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Summary:

Among the central concerns of early nineteenth-century European statesmen
was the sudden flowering of new and dangerous organizations collectively
known as the secret societies. But by the end of the century, in politics the term
‘secret society’ was principally used by Catholics to denounce what they saw
as Masonic-led governments in Southern Europe. This development and its
perception together constitute an interesting chapter in the history of European
associations and political life.
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Ten years after the fall of the Bastille and a year after the outbreak of the Irish
Rebellion, William Pitt drew the attention of the House of Commons to “the
existence of secret societies totally unknown in the history of this or any other
country”, calling it “the most desperate, wicked, and cruel conspiracy against
our liberties, our constitution, and our peace, that is to be found in the history
of this country”. Two decades later, Clemens von Metternich pointed to “l’un
des instruments à la fois les plus actifs et les plus dangéreux dont se servent les
révolutionnaires de tous les pays avec un succès qui aujourd’hui n’est plus con-
testable [...] les sociétés secrètes, puissance véritable, et d’autant plus dange-
reuse qu’elle agit dans les ténèbres, qu’elle mine toutes les parties du corps
social, et dépose partout les germes d’une gangrène morale qui ne tardera pas à
se développer et à porter ses fruits”. And on the 1856 anniversary of the
Bastille’s fall, Benjamin Disraeli told the House of Commons, “It is useless to
deny, because it is impossible to conceal, that a grand part of Europe – the
whole of Italy and France and a great portion of Germany, to say nothing of
other countries – is covered with a network of these secret societies, just as the
superficies of the earth are now being covered with railroads”.  Even after1

deduction of a rhetorical surplus for political convenience these were strong
statements made by some of the most influential men of their times. Clearly, in
their eyes, secret societies were a core element of what they regarded as the
centre of the world.

This is not a view one would easily share after reading certain post-WW II

historians. It is true that some, such as Reinhart Koselleck and Maurice
Agulhon, emphasized the role of Freemasonry – which despite much protest is
still widely considered the secret society par excellence – in the dissemination
of Enlightenment ideas, the building of a civil society, and the development of
a modern sociability. But others, such as J.M. Roberts, whose book on The
Mythology of the Secret Societies discussed the organizations most feared by
Metternich and Disraeli, asserted that “though secret societies existed in large
numbers in Western Europe between 1750 and 1830 and strove to influence
events, their main importance was what people believed about them. This
always mattered more than what they did and their numbers and practical
effectiveness were in no way proportionate to the myth’s power”. Roberts did
not hide that he regarded this mythology as “a view of politics shaped by
nonsense”, and warned against “taking the recurrent irrational element in his-
tory too lightly”.2
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The historians of socialism, quite numerous after the war, were similarly
cautious. Sure, the Carbonari and the Charbonnerie, which at the turn of the
nineteenth century had become firmly embedded in the republican histories of
Italy and France, now also got a place of honour in the history of revolutionary
movements. Yet ever since the split in the International Working Men’s As-
sociation in 1872, the appreciation of secret societies, which had played a
prominent role in the conflict, was ideologically charged. In particular, re-
search about Karl Marx’s Communist League, the International Brotherhood of
Michail Bakunin, and the origins of the Bolshevik Party was much affected.
The argument of rationality, with its subtle moral overtones, was routinely de-
ployed against secret societies, as in Eric Hobsbawm’s analysis of the decline
of ritual in the labour movement.3

The differences of opinion between nineteenth-century statesmen and
twentieth-century historians as well as among the historians themselves throw
an interesting light on the development of civil society. Building on a tradition
established by Alexis de Tocqueville, modern theories of Western democracy
stress the importance of voluntary associations for the vitality of the social and
political structures in which it is rooted.  Among such associations, Free-4

masonry played a significant role, both in eighteenth-century Europe and in the
young United States, thanks largely to its formula of a publicly known yet
secret organization without any particular doctrine, offering, to those who
could afford the dues, a free space in which fraternal tolerance allowed for
meaningful and pleasant company. Its three-graded structure, taken from the
guilds of masons and soon expanded in various more or less autonomous rites,
suited the taste for progress through education as well as for knowledge not
available to everybody.

In the course of the long nineteenth century, this flourishing organi-
zational model became compromised as a result of changing views of secrecy.
The long trend towards openness of knowledge that had started in the sixteenth
century, pushed on by the Reformation and the invention of printing, accel-
erated and affected conceptions of rationality that were forged in religious
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conflicts, where Reason was more and more often invoked to settle debate. The
new polemical rationality inevitably affected the working of associations. In-
creasingly, in science as much as in the political process, it was considered
irrational to operate outside the public arena, which itself continued to grow
both in size and importance.  Secrecy, which had been the norm in politics5

since the Middle Ages and had still been positively valued in the Encyclopédie,
became suspicious; and whereas most organizations had used to hide important
elements of their activities as a matter of course, now limitations to openness
demanded an explanation – a rational explanation, to be sure.6

The Masonic lodges that had, according to some, virtually hatched civil
society, now came under attack; and associations that would once have been
called secret societies started to present themselves as clandestine organiza-
tions or liberation armies, arguing that their concealment was not a choice of
their own, but a necessity imposed on them by a repressive external world,
whose rationality should itself be put in doubt. The secret societies of Metter-
nich’s days gradually disappeared under that name. Those that remained were
either pushed to the margins of civilized discourse, as in the case of many an
esoteric association, or turned into otherworldly enemies, as happened, for
example, to the Freemasons in Catholic French or Nationalist German opinion.
Even the many secret societies that used to dot both colonial and ethnographic
maps were all but gone.

This process, in which the meaning and appreciation of secrecy were
refashioned in a quintessentially modern way, has in turn thrown a veil over
much of the nature and actions of the secret societies, which retrospectively
became ever harder to understand. In order to see how this came about, we will
briefly retrace, in what will mostly be a historiographical essay, how those
societies from their terrifying origins came to be seen as a normal phenomenon
and at the same time as an increasingly quaint and exotic type of association;
how recent research has been qualifying much of that picture; and how
reinserting them in a broader historical context might bring new insights.
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Hidden Jesuits

The expression ‘secret societies’, in the alliterative and often plural form that
became standard in the major West-European languages, was not in common
use before the final quarter of the eighteenth century.  The first time it seems to7

have appeared in a monograph title was in 1772, when Carl Ekman was exam-
ined at the University of Åbo, the present Turku, on a dissertation De secretis
societatibus litterariis, written by his teacher, Johan Bilmark. On proper
inspection, though, the book is not so much “On Literary Secret Societies” as
“On Secret Literary Societies”, since the author’s main purpose was to applaud
the recent foundation of just such an association at Åbo. Their secrecy was
praiseworthy, he explained, because of the anonimity on their members’ good
works, which discouraged ostentation and vanity. And their tradition, running
from the Egyptian mysteries and Pythagoras through the disciplina arcani of
the early Christian Church to the Freemasons and the Stockholm literary and
musical society Utile Dulci, was eminently respectable.8

The real beginnings of the term should probably be located in the Berli-
nische Monatsschrift of the mid-1780s. At that time, the journal of Friedrich
Nicolai focused its anti-Catholic polemics on the Jesuit order, even though this
had been suppressed by Clemens XIV in 1773. The Jesuits were suspected
simply to have gone underground and actively to fight Protestantism and the
Enlightenment through “eine Menge geheimer schädlicher Gesellschaften”.9

This suspicion was of course fed by a long tradition of alleged Jesuit conspir-
acy, which had found a remarkable expression in the Monita secreta Societatis
Jesu, originally published in Kraków in 1614. The reworked version of these
invented ‘secret rules’ that first appeared in 1676, possibly due to a Jansenist
hand, already sketched the outline of an organization that resembled a modern
‘secret society’. The Monita were translated and endlessly reprinted at each
burst of anti-Jesuitism anywhere, as had most recently happened when Portugal
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opened the series of government attacks on the order in the mid-eighteenth
century. There had been at least 13 reprints between 1750 and 1785.10

In a few months, the discussion started by the Berlinische Monatsschrift
not only spilled over to other German journals, but also came to include a new
topic, the order of the Illuminati. This association, founded in 1776 by Adam
Weishaupt, professor of Canon Law at the (formerly Jesuit-dominated) Univer-
sity of Ingolstadt, aimed to obtain important positions in society in order to
establish a moral regime that would lead all citizens back to the original state
of liberty and equality. Weishaupt designed a graded secret organization based
on elements taken from Freemasonry and the Jesuit order (as he perceived it),
and led by a few higher degrees, whose very existence was to remain unknown.
Only this invisible inner circle was acquainted with the final aims of the order;
the lower degrees, whose understanding was deemed insufficient, were
persuaded that less radical goals were pursued. The Illuminati tried to seize
control of certain Masonic lodges to use them for propaganda and recruitment.
Due in large part to the efforts of Baron Adolph von Knigge, the future author
of an immensely popular book of manners, Über den Umgang mit Menschen,
the organization succeeded in the first half of the 1780s in expanding from
Bavaria to northern Germany. At its zenith, it numbered between 1,000 and
2,000 members, among them several princes as well as prominent intellectuals
such as Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Johann Gottfried Herder, and Johann Hein-
rich Pestalozzi.11

After the Illuminati were accused of interfering in the sensitive matter of
a possible exhange of Habsburg and Wittelsbach lands, in June 1784 the Bava-
rian Elector Karl Theodor issued a decree against “heimliche Verbind- und
Versammlungen” in general, and in March and August 1785 against Freema-
sons and Illuminati in particular. Important papers were seized and published
by the authorities, the first of many such official efforts to fight the dangers of
secret societies by exposing them. As a result, the Illuminati now got a public
face, which would be the face of the secret societies for a long time to come.
While certain Catholic circles discerned an Enlightenment conspiracy, the Ber-
linische Monatsschrift and like-minded journals saw the ban on the Illuminati
as part of a reactionary offensive. Suspicion rose to the point where some
radicals feared that Masonic lodges and even the leadership of the Illuminati
themselves had become tools in the hands of the Jesuits. In the five years till
1790 no less than 50 individual publications in Germany and abroad discussed
the fate of the group.12
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Rise of a Concept

Thus, ‘secret societies’ began as a term that was tied to highly divisive issues,
expressed or implied an accusation of conspiracy, possibly with international
ramifications, and had a tendency to infect other associations in both past and
present. Once coined, it was spread and broadened in various ways, spreading
its organizational model on the way. As is well known, some of the earliest
theories about the causes of the French Revolution looked for a hidden hand,
which was frequently found in Freemasonry. Since the Masons in their Consti-
tutions of 1723 had claimed a distinguished pedigree, which had only been ex-
panded by later authors, the secret societies came to share this honour. Already
by 1796 the first outline of a historical canon became visible, including, among
others, Templars, Assassins, Jesuits, Masons and “Illuminés”, a term that com-
prised not just the Illuminati, but also some more esoteric individuals and asso-
ciations.  A year later appeared the first volume of the French Jesuit Augustin13

Barruel’s Mémoires pour servir à l’histoire du Jacobinisme, as well as Proof of
a Conspiracy against All the Religions and Governments of Europe by John
Robison, a Scottish philosopher and physicist – the two most famous books to
blame the fall of Throne and Altar on secret societies working through philo-
sophes, Freemasons and Jacobins. Barruel’s English translator, Robert Clif-
ford, applied his thesis to the situation in Ireland and Great Britain.14

As if in confirmation, and in spite of the fact that Roberts was certainly
right in doubting the extent of their influence on events they were supposed to
have orchestrated, soon the actions of secret societies themselves persuaded
public opinion of their effectivity. In fact, what people thought they saw in the
first decade of the Restoration era, was more or less as follows. The murder of
August von Kotzebue by Carl Sand in 1819 demonstrated the determination of
the hidden core of the German student unions. At the beginning of 1820 the
Spanish secret societies forced Ferdinand VII to reinstate the Constitution of
Cádiz. The Portuguese societies rose half a year later. In 1821 the Carbonari
were all over Italy, while the Philiki Etairia started an insurrection in Greece.
In 1822 the Four Sergeants of La Rochelle gave expression to the struggle of
the French Charbonnerie, and in 1825 it was the turn of the Russian Decem-
brists. It is true that by the mid-1820s very little had been accomplished in real
terms – even the Spanish constitution was lost again – but this was surely not
for want of trying.15



War of Independence, London etc: Macmillan, 1973, chs 4-5; Alan B. Spitzer, Old Hatreds and Young
Hopes: the French Carbonari against the Bourbon Restoration, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1971; Pierre-Arnaut Lambert, La Charbonnerie française: du secret en politique, Lyon: Presses
universitaires de Lyon, 1995; V.M. Bokova, Epocha tajnych obšèestv: Russkie obšèestvennie ob”edine-
nija pervoj treti XIX v, Moskva: Realii, 2003.

 Marie Roberts, British Poets and Secret Societies, Totowa, NJ: Barnes & Noble, 1986, p 89; Simone16

Vierne, George Sand et la Franc-maçonnerie, Paris: Ed maçonniques de France, 2001, pp 60-1; Walter
Müller-Seidel, Wolfgang Riedel (eds), Die Weimarer Klassik und ihre Geheimbünde, Würzburg: Königs-
hausen & Neumann, 2002; Julia Wagner, Die Turmgesellschaft in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, in:
Goethezeitportal, www.goethezeitportal.de/fileadmin/PDF/db/wiss/goethe/meisterslehrjahre_wagner.pdf
(checked 10 Aug 2009); Hans-Jürgen Schings, Die Brüder des Marquis Posa: Schiller und der Geheim-
bund der Illuminaten, Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1996; Marianne Thalmann, Die Romantik des Trivialen:
von Grosses ‘Genius’ bis Tiecks ‘William Lovell’, München: List, 1970; Michael Voges, Aufklärung und
Geheimnis: Untersuchungen zur Vermittlung von Literatur- und Sozialgeschichte am Beispiel der Aneig-
nung des Geheimbundmaterials im Roman des späten 18. Jahrhunderts, Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1987;
Jerrold E. Hogle (ed), The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2002; Albert D. Pionke, Plots of Opportunity: representing conspiracy in Victorian England,
Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 2004.

7

Meanwhile, another important way in which the secret societies gained
notoriety was through literature. Writers from Percy Bysshe Shelley to George
Sand read Barruel with great interest and profit. Sand, Goethe and Friedrich
Schiller featured the Illuminati in their work. The success of the Gothic novel
and the Bundesroman from the 1790s on naturally did much to propagate the
model. Because many of these works were produced as ‘bluebooks’ or ‘penny
dreadfuls’, they had an unusually wide readership. They also extended the field
by adding the nuances of the rough but noble brotherhood on the one hand, and
the conspiracy of power, as in the case of the Inquisition, on the other. At the
same time, novels might reflect efforts undertaken to make the concept of ‘se-
cret societies’ cover ever more unpleasant groups such as, in the British case,
trade unions, Catholics or Thugs.16

Some members of secret societies wrote memoirs that may be considered
as a belletristic subcategory, since much of their content is either fictional or at
least patently shaped by the literary fashions of the day. To this category be-
long the stories of the Philadelphes and other anti-Bonapartist conspirators by
the writer Charles Nodier, and the Fragmente aus meinem Leben of Johannes
Wit von Dörring, a Danish-born adventurer of the early Restoration period,
who ended up being mistrusted by both the revolutionaries and the police.
Alexandre Andryane, who was arrested in 1823 on a mission to Italy on behalf
of Filippo Buonarroti, wrote about his years in the Spielberg prison and then
added a book of reminiscences about his mentor. Another of Buonarroti’s lieu-
tenants, Gioacchino Prati, serialized his memoirs in the radical Penny Satirist
(“a cheap substitute for a weekly newspaper”). Though probably more reliable
he, too, occasionally couldn’t restrain himself. For example, in a typical pas-
sage apt to arouse any statesman’s fears, he wrote about his cooperation with
the German exiles Wilhelm Schnell and Carl Follen:

“No sooner had we become acquainted with each other, than we formed
ourselves into a political triumvirate, and established the centre with which for
many years after[,] all political events which took place on the continent have
been connected. We considered ourselves, and were, in fact, the three repre-
sentatives of Robespierre, St Just, and Couthon. [...] A few minutes’ walk from
my residence [at Chur, Switzerland], which was situated at the entrance of one
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unita, Torino: Einaudi, 2000, ch I.
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of the town gates, there was a lonely lane leading to a dale, through which the
river Plessure [Plessur] flows, and at the entrance of which the citizens of Chur
built a century ago an hospital for such as were attacked with the pestilence,
which raged at that time all over the continent. This building, which is now but
a mass of ruins, gives to this secluded place a most romantic appearance. There
S[chnell], F[ollen], and I retired in the afternoon, to converse about our affairs,
and to exercise ourselves in the use of fire-arms”.17

In addition to former members, there was also a number of anonymous
and pseudonymous observers who recorded the dramatic exploits of the secret
societies from the outside in more or less reliable or fanciful works.18

Naturally, the law and its various officers also played an important role
in promoting the concept. Whereas in France the political police was born in
reaction to the numerous plots discerned by the revolutionaries in the early
1790s, in Britain the conspirators gained prominence through the debate about
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1866, Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1985; Hans-Christof Kraus, Theodor Anton Heinrich Schmalz (1760-
1831): Jurisprudenz, Universitätspolitik und Publizistik im Spannungsfeld von Revolution und Restaura-
tion, Frankfurt/Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1999, pp 189-242 (on the ‘Tugendbundstreit’); Jakob Nolte,
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and society in Russia under Nicholas I, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961; P.S. Squire, The
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Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968. For insight in the Spanish situation, see Pedro Pegenaute
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the Unlawful Societies Act of 1799. There was another significant debate in
Prussia, where the origins of the political police had been closely related to
underground efforts against the French after the disaster of 1806: after Napo-
leon’s fall, the reformist policy associated with the name of Carl vom Stein
was discussed in the half-disguised form of a polemical exchange about the
merits and demerits of the Tugendbund, one of those underground efforts. The
Central Investigations Commission established at Mainz as a result of the
Carlsbad Decrees of 1819 first brought organizations of students (the Bur-
schenschaften) under the umbrella of the secret societies. Metternich’s police
was constantly on the alert in both the German and Italian states. In Russia, the
Third Department, created in response to the Decembrist conspiracy of 1825,
had a tremendous social impact.19

In this context, the Catholic Church was a special case. With the Bulls In
Eminenti (1738) and Providas Romanorum (1751) the Church was among the
early proscribers of Freemasonry, and in Ecclesiam a Jesu Christo (1821) it
condemned the Carbonari. Naturally, it was first of all worried about the heret-
ical nature of the organizations, which it suitably expressed in naming them
“sectae”, a term that became common in Romance languages. Yet the threats to
its temporary territories posed by the French Revolution and the Risorgimento
gave the Papacy additional political reasons to oppose the secret societies. In
the opposite camp, the resurrection of the Societas Jesu in 1814 reignited the
fear of underground manoeuvres, which was particularly vocally stated in
France at various occasions during the century, as well as in the German Kul-
turkampf. After the fall of Rome in 1870, developments in France, Italy and
Spain further exacerbated the conflict between the Church and Freemasonry,
although many felt that power relations had now been inversed. At any rate, in
all three countries the ‘secret societies’ retained, in the guise of Masonry, a
remarkable presence in political debate until the mid-twentieth century or even
beyond.20
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Birth of a Canon

It fell to amateur and professional historians to provide a deeper-probing analy-
sis of the remarkable new phenomenon. While the first historical-documentary
works on Freemasonry, such as the Acta Latomorum and the Encyclopädie der
Freimaurerei,  began to appear after the Napoleonic era, associations of ear-21

lier times were increasingly scrutinized for possible keys to the present. Joseph
Hammer set an early example in 1818 with two seminal studies, one on the
Templars, in which he launched the modern Baphomet myth, and one on the
Nizaris, or Assassins, in which he suggested significant parallels between the
alleged Medieval terrorists and the secret societies of modern Europe.22

Then, in the second half of the nineteenth century, each of the major
West-European languages was enriched by a multi-part history of secret
societies averaging over a thousand pages. The novelist and playwriter Pierre
Zaccone opened the series in 1847 with the first of five volumes of his Histoire
des sociétés secrètes politiques et religieuses.  He was followed by his fellow-23
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writer Giovanni De Castro, whose Il Mondo secreto comprised nine admittedly
smaller volumes.  Charles Heckethorn, who first set out to translate them, end-24

ed up writing two extensive volumes of his own entitled The Secret Societies of
All Ages and Countries.  Meanwhile, Vicente de la Fuente, a theologian,25

historian and legal scholar, had published the three volumes of his Historia de
las sociedades secretas antiguas y modernas de España.  Finally, Georg26

Schuster, the archivist of the Hohenzollern, wrote Die geheimen Gesellschaf-
ten, Verbindungen und Orden, which was published in two hefty tomes in
1906.  The sheer size of the books, their wide circulation, and their authors’27

thoroughness in identifying suitable candidates for inclusion turned them into
long-term reference works for interested laymen and researchers alike. The
exhaustive inventories of Heckethorn and Schuster, in particular, listing
hundreds of organizations, established a canon that continues to inspire most
modern overviews of the field.28

Not surprisingly, our five authors differed in almost every respect.
Zaccone, who had vague socialist sympathies, was inordinately interested in
the Jesuits, who were allotted far more space than anybody else. De la Fuente
wrote in the Catholic anti-Masonic tradition, whereas De Castro – whose book
appeared with the publisher of Giuseppe Mazzini, Italy’s foremost conspirator
– treated his subject with marked sympathy. Indeed, to Heckethorn, De
Castro’s book was “coloured by a certain political bias, and somewhat too
indulgent to various Italian political sects, who, in many instances, were
scarcely more than hordes of brigands”. Schuster, for his part, had a low opin-
ion of Heckethorn’s work.  De la Fuente, whose distinguished career brought29
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him to the rector’s chair at the universities of both Salamanca and Madrid, and
Schuster, an editor of the Jahresberichte für Geschichtswissenschaft, were pro-
fessionals compared to Zaccone, an early practitioner of the detective novel,
who was even in his lifetime characterized as a “très-fécond, mais médiocre
écrivain”.30

Whatever their differences, however, all authors agreed on one thing –
that secret societies were in fact ‘of all ages and countries’. As Zaccone wrote,
“Les sociétés secrètes ont été, de tout temps, l’expression des besoins ou des
tendances des époques dans lesquelles elles se sont produites”. Schuster af-
firmed, “Gesellschaften, Vereine und Orden, die ihre Zwecke und Gebräuche
geheim hielten, haben zu allen Zeiten und bei allen Völkern bestanden”.
Earlier, Thomas Keightley had opened his book Secret Societies of the Middle
Ages with the assertion, “If we had the means of investigating historically the
origin of Secret Societies, we should probably find that they began to be
formed almost as soon as any knowledge had been accumulated by particular
individuals beyond what constituted the common stock”. Evidently, the pheno-
menon was now considered natural, for better or for worse.31

Still, in spite of the encyclopaedic nature and global aspirations of the
books, they concentrated almost exclusively on European men. As to gender,
this was of course just another symptom of the well-known fact that the Euro-
pean associational world was predominantly and in places exclusively male,
both in practical and theoretical terms; the secret societies were no exception.32

As to geography, apart from standard references to the mystery religions of
Antiquity and the Assassins, there was hardly any mention of organizations
from Asia or the Americas, and none at all from Africa. Those that were
acknowledged, such as the Thugs of India and the Chinese Triads, mostly
represented the sensational top of a mountain of colonial headaches. Even
though Schuster noted the existence of secret societies “bei den wilden Natur-
völkern”, he gave them only a few pages of the most general nature.  And yet,33

at around the time he was writing, the young discipline of ethnology reached
conclusions on ‘indigenous’ associations that were remarkably similar to his
own. It is true that claims to ubiquity and perpetuity were not upheld, but
plenty of evidence had accumulated over the last half century to show that they
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were an irrepressible part of the human condition. While Arnold van Gennep’s
book Les Rites de passage is the most well-known expression of this view, it
was Heinrich Schurtz, a favorite student of Friedrich Ratzel and a curator at the
Museum für Völker- und Handelskunde in Bremen, who first brought it up.34

Schurtz’s consideration of the ethnographical record led him to the con-
clusion that, whereas women were the pillar of the family, men were the
builders of society from the groundwork of their age-classes, men’s houses and
clubs. He suggested that in many places secret societies were a stage, albeit not
a necessary one, in this historical development. He even went so far as to as-
sert, “Mit leisem Vorbehalt also lässt sich doch sagen, dass jeder Geheimbund
der Gegenwart auf die Formen zurückführt, die sich bei der Umwandlung der
Altersklassen zu geheimen Verbänden gebildet haben”. This was, he noted, one
more reason for further ethnological research. Yet when the American Museum
of Natural History actually undertook an extensive research program among
American Indians, neither Schurtz’s teleological ideas nor the contempora-
neous suggestion of Hutton Webster that secret societies sprang from initiation
ceremonies withstood the test.  All the same, the debate reinforced the notion35

that secret societies were a fact of life – a fact subtly analyzed in those same
years by Georg Simmel, who emphasized the social importance of secrecy and
noted the connection between the diminishing Reason of State and the growing
privacy of the citizen.36

Meanwhile, as if to stress the point, across the Atlantic more and more
white American men had been founding and joining secret societies in the
course of the nineteenth century, especially after the end of the Civil War.
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Sometimes these had been imported from Europe, as in the case of Free-
masonry, sometimes they were newly created, as in the case of Lewis Henry
Morgan’s Order of the Iroquois or the Improved Order of Red Men, both
inspired by Indian initiation rituals. At the turn of the century, one out of every
five or six adult men in the United States was a member of the tens of
thousands of lodges belonging to hundreds of fraternal orders, from the Odd
Fellows to the Knights of Pythias. Since the mid-1890s they were all neatly
listed in an annual statistical manual, which conveniently specified the con-
ditions of the insurance packages that many associations offered. It seems that
the membership of most of them peaked in the 1920s, but as late as 1966 – at
about the time Hobsbawm and Roberts wrote their sceptical works – it was
estimated that “at least 15,000,000 American men and women belong to one or
more secret organizations”.37

Towards the Margins

Thus, what had appeared entirely new to Pitt and most alarming to Metternich
was now seen as a rather common thing, and often benign at that. This ‘norma-
lization’ came, however, at the price of a loss of centrality or worse, as might
be illustrated by a famous example. A case could be made that the bullets fired
by Gavril Princip on June 28, 1914, demonstrated how a tiny secret society
could bring down four Empires. Yet nobody is making that case. Indeed, in the
build-up to the First World War, Princip was widely seen as a mere tool of the
Serbian secret service, and his trial in October 1914 was used for a remarkable
effort to lay the blame on French Freemasonry. The Young Bosnians to which
he belonged were largely forgotten, and instead of the triumph of the secret
societies the bullets of Sarajevo symbolized their marginalization, a process
completed after the Second World War.38

We can only speculate about the causes of this development, but changes
in the position of the Continental radical-liberal elites likely played a role.
Their traditional dilemma – how to act as a progressive vanguard in behalf of
the masses in need of education – gradually diminished with the extension of
the franchise, which opened the way to seize power without conspiracies and
insurrections, and to educate the people without first establishing a dictator-
ship.  To the socialists who followed in their footsteps, this showed a similar39

perspective with a future further expansion of the electorate. In this way, secret
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societies became less attractive to their most ardent organizers. At the same
time, more generally, this process was accelerated by the growing ‘normali-
zation’ of non-secret organizations in the course of the nineteenth century. Not
only in Britain, but also in France and Germany, in spite of unfavourable
legislation and suspicious authorities, the number of voluntary associations
exploded. Of course it long remained unusual for most of them to admit
members indiscriminately – or simply to admit women – but otherwise their
openness and accessibility was unprecedented. Since openness was part of
their claim to rationality, this shifted the burden of proof to the secret societies,
whose very existence became questionable in ever more domains.40

In reaction, in the political sphere, secrecy was ‘rationalized’ following a
path that was already implied by Immanuel Kant when he wrote that secret
societies are an indicator of a lack of freedom in the State and would cease to
exist “wenn diese Freiheit begünstigt wird”.  If one differentiates between41

secrecy (hiding privileged knowledge from outsiders) and clandestinity (hiding
activities under outside pressure) it was the latter that was more and more
invoked by rebellious organizations as the reason for their going underground,
even if they actually concealed parts of their program and resembled secret
societies more than anything else. Where parliamentary democracy was absent
or slow to appear, clandestinity could be presented as a ‘rational’ response to
the repressive power of the State. Indeed, its very existence was, following
Kant, an indictment of that State and an argument in favour of revolt. Whereas
secrecy was a self-imposed measure directed against fellow-citizens, clandes-
tinity was an ignominy one was forced to suffer. As a result, there were still
many political ‘secret societies’ being created on the margins of Western
Europe, but from the late nineteenth century on they more often than not re-
fused to be called by that name. It goes without saying that the societies identi-
fied by the administrators of the European colonies never even thought about
using the term.42

This left the field free, so to speak, for other kinds of use that were
already in place but now became paramount. One was for the organizations
implicated in what has been called the Occult Revival or the Theosophical En-
lightenment.  Rarely clandestine, they thrived on ‘important knowledge’ they43

kept secret because, in the words of a famous alchemist, such ideas “suffer
loss, when they are poured into prating and incredulous minds”.  Some of44

them, such as the Theosophical Society – which itself, admittedly, applied the
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term above all to other organizations – were interesting newcomers, if only
because they gave a prominent place to women. In part for this reason, how-
ever, they found it hard to gain intellectual respectability in the male associa-
tional world. The term ‘secret societies’ was now also much used in the sense
of the Revue internationale des Sociétés secrètes, founded in 1912 by Mgr Er-
nest Jouin, who opened the first issue with the words, “De nos jours, la société
secrète est la maîtresse du monde. En douter serait puéril; s’en désintéresser
serait coupable”. This was the universe of anti-Masonic and, increasingly, anti-
semitic conspiracy theory, which found its concentrated expression in the
Protocols of the Elders of Zion. After the Second World War, this milieu was
considered irrational beyond appeal. Moreover, in the Open Society that be-
came the stated ideal of the West, different forms of irrationality tended to be
merged. As an example, Norman Cohn, in attributing paternity of the Protocols
to a colourful group of Russians, linked secrecy, occultism and conspiracy
theory. And James Billington traced the foundations of what he regarded as the
“revolutionary faith” to the “occult origins of organization” at the end of the
eighteenth century – where organization, in this view, was the secret society
model.45

New Perspectives

In the last twenty years or so, however, scholars have started to reverse the
societies’ slide from the centre to the periphery. The rigorous opposition
between occultism and modernity has been put in doubt. In the case of the
Illuminati, for instance, whose eighteenth-century image as the emblematic
embodiment of the Enlightenment had long remained intact, it has been argued
that their ideology manifestly contained esoteric elements, in an intellectual
context that contained many more.  In this way, the Enlightenment itself46

became far more fuzzy than the older paradigm allowed but, precisely because
of that, all the more continuous with the later development of modernity.
Likewise, the Occult Revival from the mid-nineteenth century on has been
reinterpreted as very much part of the Modern, as is perhaps most easily seen
in its huge impact on European artists, from Wasily Kandinsky to Piet Mon-
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driaan.  The esoteric aspects of right-wing associations, with their sometimes47

unexpected political implications, are also much better understood.48

Conspiracy theories are of great interest to the historian of secret socie-
ties, if only because almost every outline of the topic will start with the work of
the abbé Barruel. It has become exceptionally popular among researchers late-
ly, largely due to American post-war history, from the McCarthy era to today’s
‘birthers’, who think that Barack Obama was not born in the United States.
Here, too, there appears to be a change from scholarly positions that stress the
incongruence or insanity of the theories in question, to those that take them
seriously, albeit perhaps rather as perceptions of risk than because of their in-
trinsic plausibility. It would seem that the latter perspective is better equipped
to avoid both some obvious anachronisms and the precarious interpretation of
the conspiracy theorist as either a rational manipulator or an irrational dupe. It
should also be noted, however, that the modern ‘super-conspiracies’ or ‘méga-
complots’ are rather different from the comparatively well-determined targets
of nineteenth-century theories.49



 The suspicion of a conspiratorial meeting of Jansenists at Bourgfontaine in 1621, first reported in 165450

and relaunched in France and Bavaria a century later, has been described as the start of a momentous
“deism scare”; cf Barnett, Enlightenment (see above, n 5), p 11. See also Dale Van Kley, The Jansenists
and the Expulsion of the Jesuits from France, 1757-1765, New Haven, CT etc: Yale University Press,
1975; and Van Kley, The Religious Origins of the French Revolution: from Calvin to the Civil Constitu-
tion, 1560-1791, New Haven, CT etc: Yale University Press, 1996. On Barruel, see Sylva Schaeper-
Wimmer, Augustin Barruel, SJ (1741-1820), Frankfurt/Main etc: Peter Lang, 1985; Michel Riquet,
Augustin de Barruel: un Jésuite face aux Jacobins francs-maçons 1741-1820, Paris: Beauchesne, 1989.

 Perez Zagorin, Ways of Lying: dissimulation, persecution, and conformity in early modern Europe,51

Cambridge, MA etc: Harvard University Press, 1990; Elie Barnavi, Miriam Eliav-Feldon, Le Périple de
Francesco Pucci: utopie, hérésie et vérité religieuse dans la Renaissance tardive, Paris: Hachette,1988,
ch VI; João Manuel Andrade, Confraria de S Diogo: Judeus secretos na Coimbra do séc XVII, Lisboa:
Nova Arrancada, 1999; Burke, Knowledge (see n 5), pp 210-1; John Farrell, Paranoia and Modernity:
Cervantes to Rousseau, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2006. The ‘earlier scholarly conclusions’
are in Yves-Marie Bercé, Elena Fasano Guarini (eds), Complots et conjurations dans l’Europe moderne,
Roma: Ecole française de Rome, 1996, ‘Introduction’. For their critics, see Barry Coward, Julian Swann
(eds), Conspiracies and Conspiracy Theory in Early Modern Europe: from the Waldensians to the
French Revolution, Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004; Cécile Révauger (ed), Franc-maçonnerie et politique au
siècle des Lumières: Europe-Amériques = Lumières, 7 (2006), part 3; Peter R. Campbell, Thomas E.
Kaiser, Marisa Linton (eds), Conspiracy in the French Revolution, Manchester etc: Manchester Uni-
versity Press, 2007.

18

Historians of Europe have expanded the discussion about the possibly
conspirational aspects of the French Revolution in two directions. On the one
hand, it has been suggested that the theory associated with the name of Barruel
grew in a climate of suspicion that existed long, perhaps even very long, before
the events it interpreted. For a start, apart from the philosophes, who Barruel
had already attacked in Les Helviennes, he was of course very much aware of
the struggle between Jansenists and Jesuits, which had revived fears, already
expressed in the seventeenth century, that the former willfully worked to
destroy the latter. The series of suppressions of the Jesuits from the late 1750s
on, to which Barruel himself fell victim, fit in well with this speculation.  In a50

broader way, earlier scholarly conclusions that conspiracy was disappearing
from countries like England and France by the end of the seventeenth century
have been seriously contested. Rather, it seems more likely that the distrust and
dissimulation that inevitably accompanied the religious struggles of the
sixteenth century had a long and tenacious life. Nicodemism, for instance,
fostered such phenomena as the heretical elite order projected by Francesco
Pucci and the Jewish confraternity of São Diogo in Coimbra, which might both
be regarded as prefigurations of the secret society. As Peter Burke wrote, “The
language of ‘partiality’ and ‘bias’ became increasingly commonplace. The
metaphors of ‘masks’, ‘cloaks’ or ‘veils’ [were] often employed in attempts to
detect deception [...]. In the course of the ‘intellectual crisis of the Refor-
mation’ [...] and of the religious wars which followed it, some sceptical indivi-
duals and groups asserted that the appeal to religion was no more than
camouflage.” And one literary critic has drawn attention to the centrality of the
paranoid character in Western culture as illustrated by the birth of the modern
hero in the late Middle Ages.51

On the other hand, Barruel has been related to the broader milieu of the
Counter-Enlightenment in which he worked, and though the Count de Mont-
losier’s De la monarchie française (1814) offered a conservative interpretation
of the French Revolution that was more strategic, longer-term and non-con-
spirational, the Jesuit’s treatise can now be better appreciated as a tactical
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political weapon against enemies he had identified long ago.  He was also52

firmly put back in the historiographical context that made his book into “la
vulgate de l’antimaçonnisme” in the first place. Charles Porset has pointed out
that it was socialists and radicals such as Louis Blanc or Alphonse Esquiros
who in the mid-nineteenth century published histories of the French Revolution
that took up Barruel’s theories of its Masonic origins as a source of republican
pride. For the major adversaries in French politics, the past looked for a long
time very much like the present. At the end of the 1860s, Michail Bakunin
asserted that, before 1830 and especially before 1793, Freemasonry “était
l’incarnation énergique et la mise en pratique de l’idée humanitaire du XVIIIe
siècle. Tous ces grands principes de liberté, d’égalité, de fraternité, de la raison
et de la justice humaines, élaborés d’abord théoriquement par la philosophie de
ce siècle, étaient devenus au sein de la Franc-Maçonnerie des dogmes pratiques
et comme les bases d’une morale et d’une politique nouvelles, – l’âme d’une
entreprise gigantesque de démolition et de reconstruction. La Franc-Maçon-
nerie n’a été rien moins, à cette époque, que la conspiration universelle de la
bourgeoisie révolutionnaire contre la tyrannie féodale, monarchique et divine.
– Ce fut l’Internationale de la bourgeoisie.” This could easily pass for the
purest Barruelism with its sign reversed.53

If opponents and members of secret societies were thus sharing what was
only later and a bit too hastily considered to be a ‘conspiracy theory’ of the
French Revolution, their dichotomous or even manichean perspective fre-
quently led to the stereotyping of the associations. Already in Sallust’s classic
example, Catilina, a man of “great vigour both of mind and body, but an evil
and depraved nature”, gathered a band of criminals, corrupted youth, and did
not shy away from debauchery and murder in the preparation of his horrifying
conspiracy. These elements – a disastrous combination of intelligence, force
and wickedness – recur in many past and present accounts of secret societies
and should of course not be taken at face value. They belong to the “Sprache
der Verschwörung” known from Christian legends about Jews, or from Ancient
Greek and Roman stories about Christians. In Song China, suspicious group
activity was caught in the telling phrases, “gathering at night and dispersing at
dawn”, “men and women intermingling indiscriminately”, and “eating vege-
tables and serving the devils”.54
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Many more of precisely those aspects of secret societies that are usually
perceived as ‘strange’ have in recent years been placed in a ‘normalizing’
context. The use of ‘brother’ – or in the Chinese case of ‘elder’ and ‘younger’
brother – in non-kinship relations is old and widespread. Blood oaths were so
common in China before the Warring States that they “became the primary
mode of establishing political ties between men”, and their later adoption by
the Triads was as much frowned upon by the Qing authorities as anything
similar in Europe. Among the numerous studies of initiation, some have tried
to make a functional distinction between “doctrinal” and “imagistic” modes,
characterized by longer, verbal, and indoctrinating versus concentrated, visual,
and emotional ritual, respectively. The latter leaves a deeper impression and
creates stronger solidarity among the participants, which might help explain its
occasional attractiveness to modern fraternal organizations. More generally,
social psychologists now consider one form or another of initiation to be a reg-
ular part of the dynamics of group formation. And it is good to remember that
ritual, which is so distracting to modern observers if it takes unfamiliar forms,
is itself a young concept. In its present sense, it appeared in the Encyclopaedia
Brittannica only in 1910, after a long life as a word for a manual on how to
perform Christian divine service.55

Hinge Associations

Now that the secret societies seem again to be within reach of a more or less
normal status, perhaps the time has come to reconsider their role. There are
obviously good reasons to place them in the context of the history of voluntary
associations, as has already been done with Freemasonry. It is also evident,
though, that they follow a certain internal logic springing from the ‘important
knowledge’ at their heart, which sets specific rules. While the societies aim to
contribute to the health, wealth or wisdom of their members, they all have their
reasons for withholding this knowledge from others. That’s why on communi-
cating its secret, the society will naturally seek a guaranty against revelation –
hence oaths, initiations, and the threat of punishment to traitors.  On the other56

hand, sharing the secret creates a bond between the members, with egalitarian-
ism as a frequent concomitant. All the same, secret knowledge has an intrinsic
tendency to generate hierarchies, which replicate the fundamental hierarchy
that results from a common elite consciousness vis-à-vis unenlightened out-
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siders. Their dependence on pre-existing social networks (related to the crucial
importance of trust), the structure of such networks, and the degree to which
the leadership is in control of the resources necessary to the organization are all
factors that exert influence on their levels of centralization and hierarchization.
The inherent tension between their hierarchical and egalitarian leanings may
lead to problems of decision-making. This in turn may produce a special type
of charismatic leadership that functions as a “substitute for authority in anti-
authority organizations”.57

The founders of the secret societies under discussion have usually avoid-
ed what Arthur Stinchcombe called the “liability of newness”, the invention of
entirely new types of organization with the “high costs in time, worry, conflict,
and temporary inefficiency” that come with the new roles that members have
to learn. The societies have also tended to confirm another hypothesis of
Stinchcombe, who suggested that the circumstances of the founding of an
association have a disproportionally strong effect on the structure and strategy
it exhibits in its further history, which only seldom breaks loose from the con-
straints set by that founding moment.  The organizational form of our societies58

has been patently shaped by the organizational tradition of Western Europe.
Partly because of the personal experience of many of their founders, they were
mostly a variation on the old example of Freemasonry, with its widely-known
graded structure inherited from the guilds. Throughout the eighteenth century,
Masonic lodges had proved their great elasticity, accommodating a broad
variety of individuals and aims, and easily coping with the many demands of
both clandestinity and secrecy. In the nineteenth century, this model was
adopted by the secret societies and then copied in turn; for in matters of
organization, copying is easy and safe, and creates something in tune with what
members expect. Migrants tend to prove this rule when they take associational
models with them.59

While this logic seems to be proper to most secret societies, the political
ones may be broadly divided into two groups. This was first noticed by Ar-
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mando Saitta, when he analyzed the development of Buonarroti’s organiza-
tional ideas after the Conspiracy of the Equals against the French Directorate in
1795. What we see happening, he wrote, is “l’evoluzione del Buonarroti dal
tipo di vera e propria cospirazione politica quale fu il complotto babuvista, al
tipo ben diverso dell’incessante azione settaria, che a tratti diventa – ci si per-
metta la espressione – metapolitica per la netta distinzione che vi si introduce
fra la società civile sulla quale agire e il gruppo settario liberatosi della corru-
zione e dall’ignoranza”. Saitta identified the first type as ‘French’, not just for
its geographical connections (most notably to the Franche-Comté, a curiously
proliferate breeding ground for secret societies), but also because of its “tipica
confluenza di un elemento giacobino e di un elemento militare”. The second
type he called ‘German’ for its resemblance to Adam Weishaupt’s concept of
an association that “non è più solo meccanismo di urto, ma anche sviluppo e
palestra di quella ‘filosofia’ che deve render possibile la riforma della
società”.  It would seem that Bakunin evolved in a similar way. In 1848-184960

he organized secret societies that likely followed the ‘French’ pattern set by
Auguste Blanqui, who had done more than anyone to put the traditional radi-
cal-liberal tactics of a semi-military coup d'état at the service of his communist
ideas. After the failure of the Polish revolt of 1863, however, Bakunin went
over to the ‘German’ type.61

 Along the lines of the differentiation outlined above, the earlier organi-
zations of both Buonarroti and Bakunin were inclined towards clandestinity,
and their later ones towards secrecy. Like the Illuminati – but also like the
Communist League or the early Bolshevik party organization – Buonarroti’s
Monde and Bakunin’s Fraternité were not intended for the short-term goal of
insurrection, but for the strategic leadership of a long revolutionary process
that was not expected to be completed during their founder’s lifetime, but on
the contrary supposed to continue for a considerable time after the insur-
rectional moment. Different from the majority of the political secret societies
of Europe, the ‘German’ type had a fundamentally international, universalist
perspective, which substantiated its claim to be the vanguard of a vast historic
movement. In this respect, it is interesting to note that their origins coincide
more or less with the birth of artistic and intellectual avant-garde groups, at the
same time marginal and elitist, with a similarly universalist outlook.62
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The ‘German’-type associations were all based on a set of ideas that were
felt to be true and indispensable to humanity. These were embedded in a con-
cept of historical progress that made their realization both scientifically certain
and morally just. As Sergej Neèaev, Bakunin’s one-time companion, said, the
old world was dying, “Its end is inevitable, we must act to hasten that end!”
Only the revolutionary elite is capable to do so, or as Buonarroti wrote, “Beau-
coup de gens veulent renverser ce qui existe; peu s’élèvent aux pensées du
véritable ordre social”.  The gradualism of the organizations extends beyond63

them: they create or penetrate other, public organizations, which become in a
way their lowest grade and whose purpose it is to serve as propaganda chan-
nels, recruiting grounds, and political instruments. A certain moral ambiguity
with regard to these subordinate groups is common: different standards of con-
duct are typically applied from the top grades down, much like in manichean
sects that forbid their elite to marry, but accept procreation of lesser members.

In contrast, organizations of the ‘French’ type were geared to the con-
quest of political power in the short run, if necessary through a pronuncia-
mento. Accordingly, in France, Spain and Italy, liberal officers were long over-
represented in the secret societies, and all-military conspiracies were far from
rare. To be sure, these associations – from the Charbonnerie to the Blanquists
and from the United Irishmen to Young Italy – held strong political ideas, but
their programs were of a quite different style. Their membership was always
larger, and often much larger, than that of the ‘German’-type associations.
They were in many ways the still-clandestine forerunners of the modern
political party. They were also symbols of national independence and national
unity over much of Europe.64

What ‘French’ and ‘German’-type associations had in common, however,
was that, from their very beginnings at the end of the eighteenth century, they
always were tied to some of the most divisive issues of their days. They mark-
ed the hinges of European political life in the nineteenth century. This they did
in spite of the fact that their life was often poor, nasty, brutish and short.
Roberts was right to say that much of their existence was filled with myths; but
perhaps he underestimated how much myths can achieve. As Bakunin once
wrote to an old fellow-conspirator, “Tu sais mieux que moi que certaines exis-
tences imaginaires sont très utiles – et qu’il ne faut pas les dédaigner du tout.
Tu sais que dans toute l’histoire il y a sur un quart de réalité, trois quarts au
moins d’imagination, et que ce n’est point la partie imaginative qui a agi de
tout temps le [moins] puissamment sur les hommes”.65
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