attempted gatherings were
prohibited, a new network of protest groups emerged. The Querdenker [literal translation:
lateral or unconventional thinkers] established themselves first in Germany and then in
Austria.?> Their use of the term as self-identification was seen by some as a sort of appropriation.
Previously, Querdenker had simply referred to someone who thinks originally and outside the
box, and had positive connotations.?® The newly proclaimed Querdenker quickly developed ties
to the existing anti-Corona protest groups all over Germany.

A distinction is made by Grande et al.?” between three waves of anti-measure protests. During
the first lockdown in mid-March 2020, signs of protest included silent actions like setting up
chairs in public spaces (to protest against the closure of restaurants) and online petitions,
as well as street protests (which were initially banned but later allowed under restrictive
conditions). Among these early street protestors were the first Querdenker groups. This first
wave peaked in mid-May 2020. In the summer of the same year, the first mass demonstration
of the Querdenker movement started a second phase of mobilisation, peaking in August. In
late fall, another lockdown triggered the third wave. In all these waves, a wide range of actors
were mobilised. Especially during the second wave, when (protest) gatherings were no longer
banned in principle, Querdenker activities dominated the protest arena in Germany.

What gave the Querdenker an advantage in shaping public discourse was the fact that they
managed to obtain significant public attention and media coverage early on. They did so by
using aggressive and provocative rhetoric, often comparing government measures to curtail the
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spread of the disease to actions taken by the regime of the Third Reich. This became something
of a pattern during the protests, since it proved to be highly effective in gathering attention. It
grossly violated societal taboos that are observed (especially by the political elite, journalists,
and academics). One instance is particularly illustrative: when the debate about mandatory
vaccination was raging, some protestors used symbols which looked like the Star of David
patches that Jews were forced to wear on their clothing during the Third Reich. But instead
of “Jude” [Jew], the patch read “Ungeimpft” [Unvaccinated]. The use of the symbolism alone
caused an immense outcry, as well as criminal prosecution.?® It is impossible to determine how
much of these actions reminiscing the Third Reich were driven by pure tactic, banking on media
and societal reaction, and how much they were based on a genuine feeling that there was a new
totalitarian state in the making. But it is very likely that several of the protesters and activists
who made this comparison and used that kind of imagery really believed that their analogy was
correct and necessary to “inform” the wider public.

Other acts challenged the established democratic order on a symbolic level. During a major
demonstration in Berlin organised by the founder of the Querdenker Michael Ballweg (see
below), a group of Reichsbiirger broke through police barriers and stormed the steps of the
Reichstag. On the steps of the building that houses the German Parliament, they proceeded
to wave the war flag of the old German state.?” Parts of the group proceeded to the Russian
Embassy to seek protection by Russian President Vladimir Putin.?°

However, it must be noted that, contrary to the broadly held view, the Querdenker are not all
oriented towards the right. Some parts of the movement see themselves as progressive.! Actors
of the old “Friedensbewegung” [“peace movement”] as well as former left-wing movements can
be found among prominent Querdenker. A group called “Freie Linke” [“Free Left”] appeared
at numerous gatherings.?> While those progressive individuals were part of the Querdenker,
they were clearly in the minority. After the storming of the Reichstag, when it became evident
that Reichsbiirger and QAnon ideologists were gaining momentum among the Querdenker, the
network lost nearly all support from left-leaning organisations.??

Interestingly enough, in Germany it was the Querdenker movement that also spawned
“classical” political parties (although with a strong bend towards esoteric concepts). Their
names suggested a stance against “the establishment” and “the system”: “Widerstand 2020”
[“Resistance 2020”], its successors “Die Basis” [“The Base”] and “Wir 2020” [“Us 2020”]. In both
Widerstand 2020 and Wir 2020, Bodo Schiffmann, one of the most noteworthy Querdenker
activists (see below), was a leading figure at the beginning. Undoubtedly, there was a proximity
to conspiracy thinking in these political organisations. The programs had very much centred
around one issue, denying the dangers of the pandemic and the efficacy of vaccination.?* They
ran electoral campaigns, but unlike in Austria, these German protest parties were not successful.
This was in part because of internal clashes and rivalries that existed from the start.?* In the
end, their attempt to form the political representation of the critics and sceptics in legislative
bodies failed.

Due to the presence of extremist factions and views within the Querdenker network, the German
Federal Agency for the Protection of the Constitution (Bundesverfassungsschutz; BfV) started
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to monitor regional parts of the movement—especially the founding group in Stuttgart—in
December 2020 and nationwide in April 2021.

With their methods the Querdenker found success south of the border too, although not on the
same level. In Austria, where protest likewise was widespread, they established themselves but
never reached the same media dominance as in Germany. This was primarily because protests
in Austria were supported by the Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs (Austrian Freedom Party,
FPO), the third-largest party in Austria’s parliament.3* While the protestors in Germany found
some support among parties that hold mandates, especially from Alternative fiir Deutschland
(Alternative for Germany, AfD),*” the FPO is much more established and involved in governing.
Herbert Kickl, its current leader, placed himself at the head of anti-measure and anti-govern-
ment protests. Additionally—as opposed to Germany—a small new party was founded, called
“Menschen - Freiheit - Grundrechte” [Humans- Freedom - Basic rights, MFG], and managed to
win seats in the regional state parliament of Upper Austria.

One demonstration in Vienna in December 2021 initiated by Kickl and the FPO gathered
44,000 protestors from all over the country. It involved not only Querdenker, whose leaders
spoke next to Kickl and other FPO politicians on the stage, but was attended by members
of the Identitarian Movement and other right-wing extremists as well.*® Kickl, himself the
former minister of the interior, but then in opposition, warned against the establishment of
an “Apartheid system” and a “medical caste system” in Austria.*® This highlights the fact that
in both countries demonstrations and gatherings were in part directed against a presumed
“Coronadiktatur” (“Corona dictatorship”). This trope implied that the (sometimes indeed far-
reaching) state measures were an infringement on citizens’ or human rights and presumably
not temporary but “here to stay”.

These generalised fears present in parts of the population were subsequently reinforced and
channelled into new directions by those anti-measure activists and Querdenker who were prone
to a variety of conspiracy ideas.* Members of the Querdenker and others cast doubt that the
virus really existed and, if it did, questioned the level of danger it posed. Vaccination, especially
if compulsory, was rejected and seen as the “real” danger. In a narrative found throughout the
West, it was claimed that the vaccines—especially those based on mRNA technologies—were
meant to eradicate a large part of humanity, or (simultaneously or alternatively) that microchips
would be implanted through the inoculation.** This was connected to the idea that the “global
elites” were using the pandemic to turn the world into one common dictatorship. In its most
prominent version this revolved around interpretations of the “Great Reset”, which the World
Economic Forum and its head Klaus Schwab had advertised.

Theunequivocalarticulationofantisemiticconspiracytheories,primarilyrelatedtothe USinvestor
George Soros,couldalsobeobserved. Otherbynowwell-known conspiracy theoriesabouttherole
and “plans” of Bill Gates in relation to the pandemic were also often mentioned.*? Many of those
theories, or variations of them, were already part of the worldview of the Reichsbiirger milieu
even before the pandemichit. Therefore, itis not surprising that certain activists of Querdenker*
connected theanti-measure,anti-statesentimentthathad arisenwith the Reichsbiirgernarrative.
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Propagating the Reich: The Role of Activists for the
Dynamics between Parts of the Reichsbiirger Milieu and
the Querdenker Movement

The state measures against COVID-19 brought together a number of very different individu-
als. Those discussed here not only gathered large amounts of media attention, but likewise
combined a prominent role in Querdenker with the propagation of, or at least “flirtation” with,
explicitly Reichsbiirger ideas. It is noteworthy that no figure with such profile and prominence
arose in Austria. The reasons for this will be discussed below.

One of the best illustrative examples of the German phenomenon is Michael Ballweg. A busi-
nessman running an IT firm in Stuttgart and never politically active before the pandemic, he
started to hold “Vigils for the Basic Law” in March 2020. Within days he founded “Querdenken
711- Stuttgart”, the number referring to the local telephone code of the city. It is seen as the
original Querdenker group. Ballweg’s rallies became a focal point for thousands of protestors.
At this point they attracted people from different backgrounds critical of or unsatisfied with
how the pandemic was handled. But soon Ballweg, who from the beginning had close ties to
right-wing esotericism,* cooperated with renowned figures from the conspiracy realm, inviting
them as speakers. His events were then endorsed by proponents of the extreme right as well.
These developments led to criticisms and some of the people originally attracted turning away.
Over the course of summer 2020, Ballweg not only ventured further into the QAnon conspira-
cies* but also into sovereignist thought: he said he would look into a peace treaty for Germany,
and declared a large rally on 29 August to be a “Constituent Assembly” that should develop a
new constitution.*® In November 2020, Ballweg and Peter Fitzek had a conspirative meeting
with several of their supporters in order to “find new strategies”.*’ It didn’t end there: Ballweg
opened a bank account for his “kingdom” which caused internal criticism.*® The gathering was
ended by authorities because it violated hygiene regulations, but from then on Ballweg and
his group were under surveillance by domestic intelligence. At times, the former businessman
seemed to try to distance himself from the extreme right, as well as Reichsbiirger and sovere-
ignists, but never did so conclusively.*” Media research indicated that he tried to “cash-in” on
the movement, using donations for the events, as well as profits from merchandise, to enrich
himself.>° Authorities came to the same conclusion and arrested Ballweg in the summer of 2022
under the suspicion of fraud and money laundering.>!

Another of the influencers that combined Querdenken with the Reichsbiirger narrative came
from a field related more closely to the crisis: Bodo Schiffmann, a medical doctor running his
own private practice, became influential with the start of the pandemic. His YouTube channel,
which he had run before on more common medical themes, acquired more than 130,000 fol-
lowers.>? He organised a “Coronavirus info tour” that saw him travelling on a bus across Ger-
many and speaking at demonstrations that were organised by the Querdenker.>® Schiffmann
used his professional credentials to give his arguments weight and an aura of authority. He used
QAnon talking points and announced his support for Ballweg’s approach to get in closer touch
with “Reichsbiirger” such as Fitzek. In some of his videos, he relativises the Holocaust by mak-
ing comparisons between doctors who administer vaccinations with Josef Mengele, the noto-
rious doctor of Auschwitz.>* Generally, Schiffmann “opened the door” to create a network with
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right-wing extremists.>® Schiffmann has now moved to Tanzania but still warns against “plans
of the elites” on the Internet. He clearly makes efforts to bolster his network even after leaving
Europe. Schiffman says he is willing to return to take part in a trial related to the accusation that
he forged medical exemptions for not wearing masks, as well as for demagoguery.>®

Attila Hildmann also had a well-established career before he engaged with Querdenker demon-
strations and became a figurehead of the protest movement: he was a well-known vegan chef
who authored several cookbooks.>” Hildmann consequently already had a large platform be-
fore he started to speak against the government’s anti-Corona measures.>® In the summer of
2020, Corona protests in Germany attended by Hildmann featured SS and Nazi symbols.> At
the demonstration where the steps of the Reichstag were stormed, Hildmann demanded in
speeches in front of the building that the barrier gates be removed and that demonstrators be
allowed through to the building, which “is dedicated to the German people.”®® He was seen as a
key driver of the protest movement and managed to canvas support on the messenger platform
Telegram.®! Private chat groups not only discussed apocalyptic scenarios, but in addition called
for violence and the death of politicians and scientists.®? Since several of his statements led to
criminal investigations, Hildmann has escaped to Turkey, which currently does not seem will-
ing to arrest and extradite him.®

Popular Discontent, the Querdenker, and the Road to Anti-
State Extremism

Survey data show that Corona protests in Germany had a considerable, relatively stable ‘mobili-
sation potential’ which is socially heterogeneous and ideologically diffuse. While Grande et al.®*
find that more than 60 percent of sympathisers (not necessarily protestors) see themselves
in the political centre, the political extremes (especially on the right) are strongly represent-
ed; 12.5 percent identify themselves on the extreme fringe, most of them (7.5 percent) on the
extreme right. A large proportion does not feel represented by the established parties of the
political centre and is generally suspicious of the state and its institutions. Since parts of this
‘distrustful middle’ are prone to conspiracy theories, Grande et al. see “considerable potential
for further political radicalisation.”®®

Given this feeling of not being represented, which in Germany obviously could not be complete-
ly addressed by classical “protest parties” like the AfD%, the Querdenker concept and activities
found fertile ground. Because several of the original Querdenker also propagated conspiracy
thinking and were at least prone to Reichsbiirger ideas, an interrelation between the two mi-
lieus was established early on. In hindsight, this dynamic is hardly surprising given the fact that
measures by the state were the reason for much of the anger and the discontent that fuelled
the Corona protests in the first place. A narrative and worldview like that of the Reichsbiirger,
propagated with an established “practical” approach that fully negates the established state in
the form of the FRG and therefore renders all of its action illegitimate per se, ultimately was the
perfect fit for this situation. The Reichsbiirger template, like all sovereignist narratives, is based
on the idea of a (global) conspiracy that victimises the common people and hides the “truth”
(and sometimes wealth, full human potential, etc.). Consequently, it could easily be connected

Perspectives on Terrorism 132



Vol. XVII, Issue 1 - March 2023

and brought in alignment with other conspiratorial beliefs regarding the pandemic: that it was
planned, that it was a stepping stone for a world government, and that it would serve the pur-
pose of depopulation.

The Reichsbiirger narrative in the German context was the right seed for the fields of discon-
tent. It is noteworthy that the QAnon line of argumentation and conspiratorial thinking is very
compatible with the Reichsbiirger narrative. As mentioned above, several of the more import-
ant actors as well as the plotters of the “Patriotische Union” integrated QAnon aspects into the
Reichsbiirger narrative and developed an eclectic meta narrative. Given the common elements,
it could connect with ideas about the pandemic being planned, or at least that it was used to
reach nefarious goals. This made a triangle possible that brought in alignment Querdenker dis-
content, Reichsbiirger sovereignist ideas, and QAnon conspiratorial thinking, all consequently
reinforcing each other. All three aspects were even open to other meta conspiracy theories that
could bind them together further, especially antisemitic ones. Protestors from all walks of life
who until then were not exposed to conspiratorial thinking were therefore confronted with
several different avenues to similar ideas. This opened them up for radicalisation into these
forms of anti-state extremism.

However, attention should be given to regional differences. There is the recurring theme of the
east-west divide, with protests being more marked in parts of eastern Germany.®” For example,
a representative survey conducted in Thuringia in eastern Germany in autumn 2020 shows
a strong and significant link between far-right political attitudes and COVID-19 scepticism.®®
This was not true for the west, where it was observed early on that the cradle of the Querden-
ker, which is Baden-Wiirttenberg and Stuttgart, normally was associated with progressive and
green ideas in recent years.® It therefore can be concluded that the protest movement was
based on a network of esoteric, conspiracy-minded and sometimes (in their worldview) rather
diffuse actors in western Germany,”® whereas they were carried by experienced neo-Nazis and
parts of the AfD sympathetic to the movement in eastern Germany.”!

In Austria, the developments were similar in their structure, but different regarding the actors
involved, which had an effect on which narratives and ideas were spread. The Reichsbiirger
narrative was not as prominent or even present among them as in Germany. While Querden-
ker were well established and made up a part of the media discourse in Austria, they did not
gain the same media dominance as in their country of origin. Instead, a lot of the protest was
carried by two “classical” political parties (FPO and MFG), who in turn also held a lot of the
public’s attention. In particular, the aforementioned FPO head, Herbert Kickl, established him-
self as a major opponent of the government’s anti-Corona policies. Like the main proponents of
Querdenker in Germany, he often provoked strong reaction by symbolic acts like appearing on
stage at a demonstration without a mask (although mandatory), advocating the study as well
as the use of Ivermectin on public television, and by his use of aggressive rhetoric,’? such as ref-
erencing the motives of an overreaching authoritarian state and invoking the idea of a “Corona
dictatorship”. However, Kickl and the FPO—while they have a relationship with controversies
surrounding such topics—Ilargely stayed away from making comparisons to the Third Reich.
The involvement of a major opposition party might explain why Reichsbiirger and sovereignist
ideas were not as important in Austria: along with the historically different situation regarding
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the legal basis of the second Austrian Republic described above, Kickl and the FPO are part of
the established political system. The MFG clearly wants to join it. As their representatives are
members of parliament and hold public office, spreading sovereignist narratives of the Reichs-
biirger variety would be counterproductive. Firstly, it would do enormous harm in the political
realm and lead to criminal prosecution. Secondly, the politicians involved would undermine
their own credibility, because they basically would state that they willingly participate in an
“illegitimate system” that exploits its people. This most likely “reined in” the Austrian Querden-
ker, because their prominent representatives, like Martin Rutter, spoke on the same stage and
even directly before the appearance of Kickl. Had they ventured too deeply into the conspiracy
realm, and especially sovereignist and Reichsbiirger themes, this most likely would have ended
their participation in the very successful demonstrations organised by the FPO.

This observation, however, does not mean that these themes were completely absent among
protesters in Austria. But it can be observed clearly that other forms of conspiratorial thinking
had more traction. However, a growth of the Reichsbiirger milieu can be observed in Austria
too,” a circumstance that implies that although not central, its rationale was still able to spread
among the disaffected. Here more data are needed, since the phenomenon of sovereignists in
Austria in general is not yet well documented and researched.

The comparison between Germany and Austria in the influence and development of the
Querdenker in regards to Reichsbiirger narratives shows that the involvement of politicians
and classical protest parties curtailed this particular brand of anti-state extremism. While still
polarising, sometimes provocative and sometimes venturing to the extreme, sovereignist ideas
could not get the same exposure and traction in Austria as they did in Germany, since the pro-
tests were channelled by groups and individuals working within the established system. This
is not true for other conspiracy theories. Their spread, however, could be observed in many
Western countries. Other aspects and circumstances of the protests in Germany and Austria
were similar: like in Germany, it was noticed early on that in Austria well-known, sometimes
notorious members of the extreme right were participating in the protests—and, therefore, it
can be concluded that the protests tapped the same potential.”*

Conspiracy thinking in both countries was spread by influencers like Hildmann and Schiffmann
on their personal social media channels. This could be done across the border, although here
more research is needed into the interaction between Austrian and German influencers and
followers in the digital realm. Social media provided a tool for mobilisation and activism, and
their provocations received intense coverage by mainstream media in both countries. When
the larger sites like Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram cracked down on conspiracists, other
means—the online messenger service Telegram in particular—were utilised. And while not all
Telegram groups were filled with xenophobic right-wing extremist content, a tendency towards
the far right was clearly visible within the movement.”® It can be argued that while banned
on other social media platforms, Telegram actors, especially the German ones discussed here,
could still reach the masses and thereby influence them.”® As Tyson Barker observed: “Ger-
many'’s disinformation landscape is evolving—and metastasising—rapidly. In recent months,
Querdenken has developed connective tissue with the Reichsbiirger, Hildmann, and the grow-
ing German following of the QAnon cult of conspiracy.”’” By now, all three of the main influenc-
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ers mentioned above are under prosecution for different offences, often related to hate speech
and demagoguery, but also for crimes that imply a financial interest. While Ballweg was arrest-
ed, Hildmann and Schiffmann left the country.”® They try to keep their influence by utilising the
Internet, but with the lifting of more and more restrictions and the arrival of new themes like
the Russian war against Ukraine, it has clearly waned. This might explain why several of these
actors moved on and are now involved in other topics like climate change and the Russian war
on Ukraine. Obviously, their anti-state sentiment persists, but to continue their engagement
with their audience (and to enlarge it) they need new talking points.

In analysing the social movement of the Querdenker and their interrelation with the Reichs-
biirger, it is easy to see that there is a complex mix of radicalism, conspiracy theories, and ex-
tremism, especially of the anti-state variety.”® An interesting aspect is the potential for what
researchers have described as “stochastic violence, even terrorism.”®® While it should be men-
tioned that no terror attack has occurred that had its origins in the interrelation and dynamics
between Querdenker and Reichsbiirger, troubling events include the discovery of the afore-
mentioned plans for a coup d’état, and some violent incidents that even led to death. With the
pandemic “largely over”, terrorist attacks seem less likely. But it remains to be seen whether the
dynamics and networks that developed during the acute health crisis will bear any violent fruit

in the (near) future.

Conclusion

While Corona-related activism and protest in Germany and Austria had many facets and actors,
the activities of the Querdenker have seen the greatest successes in mobilisation®" and had a
major impact on the protest scene, particularly in Germany. The Querdenker cut across many
classes and niches of society. Indeed, neither the far right nor the far left could really take own-
ership of it, but the far right made considerable inroads into the German as well as the Austrian
movement. In Germany, of all groups monitored by domestic intelligence, officials conclude
that the anti-system far right has succeeded most in tapping COVID-19 deniers.?? This is made
more achievable by the heterogeneity of the Querdenken movement® as well as its character as
a loose network of many single actors, with top influencers playing a crucial role.

While the impact of the COVID-19 measures was the only concern for many involved in the
protests, the developments suggest that some participants have become more radical and more
ready to engage in acts of violence or sabotage. They joined the ranks of anti-state extrem-
ism and most likely will remain there. This is in line with research that implies that belief in
conspiracy theories may lead to forms of nonnormative political engagement or even criminal
behaviour.®* Certain influencers that shaped the Querdenker acted as a catalyst for this devel-
opment and built bridges to the Reichsbiirger milieu, which in turn was especially well-suited
to absorb the anger that built up during the pandemic. Evidently, there is a link between the
pandemic-related conspiracy thinking of Querdenker and a general affinity towards conspiracy
theories among Reichsbiirger, with their respective antisemitism and rejection of the estab-
lished liberal and democratic order.
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The boost that Reichsbiirger received, with over 23,000 Reichsbiirger and sovereignists in
2022% (up from 19,000 in 2019%), has to be considered as part of the development of radical
right-wing politics. It can be placed in the context of a larger authoritarian-nationalist rebellion
and increasingly polarised politico-cultural cleavages in Germany, Austria, and Europe. Many
conspiracist patterns have become interchangeable and are transcending established borders,
as the allusions by different key figures that are involved with the Reichsbiirger and the QAnon
movement demonstrate. The interrelations between QAnon and the Reichsbiirger conspiracy
theories in particular should be the focus of future research, since they obviously have been
“fruitful” and therefore dangerous dynamics. This also applies to antisemitism and its tradition
within these milieus as a meta-narrative, since it is a factor that connects not only different
groups and actors in the present, but likewise with the larger antisemitic tradition of the past.

Beyond domestic security concerns, all of this has additional implications for both countries’
international standing. This could be seen when, in a recent speech, Vladmir Putin referenced
political statements that Germany was not fully sovereign, and claimed that US troops there
were still occupation forces—fully utilising the most basic Reichsbiirger narrative.?” This is
only fitting, since parts of the protesting milieu have in the meantime turned to other issues,
among them a clearly visible support for Russia.

In recent years, several assassinations by right-wing terrorists have been linked to misinfor-
mation and conspiracy theories®®—in Germany, for example, the lone-actor attacks in Munich,
Halle, and Hanau,®® and the plot by the “Patriotische Union” revealed in December 2022. The
development of an “antidemocratic campaigning machine”*° remains to be seen. But it became
clear during the last three years that discontent channelled by protest movements like the
Querdenker can these days lead directly to citizens turning away from the democratic state and
into the arms of anti-state extremists like the Reichsbiirger.
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