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Secret Societies

by Jaap Kloosterman

Attempts to circumscribe our topic are naturally hampered by the fact that secrecy is a many-sided thing. The expression "secret
societies" evokes a Wittgensteinian family resemblance of a great variety of organisations with all sorts of similarities, yet not a sin-
gle feature common to all. As a result, most existing definitions are accompanied by abundant provisos, qualifications, and excep-
tions. For a historical survey, the easiest way to get a grasp of the subject is first to trace the history of the term. Then we shall look
in turn at the two sides of the secret society: Its bringing together of men who are hiding something.

TABLE OF CONTENTS
1. Birth of a Concept: Secret Societies During the 18th Century

2. Expansion: Secret Societies Outside Europe
3. The Age of Associations: Secret Societies in the 19th Century
4. Webs of Deceit: Internal Structures and Cooperations
5. Ways of Hiding: Associations and Their Strategies
6. Towards the Margins: Secret Societies After 1900
7. Appendix
1. Sources
2. Bibliography
3. Notes
Indices
Citation

Birth of a Concept: Secret Societies During the 18th Century

This contribution will approach its elusive subject by first looking at the emergence of the expression "secret societies" in publica-
tions of the 18th century. This will then allow us to discuss the different social phenomena the term referred to at the time, in order
to move on to their functions and development up to the 20th century. The expression "secret societies" in its alliterative and often
plural form — also found in French (sociétés secrétes) and German (geheime Gesellschaften) — dates back to the final quarter of
the European 18th century. This is paradoxically documented by what looks like its first appearance in a monograph title, De se-
cretis societatibus litterariis (= Media Link #ab), written by the philosopher Johan Bilmark (1728-1801) (= Media Link #ac) at the
Royal Academy of Abo (Turku) in 1772. Although the author illustrated his argument with a series of historical examples, his main
aim was to applaud the recent birth of Aurora. This name refers to a literary-musical association in Abo that like its model, the
Swedish society Utile Dulci, was not an open organisation, but initiated members into a number of degrees.1 In other words, Bil-
mark's title should be translated as "On secret literary societies" rather than as "On literary secret societies".?
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The real beginnings of the modern term probably go back to the Berlinische Monatsschrift of the mid-1780s. At that time, the jour-
nal, published by Friedrich Nicolai (1733-1811) (= Media Link #ad), pointed its arrows at the Jesuit order. Even though the Soci-
etas Jesu had been suppressed (= Media Link #ae)in the Bourbon-governed countries and abolished by Pope Clemens XIV
(1705-1774) (= Media Link #af) in 1773, it was suspected to survive underground and to combat Protestantism and the Enlighten-
ment through "eine Menge geheimer schadliche[r] Gesellschaften".® The ensuing discussion (= Media Link #ah) soon encom-
passed the fate of the Order of the Illluminati which had been founded in 1776 by Adam Weishaupt (1748-1830) (= Media Link
#ai). He was a professor of canon law at the University of Ingolstadt who took his inspiration from both the Jesuits and the Ma-
sons (= Media Link #aj). His "geheime Gesellschaft", as Weishaupt labelled it, sought to win members among the elite and to con-
quer good positions in order to influence government. In 1785, however, it was closed down by the Bavarian Elector Karl Theodor
(1724-1799) (= Media Link #ak), to the delight of the Catholics and the indignation of their enemies.”
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These matters raised a lot of dust. Since the 1750s, opponents of the Jesuits had been reprinting the infamous Monita secreta (=
Media Link #al), a collection of falsified "secret instructions" of the order that first appeared in Krakéw in 1614, and the Jesuit fa-
thers had retaliated by repeating their accusation (= Media Link #am) of a Jansenist conspiracy which had supposedly been
planned at Bourgfontaine in 1621.° The Bavarian government published compromising documents (= Media Link #ao) of the lllumi-
nati, to which some members responded in defence: In the five years following 1785, no less than 50 publications in Germany and
abroad discussed the nature of the group.6 By then, the revolutionary events in France had begun to create even more favourable



conditions for spreading the concept of "secret societies".
A3

Ever since the French Revolution (= Media Link #aq) had been studied and interpreted, some had sought to identify certain groups
that could be held responsible for its course. These individuals were not only thought of as more or less unwitting abettors — such
as the Calvinists and philosophes in many a Catholic's eyes — but also as determined long-time plotters. The originators of these
theories had very diverse backgrounds. One of them, Jacques Le Sueur, was better known as the prolific dramatist Beaunoir (actu-
ally Alexandre-Louis-Bertrand Robineau (1746-1823) (= Media Link #ar)). He, who himself was a defrocked priest and a Mason,
published the novelistic work Les Masques arrachées ("The Masks Removed") in which he accused a certain number of Freema-
sons and Jesuits of having started the revolutions in France and Brabant. Charles-Louis Cadet de Gassicourt (1769-1821) (= Me-
dia Link #as), who was a bastard of Louis XV (1710-1774) (= Media Link #at) and would later become the apothecary of Napoleon
| (1769-1821) (= Media Link #au), also was and always remained a Mason. In Le Tombeau de Jacques Molai (= Media Link #av)
("The Grave of Jacques Molai", 1796), he proposed a genealogical line from the Templars and Assassins through the Jesuits and
Freemasons to the llluminati. John Robison (1739-1805) (= Media Link #ax), the author of Proofs of a Conspiracy against all the
Religions and Governments of Europe (1798), was not only a Mason but also a friend of the inventor James Watt (1736-1819) (=
Media Link #ay) and a professor of philosophy at the University of Edinburgh. By contrast, Lorenzo Hervas y Panduro
(1735-1809) (= Media Link #az), a celebrated Spanish linguist who wrote Causas de la revolucion de Francia ("Causes of the
French Revolution") in 1794, was also a Jesuit priest. So was Augustin de Barruel (1741-1820) (= Media Link #b0), whose Mé-
moires pour servir a I'histoire du Jacobinisme (= Media Link #b2) ("Memoir Providing a History of Jacobinism", 1798-1799) most
famously described the "conspiracy theory" about the French Revolution. All these and quite a few other authors cemented the idea
that numerous secret societies existed and constituted unseen, yet powerful tools of subversion.”
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Besides, the German Bundesroman, the English Gothic novel, and a mass of popular literature both stimulated and reflected the
fascination of noble or sinister brotherhoods.? Ever since the late 18th century, such books spread entertaining knowledge about
the secret societies' workings. Sometimes it was not easy to tell fact from fiction, as in Charles Nodier's (1780-1844) (- Media Link
#b3) tale of anti-Bonapartist conspiracies, but his Histoire des sociétés secretes de I'Armée (= Media Link #b4) ("History of the Se-
cret Societies of the Army", 1815) portrayed organisations that had a positive image at the moment of publication, after the fall of
Napoléon Bonaparte.9 In many places, however, secret societies were considered to be bad regardless of their political role: In
Prussia, for example, the Tugendbundstreit, a debate in 1815-1816 concerning the semi-clandestine Tugendbund ("League of
Virtue"), raised the suspicion of conspiracy in spite of the members' impeccably patriotic attitude during the French Wars (= Media
Link #b5).%°
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At the same time, the suggestion that secret societies had caused the end of the monarchy in France did nothing to belittle their
reputation among reformers. The Americanos who took up the struggle for independence from Spain were among the first to em-
brace the model.”* And when the outlines of post-Napoleonic Europe became clear, it would seem to many as if liberals and
democrats were involved in a pas de deux with autocracy, in which conspiracy also played a major role. In 1819, after the theology
student Karl Ludwig Sand (1795-1820) (= Media Link #b6), a member of the secret Unbedingten ("Uncompromising Ones"), had
murdered the writer August von Kotzebue (1761-1819) (= Media Link #b7), the German Confederation held a conference at Carls-
bad (Karlovy Vary) which issued a series of decrees against "demagoguery" and established a Central Commission of Investigation
in Mainz.*?
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In 1820, a military conspiracy in Spain reinstated the liberal Constitution of Cadiz, which had already been proclaimed in 1812 but
abolished two years later. This encouraged the Carbonari in the Two Sicilies and a clandestine group of Portuguese liberals to rise
in demand of constitutions as well. Piedmont followed this example in 1821.% In response, Russia, Prussia, and Austria decided at
the congresses of Troppau (Opava, 1820), Laibach (Ljubljana, 1821), and Verona (1822) to begin a military intervention in Italy and
Spain, in the latter case with French troops. But in 1822, these troops themselves showed signs of being subverted by the Char-
bonnerie ("Charcoal Burners"), as we can see in the case of the four sergeants of La Rochelle, who were executed for conspiracy
and then became popular heroes.** Meanwhile, the Philiki Etairia ("Friendly Society") had started the Greek War of Independence
(1821-1829). And during the Decembrist uprising of 1825, Russian officers inspired by Freemasonry and the Tugendbund revolted
in St Petersburg.15 By that time, the "secret societies" were to all intents and purposes a household word, and special police forces
to combat them were being created in consequence.16 The 1830 revolution (= Media Link #b8) in France, with its echoes in Bel-
gium (= Media Link #b9), Germany, Poland, and Italy, further enhanced the societies' prestige.17
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Expansion: Secret Societies Outside Europe



The "secret societies" now had also acquired a history, first of all as a result of their being closely associated with Freemasonry. In-
deed, in The Constitutions of the Free-Masons (= Media Link #ba) (1723), James Anderson (ca. 1680-1739) (= Media Link #bc)
connected Masonic history with Adam, following the craft guilds in linking their origins to the oldest suitable Biblical figure.18 All
through the 18th century, Masonic and para-Masonic associations created genealogies with varying degrees of probability, involv-
ing the 17th-century Orden des Rosenkreutzes ("Rosicrucian Order") as well as the Knights Templars suppressed in the 14th cen-
tury.19 In the 1780s, some French and German Masons attempted to clarify their origins, but could not reach a conclusion before
their efforts were ended by the French Revolution.?® The historical works on Freemasonry that started to be produced after the
Napoleonic era usually encompassed non-Masonic "secret societies”, if only to emphasize that these were different and Masonry
ought not to suffer from the repressive measures taken against them.?* Since the mid-19th century, all major European lan-
guages (= Media Link #bd) were endowed with one or more multi-volume works that searched history for possible forerunners and
established a canon which continues to inspire most present-day overviews of the field.??
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One result of this search was the "discovery" of secret societies outside Europe. In 1818, Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall
(1774-1856) (= Media Link #be), a pioneering Austrian Orientalist, used newly-found documents to suggest significant parallels
between European secret societies and the Persian Assassins.?® In 1821, William Milne (1785-1822) (= Media Link #bf), a Protes-
tant missionary (= Media Link #bg), coined the term Triads for certain Chinese associations he likened to Freemasonry; and in the
1830s, the Thugs or Stranglers of India, suspected of heinous cultish crimes, started their long journey into Western popular cul-
ture.?* Soon the young discipline of ethnography found a startling number of "secret societies" all over the world (= Media Link
#bh), and at the beginning of the 20th century felt confident enough to deliver its first general theories.”® Thus, Europeans not only
shaped the perception of indigenous associations in their colonies (= Media Link #bi), but were shaped by them in turn.?®
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With the emergence of the new science of religion, the term "secret society" was increasingly applied to non-political organisations
as well. Various debates on new and not-so-new questions — for example, on the disciplina arcani ("Discipline of the Secret") of the
early Christian Church — kindled an interest in the "mystery religions" of Antiquity, whose cult associations were now reexamined.”’
At the same time, the middle of the 19th century saw what has been called the Occult Revival or the Theosophical Enlightenment,
which resuscitated or inspired the sort of esoteric organisations that had proliferated in the 18th (:entury.28 Meanwhile, across the
Atlantic, more and more white American men were joining what were openly called "secret societies”, especially after the Civil War.
Some of these associations had been imported from Europe, but others were newly founded, as in the case of the Order of the Iro-
guois of the anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan (1818-1881) (= Media Link #bj) or the Improved Order of Red Men, both inspired
by Native American initiation rituals. At the end of the 19th century, almost one out of every five adult men in the United States had
joined one of the tens of thousands of lodges belonging to hundreds of fraternal orders. From the mid-1890s onwards, these were
all neatly listed in an annual statistical manual, which conveniently specified the conditions of the insurance packages that many
associations offered.® Many Europeans now considered secret societies to be an almost natural phenomenon "of all ages and
countries”, for better or for worse.*°
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The Age of Associations: Secret Societies in the 19th Century

From a more restricted perspective, the European secret society may be seen as one among many types of voluntary associations
that emerged from the 17th century onwards. Building on a tradition shaped by guilds, confraternities, and congregations, the new
organisations usually had selective admission procedures, often including initiation rituals, and retained a more or less "closed"
character. In this context, Freemasonry was not as exceptional as has sometimes been suggested. In Britain, it differed from other
associations more by its respectability than by anything else and was "never in any real sense a secret society". Thus, it was ex-
empted, though only just, from the Unlawful Societies Act of 1799.%! Likewise, in pre-revolutionary Provence, Masonry was above
all an attractive alternative for elite circles who wished to get organised apart from the more inclusive confréries. Masonic lodges
made up 77 of the 301 Aufklarungsgesellschaften ("Enlightenment Societies") found in 18th-century Central Germany, as against
15 self-styled "secret societies" with much stronger political opinions, all dating from the last quarter of the century. After the Ameri-
can Revolution (= Media Link #bl), Masons in the United States were for fifty years regarded as decency incarnate.

All

In spite of this, Freemasonry acquired the image of the secret society par excellence. One important reason was the early and
long-lasting opposition of the Roman Catholic Church, which first condemned the "liberi Muratori seu Francs Massons" in the bull In
eminenti (1738). After the French Revolution, this attitude hardened, only to find itself vindicated when political developments in
Italy, France, and Spain in the second half of the 19th century made many Catholics feel that semi-Masonic governments had de-
clared war on organised religion. In the fight (= Media Link #bm) against republican secularism, which continued well into the 20th
century, few cared to differentiate between Freemasonry and the "secret societies", and the terms became virtually synonymous.33
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Another problem the Craft had to face was that — at times — it was in fact used for subversive purposes. Already in the 1770s, ru-
mour had it that many German lodges were steered by the hidden hand of the Jesuits; and when it turned out that it was the Illumi-
nati who actually had tried to do just that, the possibility of the existence of "unknown superiors" could no longer be denied. Indeed,
at around the same time, Count Honoré-Gabriel de Riquetti de Mirabeau (1749-1791) (= Media Link #bo) advocated that French
lodges should be secretly taken over and reformed.>* The llluminati were intertwined with Freemasonry to an extraordinary degree,
but many founders of 19th-century secret societies such as Filippo Buonarroti (1761-1837) (= Media Link #bp), Louis-Auguste
Blanqui (1805-1881) (= Media Link #bq), Giuseppe Mazzini (1805-1872) (= Media Link #br), and Michail Bakunin
(1814-1876) (= Media Link #bt) were or had been Masons, or had a disproportionate number of Masons among their acquain-
tances, and used this network for their endeavours.>
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Early 19th-century Polish Freemasonry actively promoted national independence, later to be followed by lodges in other countries,
most notably Italy.36 Persons in political exile often constituted irregular lodges, and unorthodox currents like the French Martin-
ists®’ clearly articulated political aims. Even without the "Satanist" mystifications of Léo Taxil (1854—1907) (= Media Link #bv) at the
end of the century, it cannot have been easy for outsiders to discern what represented the Masonic mainstream and what did not.*®
This is even more true for the lodges created by contemporaneous reformers on the periphery of Europe to further their modernist
projects.39 In the American colonies belonging to Spain and Portugal, the patriotic societies that helped win independence were
similarly identified with Freemasonry for a long time.*°
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Several of these cases illustrate that the fundamental weakness of Freemasonry in the face of its critics was precisely its strength
as an organisational model which was well-suited for clandestine purposes. Its graded structure, which was protected by oaths and
initiations, proved enormously attractive. Even opponents such as Ferdinand de Bertier's (1782-1864) (= Media Link #bw) Catholic
Chevalerie or the political police of various countries adopted these and other principles — including the guise of compartmentaliza-
tion (division into isolated units) and the distribution of knowledge on a need-to-know basis. Established institutions like the Com-
pagnonnage, the brotherhoods of French journeymen, did not escape the influence of Masonry, either.”* Yet nowhere was it felt as
strongly as in the secret societies, ever since the days of the llluminati.
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Mostly, the appearance of Masonic characteristics in an association is not due to unmediated borrowing, but rather to the fact that
such characteristics had been widely disseminated from the beginning — the first of innumerable "revelations" about Freemasonry
was printed less than a decade after Anderson's Constitutions — and were easily assimilated by men to whom they looked familiar.
In this way, the founders of secret societies usually avoided the so-called "liability of newness", the introduction of entirely new
types of organisation with the "high costs in time, worry, conflict, and temporary inefficiency" that come with the new roles members
have to learn.*? Throughout the 18th century, Masonic lodges had demonstrated their great elasticity by accommodating a broad
variety of individuals and aims. In the 19th century, this model was adopted and copied on a large scale. Migrants also tend to
prove this rule when they take associational customs with them. As an example, the Molly Maguires (= Media Link #bx), a secret
society of Irish miners in Pennsylvania in the 1870s, drew directly on the traditions of their Irish home counties, albeit in the frame-
work of local lodges of the Ancient Order of Hibernians, an Irish-American brotherhood that normally followed the "fraternal” model
imported from Britain.*®
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As this example shows, several traditions may fuse and be adapted to local circumstances. Here the most famous case is the Car-
boneria, which appeared in the Kingdom of Naples after its occupation by the French in 1806 and later radiated throughout Italy, at-
tracting many tens of thousands of members. Its similarities (= Media Link #by) to Freemasonry on the one hand and to the Char-
bonniers of the Franche-Comté on the other have been the subject of long-lasting debate.* Although these similarities are undeni-
able, efforts to trace them back to a single source are ineffective. Even if a particular "founding moment" were established to every-
body's satisfaction, it would be unlikely to account for the Carbonari's many peculiar features and the numerous differences among
the buoni cugini ("good cousins", i.e. members) in the various towns and regions of Italy. Many vendite ("lodges", i.e. assembly
places) soon became an intrinsic part of the social texture, following existing fault lines in the local communities. Their differences,
however, would probably have been even greater without the unifying pressure of the Masonic model.
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Webs of Deceit: Internal Structures and Cooperations



The impact of traditional forms of organisation is partly explained by the fact that secret societies are normally created on the basis
of pre-existing social networks. This is related to the crucial importance of trust among their members, who are after all selected on
the supposition that they can keep a secret. It would seem that the structure of the older networks and the degree to which the
leadership controlled the necessary resources both exert considerable influence on the level of centralisation and hierarchisation of
the new organisation.45 Since the societies are typically caught between hierarchy (some members know more secrets than others)
and equality (the shared secret creates a bond), problems of decision-making may ensue. This in turn may support or produce a
special type of charismatic leadership that acts as a "substitute for authority in anti-authority organisations;".46
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The demands of secrecy are an obvious impediment to the growth of secret societies and the degree of cooperation between them.
One consequence is that more than the usual caution is needed when assessing claims about their size and mutual relations. Such
claims frequently overstate the case as a result of a natural complicity between supporters and detractors, who both have grounds
to exaggerate the possible impact of the organisations. As an example, the Austrian Chancellor Klemens von Metternich
(1773-1859) (= Media Link #bz) was convinced that the European secret societies were all united under a comité directeur ("head
committee") with its seat in Paris. As if to prove him right, Gioacchino Prati (1790-1863) (= Media Link #c0), a lieutenant of
Buonarroti, wrote that he had been a member of "the centre with which ... all political events which took place on the continent
have been connected".*’ Yet even if this putative centre had indeed existed, one would be hard put to name even a single goal it
might have achieved, except, that is, for bolstering Austrian efforts to improve the police forces of Europe. Powerful headquarters
"vseznajusego i nikomu neizvestnogo” ("knowing everything yet known to none") 8 \vere a phantasy — a dream to some and a
nightmare to others.
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What did exist, born from the chronic instability of the Restoration, was an informal network of networks that has been termed a "lib-
eral International”.*® It had largely been fostered by the Continental governments themselves when they forced their opponents into
exile at a limited number of safe havens such as Geneva, London, Brussels, or at times Paris. Unsurprisingly, the concentration of
more or less like-minded refugees in a tolerant or even sympathetic environment gave rise to an exchange of news and ideas, and
occasional cooperation in practical matters. Since political exile was a permanent condition in Europe throughout the period, the
refugee networks sometimes changed — liberals and nationalists were followed by socialists and anarchists —, but suspicion re-
mained constant. The appearance of cross-border organisations of workers (= Media Link #c1), in a context of class conflict which
was violently illustrated by the Paris Commune of 1871, renewed accusations of conspiracy. The International Working Men's Asso-
ciation, founded in 1864, was declared a secret society in various countries. In fact, though, institutions like the trade unions at the
basis of the IWMA, even when they had clandestine beginnings, signalled the gradual transition from predominantly closed to open
forms of organisation (= Media Link #02).50
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In spite of Metternich's misgivings — or those uttered by Benjamin Disraeli (1804—1881) (= Media Link #c3) in Britain®" — it would
seem that coordination, as it existed between secret societies, took place ad hoc between individual organisers, and never or only
very rarely under the aegis of anything resembling an interorganisational structure. After all, building a secret society is in itself a
formidable task, and keeping it alive is difficult. Apart from the question of funding, founders face the problem of maintaining inter-
est among its members, especially if their aims are long-term; and losing members is inherently risky.52 As arule, therefore, the se-
cret society is an ephemeral structure. It is not surprising that the documented attempts to coordinate two or more organisations
(like Mazzini's Giovine Europa ("Young Europe"), founded in 1834 to unite the national liberation movements of various European
countries) hardly got off the ground.53
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This state of affairs is not incompatible with the fact that knowledge (= Media Link #c4) and networks could be conveyed from one
conspirator to the next, leaving an impression of continuity and expansion. Consider the case of Bakunin, whose life as a wander-
ing person in exile was not untypical among the organisers of secret societies. Born in a Russian family that counted several promi-
nent Decembrists among its members, in his youth he fell for the ideas of Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814) (= Media Link #c5)
about the "vocation of the scholar",>* which shaped his own conception of the duties of a moral elite. In the 1840s, he met repre-
sentatives of virtually all major conspiratorial traditions in Germany, Switzerland, Italy, Poland, Belgium, and France; he even went
on a walking tour in the Swiss Alps with August Follen (1794-1855) (= Media Link #c6), the former Burschenschafter (member of a
German student fraternity). Bakunin organised secret societies in 1848-1849 and, after his return from Siberia in 1861, until the
mid-1870s. He had become a Freemason and used his Masonic contacts, notably in Sweden and Italy, when he tried to create an
underground international organisation from 1863 onwards. Having absorbed much of the living history of these societies, he in turn
inspired groups in Spain, Italy, and Russia that followed his example for many years to come. In this way, Bakunin was part of a
chain that linked practices rather than organisations.
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Ways of Hiding: Associations and Their Strategies

All'in all, secrecy would seem to be the only common denominator discernible among secret societies, yet even this is not a simple
matter. Organisations may hide their aims, their rules, their rites, their members, a combination of this, or their very existence. They
can do so under external pressure or following their own free will. And this can change over time, or at any rate be perceived in a
different light by changing observers, for the definition of secrecy itself was in constant flux in much of Europe since the waning of
the Middle Ages. The increasing profitability of commercial secrets as well as of their disclosure, the secularization of political
thought, the religious struggles with consequences as diverse as Nicodemism (i. e., pretending to have another religion in order to
avoid prosecution) and the Baroque, the meandering rise of modern science (= Media Link #c8), the birth of public opinion (= Me-
dia Link #c9) — all of these developments were incessantly tugging at the borders of public and private secrecy and openness.55
A23

In this confusing context, it helps to distinguish between two different modes of secrecy in associations. The first, which might be la-
belled "clandestinity", is a condition usually imposed by the prohibitions or hostility of powerful outsiders, even if this may have
been provoked by the victim itself, as in the case of a criminal gang. Minority groups anywhere often are or have been involuntarily
clandestine for some time. By contrast, the second mode, proper "secrecy", is defined from the inside. Here, the organisation pos-
sesses privileged knowledge it wants to hide from those deemed unfit or unworthy, for its ideas "patiuntur ... iacturam cum lo-
guacibus et incredulis animis ingeruntur".56 Indeed, some associations would even consider themselves not as in possession of,
but as giving limited access to an inexpressible secret.”’
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This distinction translates into another loose classification which was first suggested with regard to the evolution of Buonarroti's se-
cret societies. A course from a "French" to a "German" type of secret society can be distinguished. The first, so named because of
its "tipica confluenza di un elemento giacobino e di un elemento militare" ("typical accordance of a Jacobinical and a military ele-
ment"), followed the model of the "vera e propria cospirazione politica" ("true and proper political conspiracy"). It found its expres-
sion in the 1796 Conjuration des Egaux ("Conspiracy of Equals") founded by Francois Noél (Gracchus) Babeuf (1760-1797) (=
Media Link #ca). The second and later type, resembling the concept of an association that "non € piu solo meccanismo di urto, ma
anche sviluppo e palestra di quella 'filosofia' che deve render possibile la riforma della societa", demanded a quasi-permanent,
semi-professional activity that might be called "metapolitica per la netta distinzione che vi si introduce fra la societa civile sulla
guale agire e il gruppo settario liberatosi dalla corruzione e daII'ignoranza".58 In the terms of our earlier differentiation, the "French"
type tended towards clandestinity, the "German" type towards secrecy.
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Although the differences between "clandestine" and "secret", "French" and "German" can be easily overstated, two ideal types are
unmistakably recognizable among the political secret societies of 19th-century Europe. Organisations of the "French" type were
aiming at the conquest of political power in the short run, if necessary through a pronunciamento.59 Accordingly, in France, Spain,
and ltaly, liberal officers were for a long time overrepresented in secret societies, and all-military conspiracies were far from rare. Of
course, these associations — from the Charbonnerie to the Blanquists and from La Giovine Italia ("Young Italy") to the Fenians® —
held strong political ideas, but their programmes were practical rather than philosophical. Their membership was always larger, and
often much larger than that of the "German"-type associations. They were in many ways still-clandestine forerunners of the modern
political parties, but also symbols of national independence and unity over much of Europe.61
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"German'-type associations were smaller and rarer. The London-based Communist League, founded by Karl Marx (1818-1883) (=
Media Link #cb) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) (= Media Link #cc) in 1847, was among them. So were the post-1863 organisa-
tions of Bakunin, who like Buonarroti evolved from a "French" to a "German" model. Nor would it be too bold to include the Bolshe-
vik party created by Vladimir I. Lenin (1870-1924) (= Media Link #cd) in 1903.%2 All of them were not so much conceived for the
short-term goal of insurrection as for the strategic leadership of a long revolutionary process that was not expected to be completed
during their founder's lifetime. On the contrary, it was supposed to continue for a considerable time after the insurrectional moment.
They had a fundamentally international, universalist perspective, which substantiated their claim to be the vanguard of a vast his-
toric movement. In this respect, it seems 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.®?
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Towards the Margins: Secret Societies After 1900



In spite of the continuous acerbic polemics surrounding the secret societies, there can be little doubt that by the last quarter of the
19th century the phenomenon had begun to decline, at least in Western Europe. With the extension of the right to vote, the im-
provement of education and the growth and acceptance of open associations, secret societies became less attractive to the radical
liberals and socialists who had been their most ardent organisers. Secrecy began to follow a path already implied by Immanuel
Kant (1724-1804) (= Media Link #cg) when he wrote that the existence of secret societies is an indicator of a lack of freedom.®*
Where representative democracy was absent or slow to appear, clandestinity could be a rational response to a repressive state; in-
deed, the very existence of the clandestine condition was an indictment of that state and an argument in favour of the opposition.65
It is true that political secret societies continued to be created on the margins of Europe, but from the late 19th century onwards
they began to reject the label. Paradoxically, in 1914, when their power seemed to reach its zenith as a member of Smrt ili Zivot
("Death or Life") fired the bullet (= Media Link #ch) that would kill Franz Ferdinand of Austria (1863-1914) (= Media Link #cj), trig-
gering the First World War which would bring down four empires, the halcyon days of the secret societies were over.
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