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Illuminati






This article is about the secret society. For the Muslim esoteric school, see Illuminationism. For the conspiracy theory, see New World Order (conspiracy theory). For other uses, see Illuminati (disambiguation)[image: External link].

The Illuminati (plural of Latin illuminatus, "enlightened") is a name given to several groups, both real and fictitious. Historically, the name usually refers to the Bavarian Illuminati, an Enlightenment-era secret society founded on 1 May 1776. The society's goals were to oppose superstition, obscurantism, religious influence over public life, and abuses of state power. "The order of the day," they wrote in their general statutes, "is to put an end to the machinations of the purveyors of injustice, to control them without dominating them".[1] The Illuminati—along with Freemasonry and other secret societies—were outlawed through edict, by the Bavarian ruler, Charles Theodore, with the encouragement of the Roman Catholic Church, in 1784, 1785, 1787 and 1790.[2] In the several years following, the group was vilified by conservative and religious critics who claimed that they continued underground and were responsible for the French Revolution.

Many influential intellectuals and progressive politicians counted themselves as members, including Ferdinand of Brunswick and the diplomat Xavier von Zwack[image: External link], who was the Order's second-in-command.[3] It attracted literary men such as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Johann Gottfried Herder and the reigning dukes of Gotha and Weimar.[4]

In subsequent use, "Illuminati" refers to various organisations which claim or are purported to have links to the original Bavarian Illuminati or similar secret societies, though these links are unsubstantiated. They are often alleged to conspire to control world affairs, by masterminding events and planting agents in government and corporations, in order to gain political power and influence and to establish a New World Order. Central to some of the most widely known and elaborate conspiracy theories, the Illuminati have been depicted as lurking in the shadows and pulling the strings and levers of power in dozens of novels, films, television shows, comics, video games, and music videos.
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 History
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 Origins



Adam Weishaupt (1748–1830) was a professor of Canon Law and practical philosophy at the University of Ingolstadt. He was the only non-clerical professor at an institution run by Jesuits, whose order had been dissolved in 1773. The Jesuits of Ingolstadt, however, still retained the purse strings and some power at the University, which they continued to regard as their own. Constant attempts were made to frustrate and discredit non-clerical staff, especially when course material contained anything they regarded as liberal or Protestant. Weishaupt became deeply anti-clerical, resolving to spread the ideals of the Enlightenment (Aufklärung) through some sort of secret society of like-minded individuals.[5]

Finding Freemasonry to be expensive, and not open to his ideas, he founded his own society which was to have a gradal system based on Freemasonry, but his own agenda.[5] His original name for the new order was Bund der Perfektibilisten, or Covenant of Perfectibility (Perfectibilists), later changing it because it sounded too strange.[6] On 1 May 1776 Weishaupt and four students formed the Perfectibilists, taking the Owl of Minerva as their symbol.[7][8] The members were to use aliases within the society. Weishaupt became Spartacus. Law students Massenhausen, Bauhof, Merz and Sutor became respectively Ajax, Agathon, Tiberius and Erasmus Roterodamus. Weishaupt later expelled Sutor for indolence.[9][10] It was not until April 1778 that the order became the Illuminatenorden, or Order of Illuminati, after Weishaupt had seriously contemplated the Bee order.[11]

Massenhausen was initially the most active in expanding the society. Significantly, while studying in Munich shortly after the formation of the order, he recruited Xavier von Zwack[image: External link], a former pupil of Weishaupt at the beginning of a significant administrative career. (At the time, he was in charge of the Bavarian National Lottery.) Massenhausen's enthusiasm soon became a liability in the eyes of Weishaupt, often attempting to recruit unsuitable candidates. Later, his erratic love-life made him neglectful, and as Weishaupt passed control of the Munich group to Zwack, it became clear that Massenhausen had misappropriated subscriptions and intercepted correspondence between Weishaupt and Zwack. In 1778, Massenhausen graduated and took a post outside Bavaria, taking no further interest in the order. At this time, the order had a nominal membership of twelve.[9]

With the departure of Massenhausen, Zwack immediately applied himself to recruiting more mature and important recruits. Most prized by Weishaupt was Hertel, a childhood friend and a canon of the Munich Frauenkirche. By the end of summer 1778 the order had 27 members (still counting Massenhausen) in 5 commands; Munich (Athens), Ingolstadt (Eleusis), Ravensberg (Sparta), Freysingen (Thebes), and Eichstaedt (Erzurum).[9]

During this early period, the order had three grades of Novice, Minerval, and Illuminated Minerval, of which only the Minerval grade involved a complicated ceremony. In this the candidate was given secret signs and a password. A system of mutual espionage kept Weishaupt informed of the activities and character of all his members, his favourites becoming members of the ruling council, or Areopagus. Some novices were permitted to recruit, becoming Insinuants. Christians of good character were actively sought, with Jews and pagans specifically excluded, along with women, monks, and members of other secret societies. Favoured candidates were rich, docile, willing to learn, and aged 18–30.[12][13]
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 Transition



Having, with difficulty, dissuaded some of his members from joining the Freemasons, Weishaupt decided to join the older order to acquire material to expand his own ritual. He was admitted to lodge "Prudence" of the Rite of Strict Observance early in February 1777. His progress through the three degrees of "blue lodge" masonry taught him nothing of the higher degrees he sought to exploit, but in the following year a priest called Abbé Marotti informed Zwack that these inner secrets rested on knowledge of the older religion and the primitive church. Zwack persuaded Weishaupt that their own order should enter into friendly relations with Freemasonry, and obtain the dispensation to set up their own lodge. At this stage (December 1778), the addition of the first three degrees of Freemasonry was seen as a secondary project.[14]

With little difficulty, a warrant was obtained from the Grand Lodge of Prussia called the Royal York for Friendship, and the new lodge was called Theodore of the Good Council, with the intention of flattering Charles Theodore, Elector of Bavaria. It was founded in Munich on 21 March 1779, and quickly packed with Illuminati. The first master, a man called Radl, was persuaded to return home to Baden, and by July Weishaupt's order ran the lodge.[14]

The next step involved independence from their Grand Lodge. By establishing masonic relations with the Union lodge in Frankfurt, affiliated to the Premier Grand Lodge of England, lodge Theodore became independently recognised, and able to declare its independence. As a new mother lodge, it could now spawn lodges of its own. The recruiting drive amongst the Frankfurt masons also obtained the allegiance of Adolph Freiherr Knigge.[14]
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 Reform
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 Adolph Knigge



Knigge was recruited late in 1780 at a convention of the Rite of Strict Observance by Costanzo Marchese di Costanzo, an infantry captain in the Bavarian army and a fellow Freemason. Knigge, still in his twenties, had already reached the highest initiatory grades of his order, and had arrived with his own grand plans for its reform. Disappointed that his scheme found no support, Knigge was immediately intrigued when Costanzo informed him that the order that he sought to create already existed. Knigge and three of his friends expressed a strong interest in learning more of this order, and Costanzo showed them material relating to the Minerval grade. The teaching material for the grade was "liberal" literature which was banned in Bavaria, but common knowledge in the Protestant German states. Knigge's three companions became disillusioned and had no more to do with Costanzo, but Knigge's persistence was rewarded in November 1780 by a letter from Weishaupt. Knigge's connections, both within and outside of Freemasonry, made him an ideal recruit. Knigge, for his own part, was flattered by the attention, and drawn towards the order's stated aims of education and the protection of mankind from despotism. Weishaupt managed to acknowledge, and pledge to support, Knigge's interest in alchemy and the "higher sciences". Knigge replied to Weishaupt outlining his plans for the reform of Freemasonry as the Strict Observance began to question its own origins.[15]

Weishaupt set Knigge the task of recruiting before he could be admitted to the higher grades of the order. Knigge accepted, on the condition that he be allowed to choose his own recruiting grounds. Many other masons found Knigge's description of the new masonic order attractive, and were enrolled in the Minerval grade of the Illuminati. Knigge appeared at this time to believe in the "Most Serene Superiors" which Weishaupt claimed to serve. His inability to articulate anything about the higher degrees of the order became increasingly embarrassing, but in delaying any help, Weishaupt gave him an extra task. Provided with material by Weishaupt, Knigge now produced pamphlets outlining the activities of the outlawed Jesuits, purporting to show how they continued to thrive and recruit, especially in Bavaria. Meanwhile, Knigge's inability to give his recruits any satisfactory response to questions regarding the higher grades was making his position untenable, and he wrote to Weishaupt to this effect. In January 1781, faced with the prospect of losing Knigge and his masonic recruits, Weishaupt finally confessed that his superiors and the supposed antiquity of the order were fictions, and the higher degrees had yet to be written.[15]

If Knigge had expected to learn the promised deep secrets of Freemasonry in the higher degrees of the Illuminati, he was surprisingly calm about Weishaupt's revelation. Weishaupt promised Knigge a free hand in the creation of the higher degrees, and also promised to send him his own notes. For his own part, Knigge welcomed the opportunity to use the order as a vehicle for his own ideas. His new approach would, he claimed, make the Illuminati more attractive to prospective members in the Protestant kingdoms of Germany. In November 1781 the Areopagus advanced Knigge 50 florins to travel to Bavaria, which he did via Swabia and Franconia, meeting and enjoying the hospitality of other Illuminati on his journey.[16]
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 Internal problems



The order had now developed profound internal divisions. The Eichstaedt command had formed an autonomous province in July 1780, and a rift was growing between Weishaupt and the Areopagus, who found him stubborn, dictatorial, and inconsistent. Knigge fitted readily into the role of peacemaker.[16]

In discussions with the Areopagus and Weishaupt, Knigge identified two areas which were problematic. Weishaupt's emphasis on the recruitment of university students meant that senior positions in the order often had to be filled by young men with little practical experience. Secondly, the anti-Jesuit ethos of the order at its inception had become a general anti-religious sentiment, which Knigge knew would be a problem in recruiting the senior Freemasons that the order now sought to attract. Knigge felt keenly the stifling grip of conservative Catholicism in Bavaria, and understood the anti-religious feelings that this produced in the liberal Illuminati, but he also saw the negative impression these same feelings would engender in Protestant states, inhibiting the spread of the order in greater Germany. Both the Areopagus and Weishaupt felt powerless to do anything less than give Knigge a free hand. He had the contacts within and outside of Freemasonry that they needed, and he had the skill as a ritualist to build their projected gradal structure, where they had ground to a halt at Illuminatus Minor, with only the Minerval grade below and the merest sketches of higher grades. The only restrictions imposed were the need to discuss the inner secrets of the highest grades, and the necessity of submitting his new grades for approval.[16]

Meanwhile, the scheme to propagate Illuminatism as a legitimate branch of Freemasonry had stalled. While Lodge Theodore was now in their control, a chapter of "Elect Masters" attached to it only had one member from the order, and still had a constitutional superiority to the craft lodge controlled by the Illuminati. The chapter would be difficult to persuade to submit to the Areopagus, and formed a very real barrier to Lodge Theodore becoming the first mother-lodge of a new Illuminated Freemasonry. A treaty of alliance was signed between the order and the chapter, and by the end of January 1781 four daughter lodges had been created, but independence was not in the chapter's agenda.[16]

Costanza wrote to the Royal York pointing out the discrepancy between the fees dispatched to their new Grand Lodge and the service they had received in return. The Royal York, unwilling to lose the revenue, offered to confer the "higher" secrets of Freemasonry on a representative that their Munich brethren would dispatch to Berlin. Costanza accordingly set off for Prussia on 4 April 1780, with instructions to negotiate a reduction in Theodore's fees while he was there. On the way, he managed to have an argument with a Frenchman on the subject of a lady with whom they were sharing a carriage. The Frenchman sent a message ahead to the king, some time before they reached Berlin, denouncing Costanza as a spy. He was only freed from prison with the help of the Grand Master of Royal York, and was expelled from Prussia having accomplished nothing.[16]
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 New system



Knigge's initial plan to obtain a constitution from London would, they realised, have been seen through by the chapter. Until such time as they could take over other masonic lodges that their chapter could not control, they were for the moment content to rewrite the three degrees for the lodges which they administered.[16]

On 20 January 1782 Knigge tabulated his new system of grades for the order. These were arranged in three classes:


	Class I – The nursery, consisting of the Noviciate, the Minerval, and Illuminatus minor.

	Class II – The Masonic grades. The three "blue lodge" grades of Apprentice, Companion, and Master were separated from the higher "Scottish" grades of Scottish Novice and Scottish Knight.

	Class III – The Mysteries. The lesser mysteries were the grades of Priest and Prince, followed by the greater mysteries in the grades of Mage and King. It is unlikely that the rituals for the greater mysteries were ever written.[16][17]
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 Attempts at expansion



Knigge's recruitment from German Freemasonry was far from random. He targeted the masters and wardens, the men who ran the lodges, and were often able to place the entire lodge at the disposal of the Illuminati. In Aachen, Baron de Witte, master of Constancy lodge, caused every member to join the order. In this way, the order expanded rapidly in central and southern Germany, and obtained a foothold in Austria. Moving into the Spring of 1782, the handful of students that had started the order had swelled to about 300 members, only 20 of the new recruits being students.[18]

In Munich, the first half of 1782 saw huge changes in the government of Lodge Theodore. In February, Weishaupt had offered to split the lodge, with the Illuminati going their own way and the chapter taking any remaining traditionalists into their own continuation of Theodore. At this point, the chapter unexpectedly capitulated, and the Illuminati had complete control of lodge and chapter. In June, both lodge and chapter sent letters severing relations with Royal York, citing their own faithfulness in paying for their recognition, and Royal York's failure to provide any instruction into the higher grades. Their neglect of Costanza, failure to defend him from malicious charges or prevent his expulsion from Prussia, were also cited. They had made no effort to provide Costanza with the promised secrets, and the Munich masons now suspected that their brethren in Berlin relied on the mystical French higher grades which they sought to avoid. Lodge Theodore was now independent.[18]

The Rite of Strict Observance was now in a critical state. Its nominal leader was Prince Carl of Södermanland (later Charles XIII of Sweden[image: External link]), openly suspected of trying to absorb the rite into the Swedish Rite, which he already controlled. The German lodges looked for leadership to Duke Ferdinand of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel. Suspicion turned to open contempt when it transpired that Carl regarded the Stuart heir to the British throne as the true Grand Master, and the lodges of the Strict Observance all but ignored their Grand Master. This impasse led to the Convent of Wilhelmsbad.[18]
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 Convent of Wilhelmsbad



Delayed from 15 October 1781, the last convention of the Strict Observance finally opened on 16 July 1782 in the spa town of Wilhelmsbad on the outskirts of (now part of) Hanau. Ostensibly a discussion of the future of the order, the 35 delegates knew that the Strict Observance in its current form was doomed, and that the Convent of Wilhelmsbad would be a struggle over the pieces between the German mystics, under Duke Ferdinand of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel and their host Prince Charles of Hesse-Kassel, and the Martinists, under Jean-Baptiste Willermoz. The only dissenting voices to mystical higher grades were Johann Joachim Christoph Bode, who was horrified by Martinism, but whose proposed alternatives were as yet unformed, and Franz Dietrich von Ditfurth, a judge from Wetzlar and master of the Joseph of the Three Helmets lodge there, who was already a member of the Illuminati. Ditfurth publicly campaigned for a return to the basic three degrees of Freemasonry, which was the least likely outcome of the convention. The mystics already had coherent plans to replace the higher degrees.[18]

The lack of a coherent alternative to the two strains of mysticism allowed the Illuminati to present themselves as a credible option. Ditfurth, prompted and assisted by Knigge, who now had full authority to act for the order, became their spokesman. Knigge's original plan to propose an alliance between the two orders was rejected by Weishaupt, who saw no point in an alliance with a dying order. His new plan was to recruit the masons opposed to the "Templar" higher degree of the Strict Observance.[18]

At the convent, Ditfurth blocked the attempts of Willermoz and Hesse to introduce their own higher grades by insisting that full details of such degrees be revealed to the delegates. The frustration of the German mystics led to their enrolling Count Kollowrat with the Illuminati with a view to later affiliation. Ditfurth's own agenda was to replace all of the higher degrees with a single fourth degree, with no pretensions to further masonic revelations. Finding no support for his plan, he left the convent prematurely, writing to the Areopagus that he expected nothing good of the assembly.[18]

In an attempt to satisfy everybody, the Convent of Wilhelmsbad achieved little. They renounced the Templar origins of their ritual, while retaining the Templar titles, trappings and administrative structure. Charles of Hesse and Ferdinand of Brunswick remained at the head of the order, but in practice the lodges were almost independent. The Germans also adopted the name of the French order of Willermoz, les Chevaliers bienfaisants de la Cité sainte (Good Knights of the Holy City), and some Martinist mysticism was imported into the first three degrees, which were now the only essential degrees of Freemasonry. Crucially, individual lodges of the order were now allowed to fraternise with lodges of other systems. The new "Scottish Grade" introduced with the Lyon ritual of Willermoz was not compulsory, each province and prefecture was free to decide what, if anything, happened after the three craft degrees. Finally, in an effort to show that something had been achieved, the convent regulated at length on etiquette, titles, and a new numbering for the provinces.[18]
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 Aftermath of Wilhelmsbad



What the Convent of Wilhelmsbad actually achieved was the demise of the Strict Observance. It renounced its own origin myth, along with the higher degrees which bound its highest and most influential members. It abolished the strict control which had kept the order united, and alienated many Germans who mistrusted Martinism. Bode, who was repelled by Martinism, immediately entered negotiations with Knigge, and finally joined the Illuminati in January 1783. Charles of Hesse joined the following month.[18]

Knigge's first efforts at an alliance with the intact German Grand Lodges failed, but Weishaupt persisted. He proposed a new federation where all of the German lodges would practise an agreed, unified system in the essential three degrees of Freemasonry, and be left to their own devices as to which, if any, system of higher degrees they wished to pursue. This would be a federation of Grand Lodges, and members would be free to visit any of the "blue" lodges, in any jurisdiction. All lodge masters would be elected, and no fees would be paid to any central authority whatsoever. Groups of lodges would be subject to a "Scottish Directorate", composed of members delegated by lodges, to audit finances, settle disputes, and authorise new lodges. These in turn would elect Provincial Directorates, who would elect inspectors, who would elect the national director. This system would correct the current imbalance in German Freemasonry, where masonic ideals of equality were preserved only in the lower three "symbolic" degrees. The various systems of higher degrees were dominated by the elite who could afford researches in alchemy and mysticism. To Weishaupt and Knigge, the proposed federation was also a vehicle to propagate Illuminism throughout German Freemasonry. Their intention was to use their new federation, with its emphasis on the fundamental degrees, to remove all allegiance to Strict Observance, allowing the "eclectic" system of the Illuminati to take its place.[18]

The circular announcing the new federation outlined the faults of German freemasonry, that unsuitable men with money were often admitted on the basis of their wealth, that the corruption of civil society had infected the lodges. Having advocated the de-regulation of the higher grades of the German lodges, the Illuminati now announced their own, from their "unknown Superiors". Lodge Theodore, newly independent from Royal York, set themselves up as a provincial Grand Lodge. Knigge, in a letter to all the Royal York lodges, now accused that Grand Lodge of decadence. Their Freemasonry had allegedly been corrupted by the Jesuits. Strict Observance was now attacked as a creation of the Stuarts, devoid of all moral virtue. The Zinnendorf rite of the Grand Landlodge of the Freemasons of Germany was suspect because its author was in league with the Swedes. This direct attack had the opposite effect to that intended by Weishaupt, it offended many of its readers. The Grand Lodge of the Grand Orient of Warsaw, which controlled Freemasonry in Poland and Lithuania, was happy to participate in the federation only as far as the first three degrees. Their insistence on independence had kept them from the Strict Observance, and would now keep them from the Illuminati, whose plan to annex Freemasonry rested on their own higher degrees. By the end of January 1783 the Illuminati's masonic contingent had seven lodges.[18]

It was not only the clumsy appeal of the Illuminati that left the federation short of members. Lodge Theodore was recently formed and did not command respect like the older lodges. Most of all, the Freemasons most likely to be attracted to the federation saw the Illuminati as an ally against the mystics and Martinists, but valued their own freedom too highly to be caught in another restrictive organisation. Even Ditfurth, the supposed representative of the Illuminati at Wilhelmsbad, had pursued his own agenda at the convent.[18]

The non-mystical Frankfurt lodges created an "Eclectic Alliance", which was almost indistinguishable in constitution and aims from the Illuminati's federation. Far from seeing this as a threat, after some discussion the Illuminati lodges joined the new alliance. Three Illuminati now sat on the committee charged with writing the new masonic statutes. Aside from strengthening relations between their three lodges, the Illuminati seem to have gained no advantage from this manoeuvre. Ditfurth, having found a masonic organisation that worked towards his own ambitions for Freemasonry, took little interest in the Illuminati after his adherence to the Eclectic Alliance. In reality, the creation of the Eclectic Alliance had undermined all of the subtle plans of the Illuminati to spread their own doctrine through Freemasonry.[18]
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 Zenith



Although their hopes of mass recruitment through Freemasonry had been frustrated, the Illuminati continued to recruit well at an individual level. In Bavaria, the succession of Charles Theodore initially led to a liberalisation of attitudes and laws, but the clergy and courtiers, guarding their own power and privilege, persuaded the weak willed monarch to reverse his reforms, and Bavaria's repression of liberal thought returned. This reversal led to a general resentment of the monarch and the church among the educated classes, which provided a perfect recruiting ground for the Illuminati. A number of Freemasons from Prudence lodge, disaffected by the Martinist rites of the Chevaliers Bienfaisants, joined lodge Theodore, who set themselves up in a gardened mansion which contained their library of liberal literature.[19]

Illuminati circles in the rest of Germany expanded. While some had only modest gains, the circle in Mainz[image: External link] almost doubled from 31 to 61 members. Reaction to state Catholicism led to gains in Austria, and footholds were obtained in Warsaw[image: External link], Pressburg[image: External link] (Bratislava), Tyrol, Milan and Switzerland[image: External link].[19]

The total number of verifiable members at the end of 1784 is around 650. Weishaupt and Hertel later claimed a figure of 2,500. The higher figure is largely explained by the inclusion of members of masonic lodges that the Illuminati claimed to control, but it is likely that the names of all the Illuminati are not known, and the true figure lies somewhere between 650 and 2,500. The importance of the order lay in its successful recruitment of the professional classes, churchmen, academics, doctors and lawyers, and its more recent acquisition of powerful benefactors. Karl August, Grand Duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach, Ernest II, Duke of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg with his brother and later successor August, Karl Theodor Anton Maria von Dalberg governor of Erfurt, Duke Ferdinand of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel (already mentioned), his chief assistant in masonic matters, Johann Friedrich von Schwarz, and Count Metternich of Koblenz were all enrolled. In Vienna, Count Brigido, governor of Galicia, Count Leopold Kolowrat, chancellor of Bohemia with his vice-chancellor Baron Kressel, Count Pálffy von Erdöd, chancellor of Hungary, Count Banffy, governor and provincial Grand Master of Transylvania, Count Stadion, ambassador to London, and Baron von Swieten, minister of public education, also joined.[19]

There were notable failures. Johann Kaspar Lavater, the Swiss poet and theologian, rebuffed Knigge. He did not believe the order's humanitarian and rationalist aims were achievable by secret means. He further believed that a society's drive for members would ultimately submerge its founding ideals. Christoph Friedrich Nicolai, the Berlin writer and bookseller, became disillusioned after joining. He found its aims chimeric, and thought that the use of Jesuit methods to achieve their aims was dangerous. He remained in the order, but took no part in recruitment.[19]
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 Conflict with Rosicrucians



At all costs, Weishaupt wished to keep the existence of the order secret from the Rosicrucians, who already had a considerable foothold in German Freemasonry. While clearly Protestant, the Rosicrucians were anything but anticlerical, pro-monarchic, and held views clearly conflicting with the Illuminati vision of a rationalist state run by philosophers and scientists. The Rosicrucians were not above promoting their own brand of mysticism with fraudulent seances. A conflict became inevitable as the existence of the Illuminati became more evident, and as prominent Rosicrucians, and mystics with Rosicrucian sympathies, were actively recruited by Knigge and other over-enthusiastic helpers. Kolowrat was already a high ranking Rosicrucian, and the mystic Prince Charles of Hesse-Kassel had a very low opinion of the rationalist higher grades of the Illuminati.[19]

The Prussian Rosicrucians, under Johann Christoph von Wöllner, began a sustained attack on the Illuminati. Wöllner had a specially engineered room in which he convinced potential patrons of the effectiveness of Rosicrucian "magic", and his order had acquired effective control of the "Three Globes" and its attached lodges. Through this mouthpiece, the Illuminati were accused of atheism and revolutionary tendencies. In April 1783 Frederick the Great informed Charles of Hesse that the Berlin lodges had documents belonging to the Minervals or Illuminati which contained appalling material, and asked if he had heard of them. All Berlin masons were now warned against the order, which was now accused of Socinianism, and of using the liberal writings of Voltaire and others, alongside the tolerance of Freemasonry, to undermine all religion. In November 1783 the Three Globes described the Illuminati as a masonic sect which sought to undermine Christianity and turn Freemasonry into a political system. Their final anathema, in November 1784, refused to recognise any Illuminati as Freemasons.[19]

In Austria, the Illuminati were blamed for anti-religious pamphlets that had recently appeared. The Rosicrucians spied on Joseph von Sonnenfels and other suspected Illuminati, and their campaign of denunciation within Freemasonry completely shut down Illuminati recruitment in Tyrol.[19]

The Bavarian Illuminati, whose existence was already known to the Rosicrucians from an informant, were further betrayed by the reckless actions of Ferdinand Maria Baader, an Areopagite who now joined the Rosicrucians. Shortly after his admission it was made known to his superiors that he was one of the Illuminati, and he was informed that he could not be a member of both organisations. His letter of resignation stated that the Rosicrucians did not possess secret knowledge, and ignored the truly Illuminated, specifically identifying Lodge Theodore as an Illuminati Lodge.[19]
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 Internal dissent



As the Illuminati embraced Freemasonry and expanded outside Bavaria, the council of the Areopagites was replaced by an ineffective "Council of Provincials". The Areopagites, however, remained as powerful voices within the Order, and began again to bicker with Weishaupt as soon as Knigge left Munich. Weishaupt responded by privately slandering his perceived enemies in letters to his perceived friends.[19]

More seriously, Weishaupt succeeded in alienating Knigge. Weishaupt had ceded considerable power to Knigge in deputising him to write the ritual, power he now sought to regain. Knigge had elevated the Order from a tiny anti-clerical club to a large organisation, and felt that his work was under-acknowledged. Weishaupt's continuing anti-clericalism clashed with Knigge's mysticism, and recruitment of mystically inclined Freemasons was a cause of friction with Weishaupt and other senior Illuminati, such as Ditfurth. Matters came to a head over the grade of Priest. The consensus among many of the Illuminati was that the ritual was florid and ill-conceived, and the regalia puerile and expensive. Some refused to use it, others edited it. Weishaupt demanded that Knigge rewrite the ritual. Knigge pointed out that it was already circulated, with Weishaupt's blessing, as ancient. This fell on deaf ears. Weishaupt now claimed to other Illuminati that the Priest ritual was flawed because Knigge had invented it. Offended, Knigge now threatened to tell the world how much of the Illuminati ritual he had made up. Knigge's attempt to create a convention of the Areopagites proved fruitless, as most of them trusted him even less than they trusted Weishaupt. In July 1784 Knigge left the order by agreement, under which he returned all relevant papers, and Weishaupt published a retraction of all slanders against him.[19] In forcing Knigge out, Weishaupt deprived the order of its best theoretician, recruiter, and apologist.[17]
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 Decline



The final decline of the Illuminati was brought about by the indiscretions of their own Minervals in Bavaria, and especially in Munich. In spite of efforts by their superiors to curb loose talk, politically dangerous boasts of power and criticism of monarchy caused the "secret" order's existence to become common knowledge, along with the names of many important members. The presence of Illuminati in positions of power now led to some public disquiet. There were Illuminati in many civic and state governing bodies. In spite of their small number, there were claims that success in a legal dispute depended on the litigant's standing with the order. The Illuminati were blamed for several anti-religious publications then appearing in Bavaria. Much of this criticism sprang from vindictiveness and jealousy, but it is clear that many Illuminati court officials gave preferential treatment to their brethren. In Bavaria, the energy of their two members of the Ecclesiastical Council had one of them elected treasurer. Their opposition to Jesuits resulted in the banned order losing key academic and church positions. In Ingolstat, the Jesuit heads of department were replaced by Illuminati.[20]

Alarmed, Karl Theodor and his government banned all secret societies including the Illuminati.[21] A government edict dated 2 March 1785 "seems to have been deathblow to the Illuminati in Bavaria". Weishaupt had fled and documents and internal correspondence, seized in 1786 and 1787, were subsequently published by the government in 1787.[22] Von Zwack's home was searched and much of the group's literature was disclosed.[3]
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 Barruel and Robison



Between 1797 and 1798, Augustin Barruel's Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism and John Robison's Proofs of a Conspiracy publicised the theory that the Illuminati had survived and represented an ongoing international conspiracy. This included the claim that it was behind the French Revolution. Both books proved to be very popular, spurring reprints and paraphrases by others.[23] A prime example of this is Proofs of the Real Existence, and Dangerous Tendency, Of Illuminism by Reverend Seth Payson, published in 1802.[24] Some of the response to this was critical, for example Jean-Joseph Mounier's On the Influence Attributed to Philosophers, Free-Masons, and to the Illuminati on the Revolution of France.[25][26]

The works of Robison and Barruel made their way to the United States, and across New England, Reverend Jedidiah Morse and others gave sermons against the Illuminati. Their sermons were printed and the matter was followed in newspapers. Concern died down in the first decade of the 1800s, although it revived from time to time in the Anti-Masonic movement of the 1820s and 30s.[5]
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 Modern Illuminati



Several recent and present-day fraternal organisations claim to be descended from the original Bavarian Illuminati and openly use the name "Illuminati". Some of these groups use a variation on the name "The Illuminati Order" in the name of their own organisations,[27][28][29][30] while others, such as the Ordo Templi Orientis, have "Illuminati" as a level within their organisation's hierarchy. However, there is no evidence that these present-day groups have amassed significant political power or influence, and most, rather than trying to remain secret, promote unsubstantiated links to the Bavarian Illuminati as a means of attracting membership.[21]
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 In popular culture



Main article: Illuminati in popular culture
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 Conspiracy theory



Main article: New World Order (conspiracy theory) § Illuminati[image: External link]

The Illuminati did not long survive their suppression in Bavaria, and their further mischief and plottings in the work of Barruel and Robison must be considered as the invention of the writers.[5] However, conspiracy theorists and writers such as Mark Dice have argued that the Illuminati have survived to this day.[31]

Many conspiracy theories propose that world events are being controlled and manipulated by a secret society calling itself the Illuminati.[32][33] Conspiracy theorists have claimed that many notable people were or are members of the Illuminati. Presidents of the United States are a common target for such claims.[34][35]

Other theorists contend that a variety of historical events were orchestrated by the Illuminati, from the French Revolution, the Battle of Waterloo and the assassination of U.S. President John F. Kennedy, to an alleged communist plot to hasten the "New World Order" by infiltrating the Hollywood film industry.[36][37]

Some conspiracy theorists claim that the Illuminati observe Satanic rituals.[38]
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 Novels



The Illuminati, or fictitious modern groups called the Illuminati, play a central role in the plots of many novels, for example The Illuminatus! Trilogy by Robert Shea and Robert Anton Wilson. They also make an appearance in Foucault's Pendulum by Umberto Eco and Angels & Demons by Dan Brown. A mixture of historical fact and established conspiracy theory, or pure fiction, is used to portray them.
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Illuminationism






Not to be confused with Divine illumination[image: External link].

Illuminationist or ishraqi philosophy is a type of Islamic philosophy[image: External link] introduced by Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi[image: External link] in the twelfth century CE.
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 History



Influenced by Avicennism[image: External link] and Neoplatonism[image: External link], the Persian[image: External link][1][2][3][4] or Kurdish[image: External link],[5][6][7][8] philosopher Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi[image: External link] (1155–1191), who left over 50 writings in Persian and Arabic, founded the school of Illumination. He developed a version of illuminationism ( Persian[image: External link] حكمت اشراق hikmat-i ishrāq, Arabic[image: External link]: حكمة الإشراق ḥikmat al-ishrāq). The Persian and Islamic school draws on ancient Iranian philosophical[image: External link] disciplines,[9][10] Avicennism (Ibn Sina[image: External link]’s early Islamic philosophy[image: External link]), Neoplatonic[image: External link] thought (modified by Ibn Sina), and the original ideas of Suhrawardi.

In his Philosophy of Illumination, Suhrawardi argued that light operates at all levels and hierarchies of reality (PI, 97.7–98.11). Light produces immaterial and substantial lights, including immaterial intellects (angels), human and animal souls, and even 'dusky substances', such as bodies.[11]

Suhrawardi's metaphysics is based on two principles. The first is a form of the principle of sufficient reason[image: External link]. The second principle is Aristotle's principle that an actual infinity[image: External link] is impossible.[12]

None of Suhrawardi's works were translated into Latin, and so he remained unknown in the Latin West[image: External link], although his work continued to be studied in the Islamic East.[13] According to Hosein Nasr[image: External link], Suhrawardi was unknown to the west until he was translated to western languages by contemporary thinkers such as Henry Corbin[image: External link], and he remains largely unknown even in countries within the Islamic world.[14] Suhrawardi tried to present a new perspective on questions like those of existence. He not only caused peripatetic philosophers to confront such new questions but also gave new life to the body of philosophy after Avicenna.[15] According to John Walbridge, Suhrawardi's critiques of Peripatetic philosophy[image: External link] could be counted as an important turning point for his successors. Although Suhravardi was first a pioneer of Peripatetic philosophy, he later became a Platonist following a mystical experience. He is also counted as one who revived the ancient wisdom in Persia by his philosophy of illumination. His followers, such as Shahrzouri and Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi[image: External link] tried to continue the way of their teacher. Suhrewardi makes a distinction between two approaches in the philosophy of illumination: one approach is discursive and another is intuitive.[16]

[image: TOC] TOC [image: Previous chapter] Previous Next [image: Next chapter] 
 See also




	Light (theology)[image: External link]

	Mulla Sadra[image: External link]

	Enlightenment (spiritual)[image: External link]
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New World Order (conspiracy theory)






This article is about the use of the term New World Order in conspiracy theory. For other uses, see New World Order[image: External link].

The New World Order or NWO is claimed to be an emerging clandestine totalitarian[image: External link] world government[image: External link] by various conspiracy theories.[3][4][5][6][7]

The common theme in conspiracy theories about a New World Order is that a secretive[image: External link] power elite[image: External link] with a globalist[image: External link] agenda is conspiring[image: External link] to eventually rule the world through an authoritarian[image: External link] world government—which will replace sovereign[image: External link] nation-states[image: External link]—and an all-encompassing propaganda[image: External link] whose ideology[image: External link] hails the establishment of the New World Order as the culmination of history's progress[image: External link]. Many influential historical and contemporary figures have therefore been purported to be part of a cabal that operates through many front organizations[image: External link] to orchestrate significant political and financial events, ranging from causing systemic crises[image: External link] to pushing through controversial policies[image: External link], at both national and international levels, as steps in an ongoing plot to achieve world domination.[3][4][5][6][7]

Before the early 1990s, New World Order conspiracism[image: External link] was limited to two American countercultures, primarily the militantly anti-government right[image: External link] and secondarily that part of fundamentalist Christianity[image: External link] concerned with the end-time[image: External link] emergence of the Antichrist[image: External link].[8] Skeptics such as Michael Barkun and Chip Berlet[image: External link] observed that right-wing populist[image: External link] conspiracy theories about a New World Order had not only been embraced by many seekers of stigmatized knowledge[image: External link] but had seeped into popular culture[image: External link], thereby inaugurating a period during the late 20th and early 21st centuries in the United States where people are actively preparing for apocalyptic[image: External link] millenarian[image: External link] scenarios.[4][6] Those political scientists are concerned that mass hysteria over New World Order conspiracy theories could eventually have devastating effects on American political life, ranging from escalating lone-wolf terrorism[image: External link] to the rise to power of authoritarian ultranationalist demagogues[image: External link].[4][6][9]
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 History of the term



During the 20th century many politicians[image: External link], such as Woodrow Wilson[image: External link] and Winston Churchill[image: External link], used the term "new world order[image: External link]" to refer to a new period of history characterised by a dramatic change in world political thought and in the balance of power[image: External link] after World War I[image: External link] and World War II[image: External link].[citation needed[image: External link]] They all saw the period as an opportunity to implement idealistic[image: External link] proposals for global governance[image: External link] in the sense of new collective efforts to address worldwide problems that go beyond the capacity of individual nation-states[image: External link] to solve, while always respecting the right of nations to self-determination[image: External link]. These proposals led to the formation of international organizations (such as the UN[image: External link] in 1945 and NATO[image: External link] in 1949), and international regimes (such as the Bretton Woods system[image: External link] (1944-1971) and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade[image: External link] (GATT, 1947-1994)), which were calculated[by whom?[image: External link]] both to maintain a balance of power in favor of the United States and to regularize cooperation between nations, in order to achieve a peaceful phase of capitalism[image: External link]. These creations in particular and liberal internationalism[image: External link] in general, however, were regularly criticized and opposed by American paleoconservative[image: External link] business nationalists[image: External link] from the 1930s on.[10][need quotation to verify[image: External link]]

Progressives[image: External link] welcomed these new international organizations and regimes in the aftermath of the two World Wars, but argued that they suffered from a democratic deficit[image: External link] and were therefore inadequate not only to prevent another global war[image: External link] but to foster global justice[image: External link]. The United Nations was designed in 1945 by US bankers and State Department[image: External link] planners, and was always intended to remain a free association of sovereign nation-states, not a transition to democratic world government. Thus, activists around the globe formed a world federalist movement[image: External link], hoping in vain to create a "real" new world order.[11]

British writer and futurist H. G. Wells[image: External link] went further than progressives in the 1940s, by appropriating and redefining the term "new world order" as a synonym for the establishment of a technocratic world state[image: External link] and of a planned economy[image: External link].[12] Despite the popularity of his ideas in some state-socialist[image: External link] circles, Wells failed to exert a deeper and more lasting influence because he was unable to concentrate his energies on a direct appeal to the intelligentsias[image: External link] who would ultimately have to coordinate a Wellsian new world order.[13]

During the Red Scare of 1947–1957[image: External link], agitators of the American secular and Christian right[image: External link], influenced by the work of Canadian conspiracy theorist William Guy Carr[image: External link], increasingly embraced and spread unfounded fears of Freemasons[image: External link], Illuminati and Jews[image: External link] as the alleged driving forces behind an "international communist[image: External link] conspiracy". The threat of "Godless communism", in the form of a state atheistic[image: External link] and bureaucratic collectivist[image: External link] world government, demonized[image: External link] as the "Red Menace", therefore became the focus of apocalyptic[image: External link] millenarian[image: External link] conspiracism[image: External link]. The Red Scare came to shape one of the core ideas of the political right in the United States, which is that liberals[image: External link] and progressives[image: External link], with their welfare-state[image: External link] policies and international cooperation programs such as foreign aid[image: External link], supposedly contribute to a gradual process of collectivism[image: External link] that will inevitably lead to nations being replaced with a communist one-world government[image: External link].[14]

Right-wing populist[image: External link] advocacy groups with a paleoconservative[image: External link] world-view, such as the John Birch Society[image: External link], disseminated a multitude of conspiracy theories in the 1960s claiming that the governments of both the United States and the Soviet Union[image: External link] were controlled by a cabal of corporate internationalists[image: External link], greedy bankers and corrupt politicians who were intent on using the U.N.[image: External link] as the vehicle to create a "One World Government". This right-wing anti-globalist[image: External link] conspiracism fuelled the Bircher campaign for US withdrawal from the UN[image: External link]. American writer Mary M. Davison, in her 1966 booklet The Profound Revolution, traced the alleged New World Order conspiracy to the establishment of the US Federal Reserve[image: External link] in 1913 by international bankers, whom she claimed later formed the Council on Foreign Relations in 1921 as a shadow government[image: External link]. At the time the booklet was published, many readers would have interpreted "international bankers" as a reference to a postulated "international Jewish banking conspiracy" masterminded by the Rothschilds[image: External link].[14]

Claiming that the term "New World Order" is used by a secretive elite dedicated to the destruction of all national sovereignties, American writer Gary Allen[image: External link]—in his books None Dare Call It Conspiracy (1971), Rockefeller: Campaigning for the New World Order (1974), and Say "No!" to the New World Order (1987)—articulated the anti-globalist theme of much current right-wing populist conspiracism in the US. Thus, after the fall of communism[image: External link] in the early 1990s, the main demonized scapegoat[image: External link] of the American far right[image: External link] shifted seamlessly from crypto-communists[image: External link], who plotted on behalf of the Red Menace, to globalists, plotting on behalf of the New World Order. The relatively painless nature of the shift was due to growing right-wing populist opposition to corporate internationalism[image: External link], but also in part to the basic underlying apocalyptic millenarian paradigm, which fed the Cold War[image: External link] (ca 1947-1991) and the witch-hunts[image: External link] of the McCarthy period[image: External link][14] (1950s).

In his speech, Toward a New World Order[image: External link], delivered on September 11, 1990 during a joint session of the US Congress[image: External link], President George H. W. Bush[image: External link] described his objectives for post-Cold War global governance[image: External link] in cooperation with post-Soviet states[image: External link]. He stated:


Until now, the world we've known has been a world divided—a world of barbed wire and concrete block, conflict and cold war. Now, we can see a new world coming into view. A world in which there is the very real prospect of a new world order. In the words of Winston Churchill, a "world order" in which "the principles of justice and fair play ... protect the weak against the strong ..." A world where the United Nations, freed from cold war stalemate, is poised to fulfill the historic vision of its founders. A world in which freedom and respect for human rights find a home among all nations.[15]



The New York Times[image: External link] observed that progressives were denouncing this new world order as a rationalization of American imperial[image: External link] ambitions in the Middle East[image: External link], while conservatives[image: External link] rejected any new security arrangements altogether and fulminated about any possibility of a UN revival.[16] Chip Berlet[image: External link], an American investigative reporter specializing in the study of right-wing[image: External link] movements in the US, wrote that the Christian and secular hard right were especially terrified by the speech. The Christians saw Bush's words as signaling the End Times[image: External link], while the seculars approached it from an anti-communist and anti-collectivist standpoint and feared for a hegemony over all countries by the United Nations.[4]}}

American televangelist Pat Robertson[image: External link], with his 1991 best-selling book The New World Order[image: External link], became the most prominent Christian popularizer of conspiracy theories about recent American history. He describes a scenario where Wall Street[image: External link], the Federal Reserve System, the Council on Foreign Relations, the Bilderberg Group[image: External link] and the Trilateral Commission control the flow of events from behind the scenes, nudging people constantly and covertly in the direction of world government for the Antichrist[image: External link].[6]

Observers note that the galvanizing of right-wing populist conspiracy theorists such as Linda Thompson[image: External link], Mark Koernke[image: External link] and Robert K. Spear into militancy led to the rise[ when?[image: External link]] of the militia movement[image: External link], which spread its anti-government[image: External link] ideology through speeches at rallies and meetings, books and videotapes sold at gun shows[image: External link], shortwave and satellite radio, fax networks and computer bulletin boards.[14] However, it is overnight AM radio shows and viral propaganda[image: External link] on the Internet that have most effectively contributed to their extremist[image: External link] political ideas about the New World Order finding their way into the previously apolitical literature of numerous Kennedy assassinologists[image: External link], ufologists[image: External link], lost land theorists[image: External link] and, most recently, occultists[image: External link]. From the mid–1990s on, the worldwide appeal of those subcultures transmitted New World Order conspiracism like a "mind virus[image: External link]" to a large new audience of seekers of stigmatized knowledge[image: External link].[6]

Hollywood conspiracy-thriller television shows and films also played a role in introducing a vast popular audience to various fringe theories[image: External link] related to New World Order conspiracism—black helicopters, FEMA[image: External link] "concentration camps", etc.— theories which for decades previously were confined to radical right-wing[image: External link] subcultures. The 1993–2002 television series The X-Files[image: External link], the 1997 film Conspiracy Theory[image: External link] and the 1998 film The X-Files: Fight the Future[image: External link] are often cited as notable examples.[6]

Following the start of the 21st century, and specifically during the late-2000s financial crisis[image: External link], many politicians and pundits, such as Gordon Brown[image: External link][17] and Henry Kissinger[image: External link],[18] used the term "new world order[image: External link]" in their advocacy for a comprehensive reform of the global financial system[image: External link] and their calls for a "New Bretton Woods"[image: External link] taking into account emerging markets[image: External link] such as China and India. These declarations had the unintended consequence of providing fresh fodder for New World Order conspiracism, which culminated in talk-show host Sean Hannity[image: External link] stating on his Fox News Channel[image: External link] program Hannity[image: External link] that the "conspiracy theorists were right".[19] Progressive media-watchdog[image: External link] groups have repeatedly criticized Fox News in general and its opinion show Glenn Beck[image: External link] in particular for not only mainstreaming the New World Order conspiracy theories of the radical right[image: External link], but possibly agitating its lone wolves[image: External link] into action.[20][21]

In 2009 American film directors Luke Meyer[image: External link] and Andrew Neel[image: External link] released New World Order[image: External link], a critically acclaimed documentary film which explores the world of conspiracy theorists - such as American radio host Alex Jones[image: External link] - who consistently expose and vigorously oppose what they perceive as an emerging New World Order.[22] The growing dissemination and popularity of conspiracy theories has also created an alliance between right-wing populist agitators (such as Alex Jones) and hip hop music[image: External link]'s left-wing populist rappers (such as KRS-One[image: External link], Professor Griff[image: External link] of Public Enemy[image: External link] and Immortal Technique[image: External link]), thus illustrating how anti-elitist[image: External link] conspiracism can create unlikely political allies in efforts to oppose a political system.[23]
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There are numerous systemic conspiracy theories[image: External link] through which the concept of a New World Order is viewed. The following is a list of the major ones in roughly chronological order:[24]

[image: TOC] TOC [image: Previous chapter] Previous Next [image: Next chapter] 
 End Time



Since the 19th century, many apocalyptic[image: External link] millennial[image: External link] Christian eschatologists[image: External link], starting with John Nelson Darby[image: External link], have predicted a globalist conspiracy to impose a tyrannical New World Order governing structure as the fulfillment of prophecies[image: External link] about the "end time[image: External link]" in the Bible[image: External link], specifically in the Book of Ezekiel[image: External link], the Book of Daniel[image: External link], the Olivet discourse[image: External link] found in the Synoptic Gospels[image: External link] and the Book of Revelation[image: External link].[25] They claim that people who have made a deal with the Devil[image: External link] to gain wealth and power have become pawns in a supernatural chess game to move humanity into accepting a utopian[image: External link] world government that rests on the spiritual foundations of a syncretic[image: External link]- messianic[image: External link] world religion, which will later reveal itself to be a dystopian[image: External link] world empire that imposes the imperial cult[image: External link] of an “Unholy Trinity” of Satan[image: External link], the Antichrist[image: External link] and the False Prophet[image: External link]. In many contemporary Christian conspiracy theories, the False Prophet will be either the last pope[image: External link] of the Catholic Church (groomed and installed by an Alta Vendita[image: External link] or Jesuit conspiracy), a guru[image: External link] from the New Age movement[image: External link], or even the leader of an elite fundamentalist Christian[image: External link] organization like the Fellowship, while the Antichrist will be either the President of the European Union[image: External link], the Secretary-General of the United Nations[image: External link], or even the Caliph[image: External link] of a pan-Islamic[image: External link] state.[6][25]

Some of the most vocal critics of end-time conspiracy theories come from within Christianity.[14] In 1993, historian Bruce Barron wrote a stern rebuke of apocalyptic Christian conspiracism in the Christian Research Journal, when reviewing Robertson[image: External link]'s 1991 book The New World Order[image: External link].[26] Another critique can be found in historian Gregory S. Camp's 1997 book Selling Fear: Conspiracy Theories and End-Times Paranoia.[3] Religious studies scholar Richard T. Hughes argues that "New World Order" rhetoric libels the Christian faith, since the "New World Order" as defined by Christian conspiracy theorists has no basis in the Bible whatsoever. Furthermore, he argues that not only is this idea unbiblical, it is positively anti-biblical and fundamentally anti-Christian[image: External link], because by misinterpreting key passages in the Book of Revelation, it turns a comforting message about the coming kingdom of God[image: External link] into one of fear, panic and despair in the face of an allegedly approaching one-world government.[25] Progressive Christians[image: External link], such as preacher-theologian Peter J. Gomes[image: External link], caution Christian fundamentalists[image: External link] that a "spirit of fear[image: External link]" can distort scripture and history through dangerously combining biblical literalism[image: External link], apocalyptic timetables[image: External link], demonization[image: External link] and oppressive prejudices,[27][28] while Camp warns of the "very real danger that Christians could pick up some extra spiritual baggage" by credulously embracing conspiracy theories.[3] They therefore call on Christians who indulge in conspiracism to repent[image: External link].[29][30]
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Main article: Masonic conspiracy theories

Freemasonry is one of the world's oldest secular fraternal organizations and arose during late 16th–early 17th century Britain. Over the years a number of allegations and conspiracy theories have been directed towards Freemasonry, including the allegation that Freemasons have a hidden political agenda[image: External link] and are conspiring to bring about a New World Order, a world government organized according to Masonic principles and/or governed only by Freemasons.[14]

The esoteric[image: External link] nature of Masonic symbolism[image: External link] and rites[image: External link] led to Freemasons first being accused of secretly practising Satanism in the late 18th century.[14] The original allegation of a conspiracy within Freemasonry to subvert religions and governments in order to take over the world traces back to Scottish author John Robison, whose reactionary[image: External link] conspiracy theories crossed the Atlantic and influenced outbreaks of Protestant anti-Masonry[image: External link] in the United States during the 19th century.[14] In the 1890s, French writer Léo Taxil[image: External link] wrote a series of pamphlets and books denouncing Freemasonry and charging their lodges with worshiping Lucifer[image: External link] as the Supreme Being[image: External link] and Great Architect of the Universe[image: External link]. Despite the fact that Taxil admitted that his claims were all a hoax[image: External link], they were and still are believed and repeated by numerous conspiracy theorists and had a huge influence on subsequent anti-Masonic claims about Freemasonry.[31]

Some conspiracy theorists eventually speculated that some Founding Fathers of the United States[image: External link], such as George Washington[image: External link] and Benjamin Franklin[image: External link], were having Masonic sacred geometric[image: External link] designs interwoven into American society, particularly in the Great Seal of the United States[image: External link], the United States one-dollar bill[image: External link], the architecture of National Mall landmarks[image: External link] and the streets and highways of Washington, D.C.[image: External link], as part of a master plan to create the first "Masonic government" as a model for the coming New World Order.[6]

Freemasons rebut these claims of a Masonic conspiracy. Freemasonry, which promotes rationalism[image: External link], places no power in occult symbols themselves, and it is not a part of its principles to view the drawing of symbols, no matter how large, as an act of consolidating or controlling power.[32] Furthermore, there is no published information establishing the Masonic membership of the men responsible for the design of the Great Seal.[32][33] While conspiracy theorists assert that there are elements of Masonic influence on the Great Seal of the United States, and that these elements were intentionally or unintentionally used because the creators were familiar with the symbols,[34] in fact, the all-seeing Eye of Providence[image: External link] and the unfinished pyramid were symbols used as much outside Masonic lodges as within them in the late 18th century, therefore the designers were drawing from common esoteric symbols.[35] The Latin phrase "novus ordo seclorum[image: External link]", appearing on the reverse side of the Great Seal since 1782 and on the back of the one-dollar bill since 1935, translates to "New Order of the Ages",[1] and alludes to the beginning of an era where the United States of America is an independent nation-state; it is often mistranslated by conspiracy theorists as "New World Order".[2]

Although the European continental branch of Freemasonry[image: External link] has organizations that allow political discussion within their Masonic Lodges, Masonic researcher Trevor W. McKeown argues that the accusations ignore several facts. Firstly, the many Grand Lodges are independent and sovereign, meaning they act on their own and do not have a common agenda. The points of belief of the various lodges often differ. Secondly, famous individual Freemasons have always held views that span the political spectrum and show no particular pattern or preference. As such, the term "Masonic government" is erroneous; there is no consensus among Freemasons about what an ideal government would look like.[36]}}
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The Order of the Illuminati was an Enlightenment-age secret society founded by university professor Adam Weishaupt on 1 May 1776, in Upper Bavaria[image: External link], Germany. The movement consisted of advocates of freethought[image: External link], secularism[image: External link], liberalism[image: External link], republicanism[image: External link], and gender equality[image: External link], recruited from the German Masonic Lodges[image: External link], who sought to teach rationalism[image: External link] through mystery schools[image: External link]. In 1785, the order was infiltrated, broken up and suppressed by the government agents of Charles Theodore, Elector of Bavaria, in his preemptive campaign to neutralize the threat of secret societies ever becoming hotbeds of conspiracies to overthrow the Bavarian monarchy[image: External link] and its state religion[image: External link], Roman Catholicism.[37]

In the late 18th century, reactionary[image: External link] conspiracy theorists, such as Scottish physicist John Robison and French Jesuit priest Augustin Barruel, began speculating that the Illuminati had survived their suppression and become the masterminds behind the French Revolution and the Reign of Terror[image: External link]. The Illuminati were accused of being subversives[image: External link] who were attempting to secretly orchestrate a revolutionary wave[image: External link] in Europe[image: External link] and the rest of the world in order to spread the most radical[image: External link] ideas and movements of the Enlightenment— anti-clericalism[image: External link], anti-monarchism[image: External link], and anti-patriarchalism[image: External link]—and to create a world noocracy[image: External link] and cult of reason[image: External link]. During the 19th century, fear of an Illuminati conspiracy was a real concern of the European ruling classes[image: External link], and their oppressive reactions to this unfounded fear provoked in 1848 the very revolutions they sought to prevent[image: External link].[38]

During the interwar period[image: External link] of the 20th century, fascist[image: External link] propagandists, such as British revisionist historian Nesta Helen Webster[image: External link] and American socialite Edith Starr Miller[image: External link], not only popularized the myth of an Illuminati conspiracy but claimed that it was a subversive secret society which served the Jewish elites that supposedly propped up both finance capitalism[image: External link] and Soviet communism[image: External link] in order to divide and rule[image: External link] the world. American evangelist Gerald Burton Winrod[image: External link] and other conspiracy theorists within the fundamentalist Christian[image: External link] movement in the United States—which emerged in the 1910s as a backlash against the principles of Enlightenment secular humanism[image: External link], modernism[image: External link], and liberalism—became the main channel of dissemination of Illuminati conspiracy theories in the U.S.. Right-wing populists[image: External link], such as members of the John Birch Society[image: External link], subsequently began speculating that some collegiate fraternities (Skull and Bones), gentlemen's clubs (Bohemian Club[image: External link]), and think tanks (Council on Foreign Relations, Trilateral Commission) of the American upper class[image: External link] are front organizations[image: External link] of the Illuminati, which they accuse of plotting to create a New World Order through a one-world government.[6]

There is no evidence that the Bavarian Illuminati survived its suppression in 1785.[38]
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 The Protocols of the Elders of Zion



The Protocols of the Elders of Zion is an antisemitic canard[image: External link], originally published in Russian[image: External link] in 1903, alleging a Judeo-Masonic conspiracy to achieve world domination. The text purports to be the minutes of the secret meetings of a cabal of Jewish masterminds, which has co-opted Freemasonry and is plotting to rule the world on behalf of all Jews because they believe themselves to be the chosen people of God[image: External link].[39] The Protocols incorporate many of the core conspiracist themes outlined in the Robison and Barruel attacks on the Freemasons, and overlay them with antisemitic allegations about anti- Tsarist[image: External link] movements in Russia. The Protocols reflect themes similar to more general critiques of Enlightenment[image: External link] liberalism by conservative[image: External link] aristocrats who support monarchies[image: External link] and state religions[image: External link]. The interpretation intended by the publication of The Protocols is that if one peels away the layers of the Masonic conspiracy, past the Illuminati, one finds the rotten Jewish core.[14]

Numerous polemicists, such as Irish journalist Philip Graves[image: External link] in a 1921 article in The Times[image: External link], and British academic Norman Cohn[image: External link] in his 1967 book Warrant for Genocide[image: External link], have proven The Protocols to be both a hoax[image: External link] and a clear case of plagiarism. There is general agreement that Russian-French writer and political activist Matvei Golovinski[image: External link] fabricated the text for Okhrana[image: External link], the secret police[image: External link] of the Russian Empire[image: External link], as a work of counter-revolutionary[image: External link] propaganda[image: External link] prior to the 1905 Russian Revolution[image: External link], by plagiarizing, almost word for word in some passages, from The Dialogue in Hell Between Machiavelli and Montesquieu[image: External link], a 19th-century satire against Napoleon III of France[image: External link] written by French political satirist and Legitimist[image: External link] militant Maurice Joly[image: External link].[40]

Responsible for feeding many antisemitic[image: External link] and anti-Masonic[image: External link] mass hysterias of the 20th century, The Protocols has been influential in the development of some conspiracy theories, including some New World Order theories, and appears repeatedly in certain contemporary conspiracy literature.[6] For example, the authors of the 1982 controversial book The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail[image: External link] concluded that The Protocols was the most persuasive piece of evidence for the existence and activities of the Priory of Sion[image: External link]. They speculated that this secret society was working behind the scenes to establish a theocratic[image: External link] "United States of Europe[image: External link]". Politically and religiously unified through the imperial cult[image: External link] of a Merovingian[image: External link] Great Monarch[image: External link]—supposedly descended from a Jesus bloodline[image: External link]—who occupies both the throne of Europe and the Holy See[image: External link], this "Holy European Empire" would become the hyperpower[image: External link]
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