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      Introduction
    


    
      In 2004 a best-selling novel, The Da Vinci Code, by Dan Brown told readers that the freemasons were
      descended from the Knights Templar. It is a great story, and as the author makes clear, part of a work of
      fiction. Somehow these fictions pass into fact. In November of the same year, Disney Productions released a
      feature film, National Treasure, about how the founding fathers left behind secret buried treasure. They
      were prone to secrecy because they were freemasons. Another great story, this one partly true. Some of the
      founding fathers, like George Washington and Benjamin Franklin, were freemasons. Before 2004 was out, people
      would be asking why the freemasons liked to bury treasure. In the late 1990s a furor erupted in Britain with
      enemies of the freemasons claiming that masonic policemen released criminals if they belonged to the order. To
      counter this bad press, a devotee wrote a history of freemasonry in which he claimed that they were descended
      from a group of reformers in the seventeenth century who called themselves Rosicrucians.1 No evidence was offered for that fictive story, but
      the author did at least cast a cold eye on the story about the freemasons and the Knights Templar. Separating
      masonic facts from masonic fictions can be difficult.
    


    
      As a historian who has written about eighteenth-century freemasonry, I get asked all the time—even by the company
      doing the film for Disney Productions—if the freemasons descended from the medieval Knights Templar, if the eye
      and triangle on the back of the American dollar bill was meant to be masonic, and not least, what are the secrets
      so guarded by the freemasons? This book attempts to answer some of those questions by looking at the first
      century of freemasonry, at its founding decades in eighteenth-century Europe. Reading about that history should
      dispel the notion about the Knights Templar as the origin of the masonic movement. But it should do more.
      Historical understanding asks readers to try to imagine what men like George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Paul
      Revere, General Lafayette, and Voltaire (admitted late in life), Mozart, and the German poet Goethe might have
      found appealing in their masonic lodges.
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        FIGURE 1. Let us join him. This angel is knocking on the temple door for the secrets found in
        the anonymous “exposure,” the frontispiece to De Metselaar ontmomd [sic], of het rechte geheim der
        vryemetselaaren ontdekt … 1753 (Arnhem: Jacob Nyhoff). With permission from the masonic library, Prins
        Frederik Cultural Masonic Center, The Hague; copyright Grand East of the Netherlands.
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        FIGURE 2. George Washington’s masonic apron. With permission of the Masonic Library and Museum
        of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia.
      

    


    
      I want to remove the veil from a secret society that turns out not to be very secret at all.
      I want to read the original European books and archives from the eighteenth century and see what thousands of
      men—among them, in the colonies, our founding fathers—and a few thousand women saw, what ideals the lodges sought
      to impart, what activities they promoted. I want to get closer to actual lives, but also to larger questions
      about the political implications of masonic membership. How did a private society dedicated to equality and
      fraternity cope with the pressures coming from a deeply hierarchical society, that was also increasingly
      dominated by market transactions, by wealth as distinct from birth. Those pressures mirror the tensions inherent
      in modern democracies, between the ideals of equality and the messy reality of status, wealth, privilege, and
      day-to-day inequality.
    


    
      Much of what this book reveals depends upon European sources. American freemasonry derived directly from its
      British counterpart (as imported by Benjamin Franklin), and going back to the source of it all makes the most
      sense. I am also trained as a European and not an American historian, and I have not walked the archival terrain
      in the American libraries of the East Coast, the way I have in Europe. For the American side of the story, a
      fuller account can be found in the superb book by Steven Bullock, Revolutionary Brotherhood.2
    


    
      Perhaps American readers of this book will also be drawn to it because civic life at present seems so relatively
      impoverished. We join fewer groups; the average rate of membership in civic organizations is about one-tenth as
      large today as it was thirty years ago.3 Voluntary associations that radically crossed class lines have largely disappeared, replaced
      by advocacy groups or professional associations.4 We may rightly marvel at a time when joining something like a lodge meant a commitment
      that could be life-long and that challenged assumptions about who could call himself a “brother,” someone who met
      with others, “upon the level,” to use the masonic phrase. The need for entertainment, stimulation, possibly an escape from rigidity in clan and chapel, led some eighteenth century men—and
      women—to seek the fellowship of freemasonry. This was true for American whites and blacks. For the latter, black
      lodges offered the possibility of self-governance. Documenting the history of masonic lodges in the old and new
      worlds of the eighteenth century can, however, be difficult. In some cases old world lodges felt that what they
      were doing was so important that historical records needed to be carefully preserved. But other lodges,
      especially those for—and then by—women left only traces.
    


    
      Over the years I have visited just about every masonic library in western Europe. In the 1970s I started this
      search for the historical reality of freemasonry by asking for permission to begin where the original lodges
      began, in London in the 1690s. I wrote to the Library of the Grand Lodge of Great Britain, in Freemasons’ Hall on
      Great Queen Street, right in the heart of Soho, and requested permission to visit and read in its manuscript
      archives. The answer was a flat “no.” Why? Because at that time the records were closed to all nonmasons. In
      response I pointed out that, unlike many European Grand Lodges, the British one would not admit women as
      freemasons. Hence, with impeccable logic, I pleaded that the rule should not apply to me. They never answered
      that letter.
    


    
      Times have changed, especially for British freemasons. Now all scholars have access to their library, everything
      is open. The early history of how English and Scottish guilds of stonemasons evolved into the freemasons of the
      eighteenth century is still incomplete, but in broad outline the story is now basically understood. The Scottish
      records as early as the 1650s show local guilds in need of cash admitting relatives, or prominent figures with
      philosophical interests who were non-masons. This process began as early as the sixteenth century, and one aspect
      of it must have been the intellectual interests of Scottish masons. The masters among them, like master masons
      elsewhere, knew geometry and acted in effect like architects. They were also steeped in the mysticism commonplace
      to the Renaissance, a tradition that imagined arts like architecture and alchemy provided
      clues to the underlying principles of nature. Among the earliest Scottish records—so brilliantly illuminated by
      David Stevenson—we see all of these traditions attracting learned gentlemen, some also drawn to the new
      science.5
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        FIGURE 3. Engraving from De Almanack der Vrye Metzeiaaren … 1780 (Amsterdam: Willem
        Coertze, Jr.), showing a young man who seeks admission to the lodge, brought blindfolded before those who will
        soon be his brothers. His chest is bare to prove he is a man and he is about to initiated into the “secrets” of
        the order. The master of the lodge sits waiting to receive him. The habit of revealing in print what was
        supposedly secret appears early in the history of freemasonry. With permission of the masonic library, Prins
        Frederik Cultural Masonic Center, The Hague; copyright Grand East of the Netherlands.
      

    


    
      The most interesting question raised by the process of converting lodges of stonemasons into enclaves of literate
      gentlemen, educated professionals, and a few tradesmen concerns not the breakdown of the exclusivity of the
      guilds under the pressure of market forces, but rather why so many men who had never lifted a brick wanted to
      join. Why did freemasonry become so respectable, or controversial, and spread to every
      country where Westerners had colonies? What was it that made freemasonry so appealing that we reckon its
      membership in the tens of thousands by 1750—and that included perhaps a thousand women. By 1780 there was barely
      a French town that did not have a lodge, and prominent and well-educated men and some women flocked to them. The
      growth of the lodges happened even in Catholic countries like France, despite the 1738 decree from Rome that
      prohibited Catholics from being freemasons. Taking Europe and America as a whole by 1789—the year of the French
      Revolution—well over a hundred thousand men had taken the masonic oath to the Grand Architect of the universe.
      There were more than four hundred lodges in Britain alone. A set of values and practices must have appealed
      across geographic, religious, and class barriers.
    


    
      Getting answers to the questions about the appeal of daily life as a freemason, as well as about their political
      and economic attitudes and values, meant visiting even more masonic libraries. In Europe I quickly discovered
      that other, far more sinister visitors, had preceded me. In 1940, when the Nazis invaded the Low Countries and
      France, within twenty four hours they burst into the libraries and archives of the freemasons and confiscated all
      their records. They believed in the existence of a Jewish-Masonic conspiracy that sought to rule in every country
      through secrecy and corruption. The confiscated records were sent back to Berlin, where Hitler had set up an
      entire institute to research the contours of the conspiracy and reveal it to the world.6 In the occupied countries elaborate exhibitions
      were opened in the confiscated masonic buildings. They were meant to show the nature of the enemy faced by the
      Germans, who put up pictures of Churchill, the king of England, and Roosevelt in masonic garb. Many now-aged
      Dutch and French freemasons whom I have met in these libraries joined the Resistance and the lodges so that they
      could be just like Churchill and Roosevelt (who were indeed freemasons). Getting at the eighteenth-century
      history of the lodges and their appeal meant cutting through a century or more of fictions
      about the freemasons as conspiratorial, or anti-Christian, or just corrupt and degenerate.
    


    
      The story of Nazi confiscation and antimasonic propaganda has a bizarre ending. In 1945 the Russian army seized
      the contents of the Berlin institute and shipped it back to Moscow. There the records stayed hidden, until
      finally in the late 1990s the Putin government, burdened by debt to the European countries, agreed to return
      them.
    


    
      Beginning in 2000, with more still to come, huge trucks journeyed from Moscow to Paris, Brussels, and The Hague,
      returning the lost masonic treasures. By far the largest shipment went to the French freemasons, and it is now
      possible to see new records about Franklin’s masonic activities in Paris during the 1780s, or to trace the
      history of freemasonry in entire cities, like Bordeaux, long thought lost forever in 1940. Yet, make no mistake
      about it, the Jewish-masonic conspiracy theory lurks in far-right, often fascist ideologies still extant,
      although largely purged from European and American hate-mongering. The Protocols of the Elders of Zion
      (1897), the ground-zero text of twentieth-century anti-Semitism, devoted a chapter to the Jewish-masonic
      conspiracy and thousands of copies continue to circulate, largely in the Middle East.7
    


    
      In America, freemasonry has on the whole been far less controversial than in Europe. In Boston in the 1920s
      freemasons openly paraded, and many a small town’s July 4 parade would be disappointing without the local lodge
      proudly atop their float. But in Europe during the eighteenth century powerful forces found freemasonry
      threatening. The lodges were a British import and often seen as instruments of British foreign policy. The
      Catholic Church spied in the lodges an alternative religion, and it disapproved of the lodge practice of holding
      frequent elections. That smacked of republicanism, not the absolute monarchies so beloved by the Church.
    


    
      Making matters even more complicated, the freemasons themselves took in myths and fables and proclaimed them as
      true history. Freemasonry, they claimed, began at the building of Solomon’s Temple. Late in
      the eighteenth century, freemasons looked back to the medieval Knights Templar and the shadowy Rosicrucians of
      the seventeenth century, assuming that if they had been secret then modern freemasons must be descended from
      them. The illogic persists among freemasons and their few remaining enemies—as well as untutored devotees—in the
      West. My task in the pages that follow is to separate out the myths and fictions, however charming, from what the
      historical records can tell us.
    


    
      In chapter 1 I will take a general approach to the phenomenon of
      eighteenth-century freemasonry, to get its chronology straight and clear away some of the debris left from
      stories about the Knights Templar, the Rosicrucians, and other shadowy groups. Chapter 2 will try to get closer to what living as a freemason may have meant. Masonic almanacs
      and pocket diaries will be examined for what they can tell us about their users, or at the very least what the
      publishers of such items thought would please masonic brothers and sisters as consumers. In chapter 3 the extraordinary tendency of the lodges to become interested in
      how to govern will take center stage. All lodges claimed to admit according to merit, not birth or wealth. They
      focused on secret passwords, rituals, and a great deal of merrymaking. But willy-nilly, and oftentimes
      unselfconsciously, they proceeded to set up governments in microcosm, complete with elections, officers, and
      taxes.
    


    
      However interested in new forms of governance, freemasons nonetheless had to live in the real world. Chapter 4 will explore how the masonic claim of being a fraternity that was
      a meritocracy worked in a market—and money-drive—society that was also deeply hierarchical. At the core of that
      chapter are plaintive letters of the 1780s from French brothers and sisters sent into the Grand Lodge of France,
      asking—sometimes demanding, other times begging—for charitable assistance. Who got charity from the lodges and
      under what circumstances brings us closer to knowing how people could live in a world where, in fact, merit
      counted for little, yet where people believed that it did, or at the least, that it should
      determine one’s place or reward in society. Finally, chapter 5
      turns to the volatile issue of what the lodges did about women, particularly in France, where their membership
      was significant and can be documented. We will see that the actual records from eighteenth-century lodges, as
      opposed to the inherited myths, can be quite revealing all by themselves.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 1
    


    
      Origins
    


    
      In 1717, four old London lodges consolidated and a remarkable social organization emerged. They formed the Grand
      Lodge of London, an umbrella organization to which other British, and eventually even foreign lodges would give
      their affiliation, and then as their numbers grew, seek to imitate. Within decades Benjamin Franklin brought the
      freemasonry he had learned in London to Philadelphia. From this rather simple beginning grew an organization that
      by 1750 was steeped in controversy yet growing in popularity in both Europe and America.1
    


    
      Who were these masons, why did they form a “Grand Lodge”? Were there no masons before 1717? Masons, carpenters,
      bakers, bell makers, barber-surgeons had all been protected and supervised by guilds for centuries in many
      European countries. Medieval and early modern guilds provided social life, benefits, wage protection, and quality
      control over skills and finished goods.2 The identity of members and hence their right to work in places far from home was protected by
      secret words and handshakes. A worker who knew them was truly a member of the guide. Frequently, the guild
      masters acted in concert with town officials to maintain order and to ensure the stability of prices and wages as
      well as the quality of work.3 But of the many medieval artisan crafts, only the masons’ guilds survived the transition into
      modern market conditions by becoming something other than a protective and disciplining club for workers, by
      becoming freemasonry. 4
    


    
      In seventeenth-century urban Scotland and England, where the open, unprotected wage economy had become far
      advanced relative to the rest of Europe, lodges saw their numbers dwindle. They began to
      admit nonmasons largely because their dues were needed. The guild system had essentially broken down, and if
      buildings were to be built, capital was needed. What began out of necessity transformed this one guild into a
      voluntary society; in the process few of the original stonemasons found a place. Thus began a transformation that
      is sometimes called the transition from operative to speculative masonry; let us just call it the transition from
      masonic guild to freemasonry. The four London lodges must have gone through such a process. We meet them only in
      1717 when the existence of the Grand Lodge became known. But the great English architect, Sir Christopher Wren,
      had been asked to head the London lodges as early as 1710—one of the few pieces of information we have about them
      before 1717.5
    


    
      Besides conviviality and fellowship, the masonic lodges held other cultural attractions for merchants and
      gentlemen. Master masons were literate and known for their mathematical and architectural skills, particularly
      with fortifications, military and urban. The myth and lore associated with the lodges tied the geometrical skills
      of the masters with ancient learning supposedly inherited from the legendary Egyptian priest, Hermes
      Trismegistes.6 He was
      thought to have taught Moses and to have transmitted a mystical understanding of the heavens that included a
      dedication to mathematics. Educated nonmasons may have been attracted to the lodges because of orally transmitted
      legends about their antiquity, and because in them the prosperous found useful men skilled in architecture and
      engineering. The mystical, in the form of the Hermetic tradition, combined with the utilitarian to bond brothers
      who became increasingly interested in the first, while shedding the second.7
    


    
      Two individuals stand out from the transitional period of masonry as practiced by simple stone workers, to
      masonry as a new form of social fraternizing. One of the earliest nonmasons to be admitted into a lodge in the
      1650s was Sir Robert Moray, a Scot, a man of the new science associated with Bacon and Descartes, and a military
      engineer. He was also one of the founders of the Royal Society of London and a key player in
      the English civil wars. Moray, like the Oxford antiquarian, Elias Ashmole, who also accepted membership in a
      lodge in that decade, may have believed that masonry put him closer to the oldest tradition of ancient wisdom,
      associated with Hermes, out of which mathematics and the mechanical arts were said to have been nourished. Moray
      always signed his letters with his masonic emblem—a mark of his dedication to the ancient craft. For his part,
      Ashmole dabbled in alchemy (as did his contemporary Sir Isaac Newton) and may be described as a seeker after
      ancient lore and wisdom.8 By
      the 1690s more and more gentlemen like Moray and Ashmole, some merchants, and others who were denizens of London
      political life had been brought into the lodges.
    


    
      The details of the historical process by which, after 1650, a guild of workers evolved into a voluntary society
      of gentlemen are probably forever lost. While there are Scottish records, the English ones have mostly
      disappeared. As we will see with greater detail in Chapter 4, one
      lodge in Dundee, Scotland, shows nonmasons being admitted throughout the seventeenth century, but by 1700 the
      gentlemen have taken charge of the lodge.9 The Scottish historian, David Stevenson, sees Scotland as the home of modern
      freemasonry.10 It
      was—since lodges there were the first to become social clubs for the genteel. But the freemasonry of the
      eighteenth-century Enlightenment—the fraternity, ideals and constitution exported to continental Europe—encoded
      not the local Scottish customs and clan governance, but the institutions and constitutional ideals originating in
      the English Revolution against royal absolutism.
    


    
      A manuscript from 1659, now housed in the Royal Society of London, makes the link between ancient wisdom and
      national governance. “This Craft … founded by worthy Kings and Princes and many other worshipful men” prescribes
      dedication to the seven liberal arts, particularly geometry. Hermes taught it and he was “the father of Wisemen
      [who] found out the two pillars of Stone whereon the Sciences were written and taught them
      forth, and at the making of the Tower of Babylon there was the craft of masonry found….”11 The manuscript narration about “Free Masons’
      Word and Signs,” gives away its contemporary milieu, the revolution of the 1640s, the birth of constitutional
      government bound by laws or rules. It speaks in passing about “parliament” and further admonishes its members:
      “You shall … truly observe the Charges in the Constitution.” It also invokes the ancient teacher and philosopher
      Hermes and the sciences that he taught. As we shall see in chapter
      3, the document had been collected by the new Royal Society because it was attempting to write a history of
      all the trades and crafts—a project it never completed.
    


    
      As the Oxford English Dictionary shows, the use of the term “constitution” to mean “rules, statutes, or
      charges” adopted by a body has few if any precedents prior to the 1650s. In that revolutionary decade, after the
      execution of Charles I in 1649, parliament enacted laws for the new republic. Simultaneously, voluntary societies
      with constitutions, however loosely structured, came into existence. At one point the 1659 document speaks
      quaintly of a French king as having been “elected,” at another it speaks of a biblical time when “the King … made
      a great Councell and parliament was called to know how they might find meanes” to provide for the
      unemployed.12 The English
      masons saw their history as inextricably bound up, not always happily, with the fate of kings and states. After
      1700 they also came increasingly to be associated with a new cultural movement in favor of religious toleration
      and the end of censorship, the Enlightenment. Where we find the word “constitutions” being used in French for the
      first time to denote the rules or statutes of an organization (in 1710) the context is masonic and employs terms
      like “brothers” and “Grand Master.”13
    


    
      Of the many forms of new social behavior to become an integral part of enlightened culture during the eighteenth
      century, freemasonry has been the most difficult to understand. Secretive, ritualistic, devoted in many Grand
      Lodges to hierarchy—that would be one set of characteristics! But the eighteenth-century lodges also consistently
      spoke about civic virtue and merit, about men meeting as equals, about the need for brothers
      to become philosophers, about their being “enlightened.” They said it in every European language: brothers must
      become in French éclairé, in Dutch verlichte, in German aufgeklärt.14 Such lofty ideals surfaced early in the
      transition from masonic guild to the society of freemasons. With ideals and myths went a set of ancient practices
      and beliefs born in the guilds, but capable of being given modern meaning. By late in the century the egalitarian
      logic had spread—particularly in France—where, as shall see in the last chapter, women flocked to the new “lodges
      of adoption.”
    


    
      Now seen to be enlightened, masonic practices such as elections, majority rule, orations by elected officials,
      national governance under a Grand Lodge, and constitutions—all predicated on an ideology of equality and
      merit—owed their origin to the growth of parliamentary power, to the self-confidence of British urban merchants
      and landed gentry, and not least, to a literature of republican idealism. John To-land, a major republican Whig
      activist of the early eighteenth century, and his patron the Lord Mayor of London, Sir Robert Clayton, can be
      linked directly to London lodges that may have formed the nucleus of the Grand Lodge.15 The masonic ideology of rising by merit, which
      justified egalitarian fraternizing among men of property free to chose their governors, belonged first and
      foremost to the English republican tradition. This identity did not prevent the lodges from being hierarchical
      and everywhere eager for aristocratic patronage, but it did ultimately tilt the lodges in the direction of being
      schools for government—more, rather than less, democratic government.
    


    
      Such practices when taken onto the European Continent played into the love of secrecy found in court culture and
      imitated by elites, but in the new lodges secrecy and clubbing also inspired new degrees and ceremonies, and new
      political aspirations. By the later part of the century imitations of freemasonry appeared: such were the radical
      Illuminati founded in Bavaria in 1776.16 They were an overtly political group, eager to reform German society. In general, whether in
      Europe or America, masonic lodges sought never to be overtly political, never to take sides
      publicly. But the format of the lodge offered a template that other groups could imitate or embrace; it also
      offered men and some women the chance to imagine that they governed themselves competently.
    


    
      The 1720s in London were critically important. The decade spawned the earliest lodges of literate gentlemen where
      few, if any, working stonemasons can be found. The evidence before 1717 shows lodges of gentlemen in London by
      the 1690s. Somewhere before 1717 the great architect, Sir Christopher Wren, presided as Grand Master, and the
      Grand Lodge took shape. By the 1730s the engraved picture that celebrated the lodges, and came from a Dutch
      source, had over one hundred meeting in pubs and claimed Sir Richard Steele, the great journalist of the period,
      as their guiding spirit.17
    


    
      Sometime between the 1690s and 1723, when the Grand Lodge of London published its soon to be famous and often
      translated, Constitutions, the lodges became ever more fashionable.18 The use of the plural, rather than the singular “constitution”
      in the 1723 document revealed it as an amalgam of various constitutions used by individual lodges. The term was
      unmistakably English. At this time in French, une constitution denoted the fact that a thing, like the
      human body, or eventually the government of a country, is composed of its constituent parts. The body’s
      constitution is merely the sum of its organs and limbs, healthy or diseased. Only gradually in eighteenth-century
      French did the term come to denote rules and statutes, or an activity, as in a law not being constitutional and
      hence useless, or as in government by contract made by men who give it a constitution. That usage appears in a
      French book about the English “revolution” published in 1719.19 As early as the first decade of the century, by contrast, the
      Grand Lodge of London was being constituted and governed by its brothers who have become very secular indeed.
    


    
      The secular, even outrageously nonreligious side of freemasonry appeared very early in its history. The papers of
      John Toland now preserved in the British Library tell the story. He kept one meeting record
      of a group living in The Hague (where he was at the time), and, although written in French by men who had never
      been to England, the meeting used masonic words and phrases. They called one another “brother,” they had a Grand
      Master, and constitutions, and they practiced secrecy.20
    


    
      Thus in one of the early French documents from the new century that describes a voluntary society, we find a
      libertine and masonic group that met under their statutes or constitutions. The libertinism appears in the
      list of food and drink, and in the noticeable deterioration of the handwriting as the meeting proceeds.
      Associates of this group, among them a man who would become the leader of Amsterdam freemasonry, Jean Rousset de
      Missy, put into circulation the most outrageous document of a century filled with heresy. It argued that Jesus,
      Moses and Mohammed had been the three great imposters.21 Even Voltaire was horrified by it when he read it.
    


    
      Not surprisingly, the club, or society in The Hague, or as they called themselves, the order was composed not of
      English visitors, but of French Huguenot booksellers, journalists, publishers and probably one or two local men
      of science.22 Many of its
      signatories were associates of the secretary of the group, the French refugee, Prosper Marchand. This French
      Protestant journalist, whose manuscripts are now housed at the University Library in Leiden, left behind one of
      the most important sources of information about early Continental freemasonry. He, or his friends, knew Toland
      who had traveled extensively on the Continent. Marchand and Rousset de Missy corresponded as close personal
      friends right up to Marchand’s death in 1756. His last will and testament shows a palsied hand that wrote about
      religious ceremonies as “vain and contemptible.”23 A lodge could appeal to the uprooted, the mercantile, and the cosmopolitan, or the
      heretical: it was of ancient origin, democratic in its ethos, associated with the most advanced form of
      government to be found in Europe, and capable of being molded to one’s tastes while offering charity and
      assistance to all brothers.
    


    
      The group in The Hague used masonic terms like “Grand Master” while basically devoting
      themselves to eating and drinking. Yet among Marchand’s closest friends, Rousset de Missy, another refugee, led
      Amsterdam freemasonry and became a political agent first for the House of Orange and then for the Austrians. His
      lifelong passion included a hatred of French absolutism, while in religion he privately described himself as a
      “pantheist.”24 The word
      had been invented by Toland to describe his personal creed.25 Rousset passionately loved his lodge in Amsterdam and wanted
      it to be a place where virtue and probity, tied to no religion, could be cultivated.
    


    
      A mason of any lodge had to be “of the religion of that country or nation whatever it was,” but the 1723
      Constitutions said that “tis now thought more expedient only to oblige [the freemason] to that religion in
      which all men agree.”26 In
      deference to the deep religious divisions in Britain, freemasonry endorsed a minimalist creed which could be
      anything from theism to pantheism and atheism. Not surprisingly, the lodges in England had a high representation
      of Whigs and scientists, while in Paris at mid-century the freemason Helvétius was a materialist and in
      Amsterdam, Rousset de Missy was a pantheist. The great political theorist, Montesquieu, also a freemason, was
      probably some kind of deist. In both London and Amsterdam Jewish names can be found in the lodge records. In
      France there were lodges for both Protestants and Catholics, indeed even actors, often scorned in polite society,
      were admitted. In one Paris lodge letters between brothers mention a “Negro trumpeter” in the King’s
      regimen.27 Rarely do lodge
      ceremonies, even in Catholic countries, contain overtly Christian language.
    


    
      When the Catholic Church condemned lodge membership in 1738 it objected that freemasonry constituted a new form
      of religion. It also condemned frequent elections as being republican.28 For some men freemasonry expressed new beliefs that were
      tolerant and endorsed practices ultimately at odds with traditional religiosity and monarchical absolutism. The
      Church’s condemnation only made the lodges more attractive to the secular-minded and the progressive. It is
      hardly surprising that by 1750 membership in a masonic lodge had come to denote enthusiasm
      for the new, enlightened ideas, although not necessarily for the materialism and atheism associated with some of
      the philosophes.
    


    
      Thanks to the records that came back from Moscow only in 2000, the evidence is now clear that in the 1740s in
      France women also belonged to lodges. A note on the bottom of one record mentions the local women’s lodge in
      Bordeaux. In The Hague in 1751 a lodge of men and women used French as its first language and left a list of its
      officers in both the masculine and the feminine, Le Maitre, La Maitresse, and so on. Local actors and
      actresses in the Comédie française housed in the town fraternized with nobleman and wealthy merchants.29 They were even attacked for doing
      so by a local abbé. Traditionally we see eighteenth-century women as less attracted to the heresies associated
      with the Enlightenment than men. But the masonic ceremonies we can trace to them suggest an ability to be just as
      secular as their brothers. We will learn more about these women in Chapter five.
    


    
      But the lodges were about more than social and intellectual life. The self-governance of lay elites outside of
      confraternities or town councils, and operating in local groups joined on a national scale, was rare in
      continental Europe during the eighteenth century. Within the masonic lodges as they spread first to the Dutch
      Republic and France, then as far east as Prague and Moscow, and as far west as Philadelphia and Cap Français
      (Haiti), secular-minded, affluent men, and some women, began governing themselves: in colonial settings as part
      of their empires, at home as part of their localities and through the Grand Lodges, their nations. Lodge
      membership became a symbol of independence from clerical authority and a sign of political maturity. It also
      became one means of insuring cultural cohesion among Europeans in their colonies, an expression of imperial
      status just like that offered by the churches and scientific societies.
    


    
      Government ministers, state employees, liberal professionals like lawyers, doctors and teachers, as well as
      merchants, flocked to join the lodges. In Sweden the entire court from the king and his
      ministers on down joined lodges that were feted at the royal palace.30 There, as in Britain and the American colonies, the lodges
      paraded in public, a sign of their acceptance. In Paris and The Hague British ambassadors played a role in
      spreading the fraternity. We know about the French connection because in the 1730s the police raided the Paris
      home of the British ambassador, Lord Waldegrave, in part because a lodge was meeting there.31 In Berlin by 1750 Frederick the
      Great used the lodges to enhance his own cultlike following. In Vienna in the 1780s Joseph II’s influence
      permeated the lodges where Mozart sought out his musical commissions.
    


    
      Everywhere they spread, the lodges also denoted relative affluence, drinking, and merrymaking. Despite their
      conspicuous consumption, the lodges were also places that sought to instill decorum, at least before dinner.
      Modifying the behavior of men helped to internalize discipline and manners. In London lodges would sometimes take
      over the theater for a performance, and there is evidence that brothers behaved better than audiences did
      typically. The habits of listening and silence in theaters and concerts developed only slowly, largely by the
      second half of the eighteenth century and as part of a general growth of decorum, politeness, and interiority.
      The masonic lodges played a role in that self-disciplining process. The Enlightenment needs to be seen as a
      complex mix of new ideas as well as habits: public discussion, sociability, private, uncensored reading. All
      required a new, more commonplace sense of an inner self that took pride in discipline and decorum. Lodges, like
      other forms of sociability, helped to instill it.
    


    
      In every European country masonic dues were substantial (although graded by ability to pay), and each lodge came
      to possess a social persona and to give loyalty to a national Grand Lodge. Some lodges spurned anyone but the
      noble-born; others were entirely for students or doctors. Some lodges admitted lowly merchants, even actors;
      others banned them. Dues varied according to the means of the brothers and the relationship between the lodge and
      a brother was partly contractual, based upon dues paid, and partly filial.
    


    
      In the 1780s, when the French Grand Lodge was dispensing charity to brothers, widows, and
      aged women freemasons, their letters tell much about being caught between two worlds: one modern and based upon
      contract, the other essentially feudal and based upon birth and deference. As we will see in greater detail in
      chapter 4, in the same letter freemasons could beg and supplicate
      while noting that in their youth or wealth they had paid their dues, feted their brothers, and been good citizens
      in their respective lodges. They were owed assistance, they implied, yet they knew that it had to come from the
      aristocratic leadership of the Grand Lodge—hence they pleaded.
    


    
      Lodge membership could begin to resemble citizenship in a state, a presumed right to participate or even to
      govern. We can see this forward-looking aspect of lodge membership most clearly in the Austrian case. In the very
      Catholic Austrian territories after 1750 lodge membership signaled support for enlightened reform against the
      traditional privileges of the clergy. Men in the secular professions were drawn into such lodges. By the 1780s
      the Grand Lodge in Vienna worked with the government, in one instance to suppress lodges in the restless western
      colony of the southern Netherlands, Belgium. The Viennese Grand Lodge authorized only three lodges, closed down
      all others and drew up lists of appropriate members. In July 1786 the Vienna lodge proudly informed Joseph II
      that “the General Government of masonry is now in conformity with your edicts.”32 As we shall see in greater detail in Chapter 3, on this occasion a fraternal organization, commonplace in
      European civil society, assisted the state in remaking the contours of another colonial society under its
      jurisdiction.
    


    
      The masonic instinct for governance fueled identification with the center, with national institutions. In 1756
      when Dutch freemasons organized their national system of authority and governance, the Grand Lodge of the
      Netherlands, they adopted “the form” of the Estates General of the Republic. Furthermore they recommended it to
      German lodges that were having difficulty arriving at a comparable system of national cohesion. An Estates
      General, the Dutch said, could work as “the sovereign tribunal of the Nation.”33 They meant the masonic nation.
      Just like the Estates General where each province retained a high degree of sovereignty, in the Dutch lodges
      decentralized governance permitted independence. In the 1750s the Grand Master in The Hague, the Baron de
      Boetzelaer, spoke about the freemasons holding a “national assembly” there. At these assemblies the ceremonies
      placed brothers standing in rows, the first row symbolizing the “Staten van Holland,” the legislative body of the
      province of Holland.34
      After a detailed symbolic arrangement, they affirmed national unity. By the 1750s nationalism was rising
      throughout western Europe, possibly aided by masonic practices.
    


    
      Identity with the nation did not inhibit masonic cosmopolitanism. We see it in every major city where lodges
      might have regular visitors from anywhere in the Western world and its colonies, correspond likewise throughout
      the world, and yet, simultaneously, see the nation as a site where virtue and merit should be rewarded. In the
      early 1780s the lodge in Amsterdam entertained a brother from Philadelphia.35 We may easily imagine that the American Revolution, which
      the Dutch had partly financed, was high on the list of topics under discussion. The Enlightenment initiated
      reforming impulses that were felt in many areas, but its assault on privilege and corruption also suggested to
      secular-minded elites that new men were needed in government service. More than any other new form of
      sociability, the lodges became schools of government, places where the reformist impulses of the Enlightenment
      could be focused on one’s immediate surroundings, potentially on one’s immediate province or state. They were
      also places where brothers could hear a firsthand account of revolutions on distant shores as models for their
      own revolutions. In the late 1780s these broke out in Amsterdam and Brussels, most spectacularly in Paris.
    


    
      The masonic gestures imitative of national government can also be seen in the records of French freemasonry. In
      1738 in Paris a Jacobite refugee from Scotland, the Chevalier Ramsay, gave what became a famous oration, in which
      he said that freemasonry attempts to create “an entire spiritual nation.” Copies of the
      oration turn up in Reims, Dijon, and The Hague. In the 1760’s a piece of French masonic jewelry, confiscated from
      its Jewish engraver by the authorities in Brussels, displayed “the arms of France illuminating the attributes of
      freemasonry.”36 By the
      1770s the unified French lodges were focused on the institutions of central authority, beginning with a
      revitalized Grand Lodge.
    


    
      In 1774 the new Grand Lodge of Paris chose to establish a national assembly. Representatives came from all over
      the country and each had one vote.37 All were expected to pay taxes to the Grand Lodge. At the time of the first national
      assembly, no such institution existed in France. If a man or a woman was a freemason, might the conclusion be
      that masonic government was superior to what existed in France? In 1779 an orator in Grenoble lamented that “in
      our modern institutions where the form of government is such that the majority of subjects must stay in the place
      assigned them by nature, how is it possible to contribute to the common good?”38 In the 1770s the French Grand Lodge sought to contribute
      to the common good by having a public presence in Paris. The relationship between the French lodges and the state
      had gotten off to a bad start when, in the early 1740s, the chief minister of state, Cardinal Fleury, had them
      spied upon. By the 1770s the Grand Lodge presented a public face of absolute loyalty to church and crown. But
      ordinary brothers had begun to resent the sycophantic aristocrats who controlled it.
    


    
      In addition to a national representative assembly with one man, one vote, the Grand Lodge set up charity funds
      for brothers and sisters fallen on hard times. Seeing oneself as capable of constituting the polity and tending
      to its needs made freemasons into a new breed of political men—not necessarily disloyal or even republican—but
      with a new, and potentially dangerous, confidence about self-governance. In the case of charity they even
      supplanted the government in an age when governmental welfare was unknown. The freemasons did not cause the
      French Revolution of 1789, as the conspiracy theorists right up to the Nazis claimed, but they did make it more
      rather than less likely to happen.
    


    
      The same impulse to govern surfaced in the women’s lodges which spread rapidly on the
      Continent. In them women could identify themselves as enlightened, worship the God of Newtonian science, the
      Grand Architect, as He was called by the freemasons, invent rituals, and give orations. In one women’s ritual the
      principal figure was the Queen of the Amazons. She ran the ceremonies, despite the 1723 Constitutions,
      which had said that women could not even join lodges. The Queen initiated both men and women and her female
      officers had military titles. The catechism of the lodge called on women to recognize the injustice of men and to
      throw off the masculine yoke, to dominate in marriage and to claim equal wealth with men. In one ceremony the
      Queen holds the constitutions and queries the “Grand Patriarch:” How do men keep women under them? She then urges
      her sisters to cast off the bondage imposed by men, to regard as tyrants those who will not obey
      women.39 By the 1780s the
      lodges in France had become focuses for innovation, particularly in the area of relations between men and women.
    


    
      Freemasonry could make abstract ideals like reason, equality, and self-governance concrete, even if difficult to
      attain. By 1750 around fifty thousand European and American men had joined lodges; by 1785 there were probably
      well over fifteen hundred women freemasons. The colonial numbers are unknown, but the lodges, like the churches,
      spread with empire. They expressed the highest ideals articulated during the age of Enlightenment; they could
      also be places of exclusion, purposefully remote from peasants, workers, in many places women, and in all places
      slaves. Yet in their search for equality and merit, for self-governance, free speech and religious toleration,
      the lodges look to the future, toward human rights and egalitarian ideals. For that reason alone they would be
      hated by the enemies of democracy, both in the eighteenth century and also in some of the recently created
      emerging eastern European and Russian democracies. It is still possible to get into a taxi in Moscow and be told
      that the country is being run by Jews and freemasons.
    


    
      Many of these aspects of eighteenth-century freemasonry are explored in the pages ahead. We
      will examine the role of governance in the lodges and the symbiotic relationship between civil society and the
      growing power of the state. We will also look at the masonic charity funds that operated in France during the
      1780s and examine the tensions they reveal in a society soon to be convulsed by revolution. Women’s freemasonry
      also receives attention; it is a subject too long neglected in books about freemasonry. But before these specific
      topics can be broached, we need to know something about the daily lives and ideals of the fraternity.
    


    
      In the next chapter I try to give a sense of what daily life may have been like for brothers and sisters. We have
      a superb collection of pocket diaries or almanacs, largely from the Library of the Grand Lodge in The Hague,
      which tell us a great deal about what the user may have thought as he or she recorded tasks or appointments;
      checked for the times of coaches; and in rare moments of leisure, read the almanac with its masonic orations,
      engraved ceremonies, and moral admonitions. For its true believers freemasonry was meant to be lived, not simply
      joined. The most startling aspect of masonic day-to-day living lay in the penchant of the lodges to invent forms
      of governance. These began with dues and oaths of loyalty, but then extended to behavior that suggests
      citizenship: voting, orating before one’s brothers, setting the terms of officers and elections, and offering
      prescriptions for civic life within the lodge, even policing mores. Such habits have become harmless enough, but
      in the eighteenth century governance everywhere was the designated work of kings, churches, or elites. Blood and
      ordination counted in matters of government, but in the lodges—it was claimed—merit and discipline determined
      status. Perhaps it was inevitable that the enemies of democracy would come late in the century to blame the
      freemasons for its revolutionary manifestations.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 2
    


    
      Daily Lives as Measured in Masonic Time
    


    
      Getting at the daily rhythms or thoughts of people in the past presents a challenge. Today our lives would appear
      in outline in our daily diaries, written or electronic. Trips to the doctor mix with important events in personal
      and family life, also with information deemed necessary for daily living: phone numbers, holidays, days when the
      government closes and so on. Framed in day-to-day time we jot our lives down, almost in passing, perhaps never
      imagining that hundreds of years from now our pocket diaries might prove to be very interesting. Such daily
      jottings from the eighteenth century are rare, almost nonexistent. But we do possess multiple copies of the
      small, printed books, generally called almanacs, that people used to get at the information they needed, like the
      times of coaches, or about how to get around in a city, find the right merchant or court, or to look up the day
      of the week on which Christmas would fall. Seeing a specific market, publishers made such almanacs for
      freemasons. The way they record time, and provide readings to assist in its passage, especially concerns us.
    


    
      We would give the world to know how such an eighteenth-century diary was used, how personal events mixed with the
      printed outline of the year around which it would be lived. We would love to know whether women used their daily
      diaries differently from men; perhaps they took fewer coaches but needed to know the days of holidays more
      exactly. The information about actual use is probably lost forever. Neither in masonic nor in general pocket
      diaries—both often described as almanacs—do handwritten jottings appear with any frequency.
      Most times we have no idea who owned the diary, or even if particular copies preserved in libraries throughout
      Europe or America were anything more than part of a print overrun, just one copy that never got sold.
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        FIGURE 4. Frontispiece to De Almanach der Vrye Metzelaaren … 1780 (Amsterdam: Willem
        Coertze, Jr.), showing a woman holding a square and compasses. The use of women as allegorical figures was
        commonplace in masonic symbolism of the age. With permission of the masonic library, Prins Frederik Cultural
        Masonic Center, The Hague; copyright Grand East of the Netherlands.
      

    


    
      We can extrapolate from the printed contents of pocket almanacs as to what their
      publishers—especially when many of them were freemasons—thought would best sell the diaries or almanacs to a
      consumer. Masonic almanacs interest us most compellingly in this chapter, but they are best seen in light shone
      by general almanacs intended for any literate reader. One remarkable feature stands out that separates most
      masonic diaries from those aimed at a general audience. Most general diaries contained pious sentiments that
      invoked religious pieties and Godly thoughts. Not the masonic ones. In large measure their publishers cast the
      contents of diaries aimed at the fraternity in decidedly secular terms. It seems reasonable to suggest that
      publishers probably knew their audiences.
    


    
      Before we dwell upon the striking differences between masonic almanacs and ones aimed at the general public, some
      similarities are worth noting. At first, masonic and other diaries were hardly pocket-size, but by mid-century
      they began to resemble what we routinely carry with us today. They were light-weight, small, and hence fragile.
      Generally, eighteenth-century owners put their names in a diary’s margin, just as they occasionally recorded in
      cramped spaces important birth and death dates. Sometimes a personal note slipped through. Take an American entry
      that vividly reminds us of a lost world. An almanac jotting in a margin from one month in 1729 tells us that
      “Black Nanny died the 20th day.”1 But she is as unknowable as are most of the owners of pocket almanacs, masonic or non,
      slave-owning or not. In the paucity of available blank pages and in the absence of detailed jottings,
      eighteenth-century almanacs, generic or masonic, differ from our diaries, which first and foremost provide real
      space for a listing of our personal affairs. People in the eighteenth century must have kept such diurnal agendas
      in their heads, or put them in the traditional personal, sometimes confessional or spiritual
      diaries.2 Those, however,
      generally recorded events after they happened.
    


    
      We have few such poignant entries in European almanacs, masonic or otherwise, as the one about the death of an
      American slave nanny. Samples from the print runs of these small, fragile books nonetheless survive—to be found
      in multiple editions—because so many businessmen and travelers needed them. They were deeply utilitarian in
      purpose, yet interspersed with a wide variety of thoughts, aphorisms and pieties. Thus both general and masonic
      diaries give us glimpses, however nearly opaque, into the daily thoughts available to their users. The almanacs
      provided information about everything from coach times to the meeting hours of local courts and, in the case of
      diaries made for freemasons, the location of lodges in multiple cities. Eighteenth-century almanacs, whether
      masonic or generic, were meant to be predictive and reliable guides to the world at a glance. As a genre the
      almanac stretched well back into the early seventeenth century, but it came into its own, and into a mass
      circulation, largely in the eighteenth.3
    


    
      We focus on the diaries bought by freemasons and published especially for their use. The diaries allow us to inch
      our way closer to the lives of their masonic users, without letting us assume that the buyer subscribed to all
      the sentiments found in a diary. Perhaps inevitably, by the 1730s enterprising publishers saw the masonic market
      for such diaries and began to produce them with a style and content that they thought would sell. The repetition
      of themes and ideas suggest that by the mid-eighteenth century masonic formulas had emerged that were
      commercially successful enough to warrant repetition. Indeed, aside from farmers, freemasons were among the few
      groups whom publishers sought specifically to woo, and decade by decade masonic almanacs—as far as we can tell
      from what survives in libraries—became more numerous. The genre began in 1735 when William Smith, a London
      publisher, produced the first masonic “pocket companion,” as he called it.4
    


    
      Alas, not as many masonic pocket companions from Britain and America have survived as we would like. The best
      examples of such almanacs come from the Dutch Republic: there are boxes of them housed with
      meticulous care at the Library of the Grand East in The Hague. They could be in Dutch or French, since the latter
      language was used by many in the republic. Also with a French text the publisher had a larger, international
      audience. We can imagine such a diary selling in Belgium, Switzerland, France, or even Germany where the educated
      often used French.
    


    
      Mostly the masonic diaries found today in The Hague will provide our examples, bearing in mind that the ones in
      Dutch, like their British counterparts, were aimed at a largely Protestant audience. We would expect Catholics to
      be more wrapped in the daily liturgy of the saints in part because Protestants had frowned upon their cults,
      relics, and statues. Predictably the French diaries offered a diurnal religiosity and gave every day its proper
      saint. Neither religion had the edge, however, when it came to piety or a sense of the afterlife, the religious
      time-out-of-mind that promised salvation and that was plainly visible in the almanacs aimed at the larger public.
    


    
      Being involved in this secular world, hence the need for such a practical diary, could be seen by both Catholics
      and Protestants as a distraction from Godliness. This fear of worldliness may account for the overall pious tone
      adopted by generic diary after diary. After a user managed to catch the coach listed in an almanac, the time
      could be passed by the reading of pious texts. Thus the appearance of secular themes, and the general absence of
      a specified religion in masonic diaries—as seen in every European language—becomes distinctive. Such worldliness
      strikes the historian as particularly interesting. So too in the masonic diaries a remarkable cosmopolitanism
      surfaces and complements their generally secular stance. Seldom did a masonic diary fail to mention the locations
      of lodges in other countries, or events of importance wherever freemasons had an interest. A German masonic diary
      sang the praises of the local rulers and the protection they gave the lodges. Nary a religious theme appears;
      only the unity of the freemasons mattered.5
    


    
      Most nonmasonic diaries never cast their geographical gaze so far and wide. Some generic
      American ones, even in the years of the French Revolution, made no reference to events in Europe.6 Others did at least give an estimate
      of the population of the various European countries.7 But the English language diaries from both Britain and the American colonies did lay
      emphasis upon the chronology of the monarchy and who sat on the British throne at the moment. Whether general or
      masonic, diaries inculcated the broad outlines of royal government and dynastic succession. They achieved a
      timelessness, or regularity, as sure as the phases of the moon or the setting of the winter sun.
    


    
      One of the earliest American masonic diaries appears aimed at both a generic and a masonic audience; perhaps we
      have in it evidence of a publisher who hedged his bets. This early American diary also possessed distinctively
      American qualities. In contrast to the European diaries for freemasons, the American one gave an eccentric
      history of the origins of the order, one that laid emphasis upon the working men in the earliest lodges. In
      English, French, and Dutch language diaries the story of the origins of the fraternity stuck pretty close to the
      account given in Anderson’s Constitutions of 1723. It laid emphasis upon royal patronage and architects as
      the key to masonic evolution. We know, however, from the work of Steven Bullock that in the American colonies by
      the 1760s the lodges had become “ancient” and had broken with the orthodoxy of the Grand Lodge and its official
      history. The early American diary of 1764 bowed briefly in the direct of royal patronage for the order. Then,
      with a feisty tone, it said that the stonemasons, patronized by Edward III, “agreed upon Tokens etc. to know one
      another by, and to assist one another against being impressed and not to work unless free, and on their
      own terms”; hence they were called freemasons. It even said that the fraternity in those olden days enjoyed
      equality with the royal Order of the Garter.8 It was artisans and not architects who inspired the American masonic imagination, both white
      and black.9
    


    
      All these sentiments suggest that by the 1760s in the colonies a high degree of independence
      from the imperial or royal narrative of freemasonry had come to prevail. As Steven Bullock shows, such
      independence of spirit had become symptomatic of a larger movement stirring among the general American
      population. The rest of this early American diary, aimed only in part at a masonic audience, is relatively
      unremarkable except, just as we shall see with its European counterparts that it gave an entirely secular
      chronology of important dates from Roman times onward. It also added some astrology, an essay on health by the
      famous English doctor George Cheyne, a list of all the English kings, and a curious essays on love and marriage,
      supposedly by the seventeenth-century English scientist Robert Boyle. In it we learn of his sentiment “I have
      seldom seen a happy marriage.” One might contemplate that grim thought while on a stage wagon, picked up
      conveniently because the times and prices were given in the diary.
    


    
      An American masonic diary from just into the new century, 1801, suggests that the secularism of the eighteenth
      century was distinctive to the colonial age that spawned Franklin and Jefferson. In the first year of the
      nineteenth century the pocket almanac gives saints’ days as well as all the secular dates, the Fourth of July for
      example, and provides an extensive list of lodges all over the new republic and even in Port-au-Prince, Haiti.
      All the officers of the Philadelphia lodges are listed. But a closing poem points to a renewal of religious
      sentiment, “Let us also inwardly digest the holy bible; let its doctrines & precepts even accompany our
      conditions in life that we may, like true Masons, dwell even here in the house of the Lord our God, and admire
      the beauties of his holy temple.” Uncharacteristically for an earlier age, brothers are then admonished to have
      faith in Christ.10 Yet a
      slightly later masonic almanac, for 1814, has songs and gives heads of government in Pennsylvania and is devoid
      of religious overtones.11
      We know nothing about the religiosity of the owners of these almanacs intended for a pocket. They might have been
      pious or not; we are just lucky to have them at all.
    


    
      Except for their preservation, these small, commonplace American or European items, pocket
      diaries or almanacs, would be unremarkable save for the noticeable difference between eighteenth-century masonic
      ones and those meant for a general audience. In the age of Enlightenment, freemasons on both sides of the
      Atlantic seemed more comfortable in this world’s time, without seeing the need of being reminded about eternal
      time. Some masonic diaries gave the saints’ days, even the date of the creation of the world, for example, 5742,
      and the year of the flood, 4686—all earnestly offered. Christian dating was also commonplace in diaries aimed at
      a general audience.12 Of
      course, the year for the building of the Temple of Solomon (2810), said in masonic mythology to have been the
      work of the fraternity, would be a natural piece of masonic chronology, and one date not found in generic
      diaries.13 But by and
      large, other important pieties were missing from pocket diaries aimed at a masonic audience. Whether in English,
      French, or Dutch, talk about how “the great God of nature forewarns a sinful world of approaching calamities,” or
      about the laws of nature revealing the majesty of God, is strangely absent from the masonic
      repertoire.14 Some diaries
      for the general public on occasion broke with the generally naturalist reading of comets and insisted upon seeing
      them “as God’s Hand, and take Notice of the divine Pleasure and Design in them.”15 By contrast, masonic diaries waxed eloquent with
      vagaries, more secular than religious, “to adore a supreme Being is always the first principle of our Ancestors …
      a mason consecrates the premises of his work to the Eternal … he is equally remote from ridiculous incredulity
      and superstitious fanaticism.”16 A masonic poem found in one French diary put its religious sensibility nicely: “In Religion
      and in Politics [la Politique] / We never neglect la Pratique.”17
    


    
      Overwhelmingly all diaries betrayed their origins in the new scientific culture. Invariably their authors or
      compilers described themselves as astronomers, natural philosophers, or mathematicians. One British almanac
      writer said he was “Philomath.”18 Occasionally a diary might be done by “a student in physick and astrology.”19 Such a diary might assert “the
      government of the Moon over the body of man, as she passeth the 12 zodiacal
      constellations.”20 Yet
      even when tilting toward astrology, every diary taught basic astronomy and gave naturalistic explanations for
      comets or eclipses. But when aimed at the general market, as distinct from a masonic one, the almanacs largely
      kept to a pious theme. The age called that particular mix physico-theology, and generic almanacs loved to invoke
      it. Boston almanacs told users of 1762 that, as they ventured in the British empire, “Ye Christians as their
      plenteous Wealth you share, / With your best faith enrich the Natives there.”21 American diaries, like British ones, invoked the pious
      poetry and prose of Pope, Dryden, Addison, and the ubiquitous Dr. Cheyne, who preached sound body and mind as the
      natural state to which Christians should strive. Some American diaries gave the meeting times of churches or
      Quaker groups. British diaries frequently gave the names of all the bishops, archbishops, and deans, and of
      course, listed the Anglican holy days. By mid-century, however, the pious genre was less common even in generic
      diaries. They might offer medical advice as well as giving high tides and the times for a full moon.22 Sometimes mathematical exercises
      were offered, for both men and women.23
    


    
      Without exception all diaries taught history and gave chronologies. Even if the masonic dates were a bit
      fanciful, the impulse found in many diaries, to order history and put the year in question in its chronological
      place, made a serious contribution to giving people a sense of historical development and change. The time being
      presented was often religious time, but just as important, and more frequently than in nonmasonic diaries of the
      period, masonic time could be measured in public events, battles, wars, the death of kings.24 It might even be possible to pass
      the time using one’s diary, masonic or not, to assist with memorizing a list of all the kings of France or
      England.
    


    
      This secular quality to be found especially in masonic almanacs and diaries foreshadows much of our own sense of
      time as being historical. A sense of history as something unfolding in the here and now belongs distinctively to
      Western modernity. Historical time was invented in European consciousness in the seventeenth and eighteenth
      centuries. In the diaries and almanacs such time became commonplace, available to any
      literate reader, masonic or not.
    


    
      While the masonic diaries gave a sense of history, theirs could also often be a fanciful sense. One reason it has
      been so hard for us to sort out masonic facts from fictions has been masonry’s eighteenth-century ancestors, who
      took up every imaginable story to make the lodges seem as old as Western civilization itself. Take this one from
      a masonic diary: “Upon the introduction of the Romans into Britain, arts and sciences began to flourish apace. In
      the progress of civilization, Masonry came into esteem, and was much encouraged by Caesar, and several of the
      Roman generals, who succeeded him in the government of this island.”25 Julius Caesar had protected the lodges! The problem with the
      story is that there is not a shred of historical evidence to support it. The tales continued: in 600 the
      archbishop of Canterbury “appeared at the head of the fraternity.” Of course William the Conqueror also protected
      “the fraternity” and it in turn built the Tower of London, not to mention London Bridge and a host of other
      important buildings. As guild evolved into voluntary society the society of freemasons appropriated the guild
      history (indeed stonemasons built all those buildings; who else would have?). And then they added flourishes that
      still turn up in the twenty-first century. “During the reign of Henry II the grand master of the Knights Templars
      superintended the Masons, and employed them in building their Temple in Fleet Street, A.D. 1155.”26 Dan Brown could have gotten part
      of the fanciful chronology of his novel confirmed by that diary.
    


    
      Some of this mythical history, of uncertain origin, had also been incorporated into the Constitutions of
      1723, and that canonical text in turn went through a multitude of editions in just about every Western language.
      The 1723 book, so basic to freemasonry, went hand in hand with the masonic diaries of European origin. The
      Constitutions also had very little to say about religious belief, except to note that the freemason should
      be of what ever religion to which all men agree. It also gave a potted history of England with reference to which
      king or queen had done what to the freemasons.
    


    
      The Constitutions said that freemasonry had not fared well in the reign of Elizabeth.
      The almanacs elaborated with the tale that the queen sent “an armed force to York, with intent to break up their
      annual communication.” She thought that the freemasons were withholding secrets. The Grand Master disabused her
      of the notion and proclaimed the brothers to be “skillful architects, who cultivated arts and science another,
      and never meddled in affairs of church or state.”27 By the time the histories got to the late seventeenth century, they settled into more
      believable stories, or at least ones that historians can check against other sources. Sir Christopher Wren and
      Robert Clayton appeared as early founders of gentlemen’s freemasonry.28 Other documents from the period, or from private letters
      slightly later, suggest their involvement. Helpfully the diaries also listed all the national officers right up
      to the year in question.
    


    
      In their fashion the diaries, whether masonic or aimed at a general audience, may also be seen as teaching
      devices. For example, sometimes they gave the order of the planets (and their signs), the eclipses of the sun;
      “following Copernicus, the earth and not the moon is a planet.”29 All taught the simplest astronomy, but occasionally even the
      masonic ones could allude to astrological themes.30 Science and magic mixed freely with the dates for the beginning of Lent, Easter, the
      Ascension of Christ, and the start of Advent. The pattern of mixing the credulous with the scientific began
      earlier in the century and can be seen in almanacs now preserved in Anglo-American libraries.31 In diaries that might have been
      aimed at both a Catholic and Protestant audience, the saints’ days were also catalogued.
    


    
      In the masonic diaries more was to be taught than the rhythm of the originally Christian calendar. Always they
      aimed to inculcate virtuous behavior. In order to distinguish a true brother from a false one the reader should
      observe that the first eschews “ambition, vain glory and interest,” and he seeks truth par excellence, as well as
      the practice of charity. Always the true brothers are “children of the light”; and at the same time “the man who
      is morally free is truly free.” Sometimes a vague religiosity is also invoked: “The heart is
      the foundation upon which the freemason builds, for the glorification of the supreme being, the Sovereign
      Architect of the Universe … it is necessary to police our mores, finally so that our actions will be able to be,
      like a cubed gem, an appropriate part of a mystical temple.”32 This fairly minimalist creed could be practiced by any earnest
      brother or sister. Funeral orations, often printed in the almanacs, brought home the this-worldly quality of
      masonic virtue. Heaven went unmentioned and the deceased brother won praise for having a “sensibility that united
      at its base humanity, sweetness, charity, that had given him a love of the poor for which all men would have been
      jealous.”33 At the masonic
      funeral for Voltaire, music and song celebrated “the great man” who had become “the founder of a New World.” The
      brothers, V. F. de la Lande, the painter, Greuze, the visiting American, Benjamin Franklin, and sister Madame de
      Villete, laid wreaths at the foot of his statue.34
    


    
      The universalism of the masonic message can be deduced from the extent of the territory an almanac imagined for
      its sales. More than a sense of local time and place appeared in masonic diaries aimed conceivably at the entire
      European market. Many diaries gave a list of lodges in every city and, remarkably, in the colonies of the Dutch
      Republic, or of France. Sometimes the date and place of meetings were offered.35 Wherever the language used in the almanac was spoken lay
      a potential market, both at home and abroad. Perhaps membership in lodges overseas served as another way for the
      beneficiaries of the empire to feel “at home.” Lodges, like churches and chapels, gave Europeans a sense of
      identity whether in Suriname or St. Dominque. They helped to unify the empire.
    


    
      The sense of recognition and identity that lodges offered was only reenforced by the many attempts to apply
      uniformity to their proceedings. Rituals repeated, and similar from lodge to lodge, meant that brothers and
      sisters away from home could participate in the proceedings. Supposedly all these were secret, but the almanacs
      often reveal that masonic secrecy was honored more in the breech than in the execution. Some
      diaries had engravings that depicted masonic ceremonies, perhaps intended to make sure that they conformed to a
      pattern wherever they might be performed. We can imagine a brother in his coach en route to a lodge meeting
      frantically going over the details of an elaborate ceremony, memorizing where the master should stand or the new
      “secret” password to be given out that day and conveniently printed in the pocket almanac for that year. Some of
      the rituals described in the almanacs were elaborate and almost religious in their emotional tone, for example,
      rituals that imitated death and rebirth. They must have made a strong impression on the person being initiated,
      and perhaps these descriptions can help us better understand why the lodges for women asked that the initiate not
      be pregnant at the time.
    


    
      Into the pocket of any brother also came knowledge of foreign dignitaries admitted to the masonic order. In
      London in 1777, brothers were told, the oldest son of the Nabab of Carnatica, Madras, became a
      freemason.36 But the
      admission of indigenous peoples was on the whole rare. The lodges were for the imperialists. The entire globe, as
      surveyed and dominated by Westerners, became a part of daily consciousness. Lists provided the names of all Grand
      Lodges in North America, the Bahamas, Armenia, and Belgium, and they complemented extensive lists of European
      lodges. Triumphantly, alphabetical lists were given of “the principal lodges established in the four corners of
      the world.”37 So too lists
      appeared of all the kings in Europe who were members of the order, or just as important, its
      protectors.38 We can
      imagine that the diaries were therefore also intended to serve travelers far from home and looking for fraternal
      company. Not surprisingly, coach times and prices were also printed.
    


    
      Perhaps such lists suggest a certain dryness in the subject matter of masonic diaries, that the lists look like
      the string of 800 free phone numbers provided in many of our own diaries. But lodges in the eighteenth century,
      like the diaries intended for their members, also sought to instill orderliness, as well as to edify and
      sometimes to be polemical.
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        FIGURES 5–9. IN De Almanach der Vrye Metzelaaren …
        1780 (Amsterdam) we find these elaborate ceremonies engraved for readers. The numbers correspond to the
        titles given in the text: 1 is the Grand Master, 2 is the speaker (for that meeting), and so on. The images
        show the candidate being received into the lodge (Figure 5) and being positioned to be
        received (Figures 6, 7); the ceremony complete with the laying on of
        swords (Figure 8); and the candidate, still blindfolded, being raised up by his new
        “brothers” (Figure 9). In effect he is being laid on the masonic carpet as if he were dead,
        to be “marked” by his brothers, given the secret password “Tubalkain,” and finally “resurrected” into his new
        masonic life.
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        FIGURE 6.
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        FIGURE 7.
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        FIGURE 8.
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        FIGURE 9.
      

    


    
      All those themes appear in the diaries. When a new lodge was opened in The Hague in 1761, the
      Equality of Brothers, the opening discourse in French appeared in a diary as late as 1793. Elsewhere I have
      argued that the lodge, and its name, may have been opened in reaction against the lodge for men and women that
      had flourished in the city at mid-century.39 Reprinting the opening oration, again and again, may have been a way of continuing opposition
      to women being in the lodges. Perhaps the brothers who wanted to dwell solely on their equality had in their
      disapproving mind lodges of adoption, women’s lodges in Bordeaux, or one closer to home in The Hague. Other
      diaries offered more gender-benign poems and songs, “A brother has a heart for the work/He lives more content
      than a King.”40 The tune
      to which it was to be sung in French was also provided. Still other almanacs, in search of gender equality, gave
      ceremonies to be used by men and women at a masonic “fête de table.” “We drink brothers, we drink to our amicable
      sisters,” who in turn answered, “We drink to our tender confrères.”41
    


    
      In general, moral uplift, rather than gender polemics, filled the pages of typical diaries. “The lodges must be
      schools of the Moral and Philosophy … in effect … in the discourses that are spoken in them, always Virtue,
      Charity, and the Love of our neighbor, lie at the base of our intentions.” So said a French diary published in
      The Hague in 1781.42 It
      also published an oration given to the national Grand Lodge in The Hague the previous year. The speaker praised
      the Dutch nation and also asked the Grand Architect of the Universe “to perpetuate generation after generation a
      race of citizens useful to their country, heroic defenders of Liberty and Religion, and enlightened masters who
      can revivify our virtues.”43 The appearance of liberty in the language in that year suggests a number of possibilities.
      The reference may reflect the growing impact of the American Revolution in European consciousness. But the
      implication that virtue needs reviving may also signal the growing discontent seen in the Dutch Republic by the
      1780s. By 1787 revolution would erupt in Amsterdam that was only put to rest by the invasion of Prussian
      soldiers. We can only wonder what loyal freemasons made of those events because this same
      diary was warm in its praise of Frederick, king of Prussia, who a mere seven years later ordered the
      antirevolutionary invasion. We know that some lodges supported the revolution, and that others were Orangist,
      supporting the stadtholder and the Prussians.
    


    
      But overt politics seldom appear in the pages of the diaries, or in the orations given in lodges that we know
      from other sources. At moments the diaries were even prepared to do the bidding of monarchs, as in the diary of
      1787 that published a decree from Joseph II of Austria that restricted the number of lodges permitted in
      Belgium.44 As we shall see
      in the next chapter, the emperor had become suspicious of the multiple forms of civil society flourishing in his
      kingdom. In general masonic diaries erred on the side of political caution. Nothing in them matched the overtly
      revolutionary themes to be found in at least one almanac aimed at a general American audience. Clearly by or near
      1775 the British authorities in the colony had lost the ability to censor, and the almanac maker Nathanael Low,
      took full advantage. He went from pious in 1770 to putting a picture of Oliver Cromwell on his front page in
      1774.45 In 1777 the title
      page of the almanac aimed at the general public said that it was the first year of American independence and
      proclaimed “let Tyrants rage, and sycophants exclaim, Let Tories grumble, parasites defame … Britain’s tyrant
      shall no longer reign.”46
      Almanacs could send powerful messages, to be read every day, or as needed, to instill courage.
    


    
      In general freemasonry in Catholic countries had a harder road to hold than in the Protestant states of Britain,
      the Dutch Republic, Prussia, and Sweden. Diaries aimed at the French masonic market addressed the order’s
      problems, and in particular the attempts by the Grand Orient in Paris to reform itself and to consolidate its
      precarious position within the French state. The diary of 1777 gave the new statutes of the order and asserted
      that they were intended to “eliminate abuses and reestablish the harmony of all the lodges of the Nation.” The
      claim was made that these new regulations would result in the uniformity of our government.
      But the description belies the reality that the divisions in French freemasonry were deeply social, and that many
      brothers regarded the new rules as an attempt by aristocratic brothers to assert their control.
    


    
      Perhaps to inspire unity, the French diary, done by an originally masonic publishing house, then recounted the
      persecution of the freemasons in Naples. The effort to eliminate the order in that Catholic city had become a
      cause to freemasons all over Europe. It was widely commented upon in orations and condemned. The almanac for the
      very next year, 1778, noted that the imprisoned freemasons of Naples had been released. The diary invoked “the
      Public, friend of reason and humanity,” and did so in terms directly borrowed from enlightened
      rhetoric.47
    


    
      In contrast to the persecution associated with established religious authorities, the masonic diaries invariably
      embraced language directly associated with the Enlightenment. In 1763 freemasons were told that the summit of
      their mountain “has been enlightened by the rays of the Light.” So infused a brother is “an affable spouse, the
      pleasure of his friends, the glory of his infants … he carries the virtue of the lodge into the bosom of his
      family.”48 Diaries for the
      1780s told their readers that “we have given ourselves the title of children of the light and we nourish wisdom …
      the infant of light regenerates the darkness; he leaves the tomb of vice, by practicing the virtues.”49 Liberty also stood high on the
      list of masonic virtues, “this precious liberty, which rendered the Constitution of the order so
      admirable.”50 Also
      important in masonic rhetoric intended for daily use stood the public good; it rests “in a special rank in the
      Masonic Republic.”51
      Enlightened maxims had now made their way into the vest pocket.
    


    
      Part of being infused with the rays of the century’s new light required the practice of civility. Seldom did any
      masonic diary miss the opportunity to preach the necessity for “the exterior conduct that the degree of interior
      civility represents … the most essential part of civility is a general goodwill … a personal esteem for each
      other … never incivility nor indifference.” Freemasons aim to be good citizens, faithful to the laws of the state, and attached inviolably to the prince or the magistrates of the state. The
      “profession of all the social virtues” stood at the highest place of pride in the masonic sense of
      self.52 The masonic
      interest in architecture became part of an abiding interest in “public utility.”53 The sentiments about civility and order were, however,
      always laced with caution. Even on the matter of slavery, where by the 1770s we might have expected the
      freemasons to speak for abolition, the caution continued. The masonic diary urged sweetness in the treatment of
      slaves; nothing was said about giving them their freedom.54 The almanacs sought to elevate, to exhort but never to offend
      the interests of their purchasers whether at home or abroad in the colonies.
    


    
      There were many journals and books that helped to spread moderately enlightened ideas of reason, tolerance, and
      public-mindedness. Now we should add to them items as small and simple as a pocket diary. Perhaps it was not
      accidental that masonic diaries for various years gave the list of kings in the order, or its protectors, and
      signaled out Prussia and Sweden. Always the masonic commitment to enlightenment and public-spiritedness pledged
      loyalty to the powers that ruled, especially when they were good to the freemasons. These almanacs reflected
      masonic society, I would suggest, as much as they sought to mold it into harmonious ways. In France, after a
      major reorganization during the early 1770s that gave birth to the Grand Orient, the almanacs preached dedication
      to the center: “masonic people will assemble as a single family, in which each individual will correspond with
      the common center, and from which the rays from the center will direct each individual.”55 They appealed to men and women who wanted to
      identify with the state, who were eager to be liked, respected, and promoted into places of responsibility. They
      coveted the world because they expected it to be good for them, to be a place where desires and interests were
      met and fulfilled. It was easier to be secular when time could be imagined as being on one’s side, a lived state
      that rewarded its participants in the here and now.
    


    
      With an almost naive belief in the virtues of the secular, freemasons could invent private
      institutions within the lodges intended to help mold brothers and sisters, to govern them firmly, but benignly.
      The penchant for governing, as we are about to see, came easily to men, and to some women, who saw the world and
      its time as comfortable, accommodating. The masonic almanacs said that “work is a justice; there is no one in all
      of society less agitated or interested, each of us must thus contribute, all of his forces, to maintain the
      harmony of all of society.”56 Civic pieties sounded good in spoken and printed orations and diaries. But would the
      authorities of church and state be as comfortable with masonic earnestness, especially if they saw no need for
      interventions to insure the public good?
    


    
      The state, and in many places the church, had law and order as their responsibility; these powers were never
      meant to be shared with private and secret societies, barely accountable to the sovereign power, often illusive
      and hard to police. In the troubled years of the late 1780s the authorities everywhere in Europe could also have
      read diaries with an unmistakable political edge: “one wants to imitate; and the kings, the sovereigns and
      magistrates have been established; but alas, power will be without boundary, authority without limitations, a
      slavery absolute; and the mason generally only finds in the lodges the happy alliance of sovereignty and
      liberty.”57 At that moment
      in The Hague, Prussian soldiers policed the streets, having just put down a rebellion against the stadtholder.
    


    
      The occupiers might have been worried about what was being said in the lodges, or at the least, read by the
      brothers as they went about their daily business, less happy, as their diaries suggest, than they had been in
      previous years. Their almanacs told them in 1787 that they “are the children of the light, & we walk in the
      light … we have renounced evil, we do good. Thus the good is synonymous with the light … [the mason] leaves the
      slavery of sin, and the tyranny of the passions in order to enter the state of a free man who does the
      good.”58 It was a
      statement that could be read with a certain ambiguity. Yet it could not have escaped the Prussian mind that free
      men could be bothersome to the state, especially one that survived by the force of the bayonet.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 3
    


    
      Schools of Government
    


    
      We begin this chapter with a paradox that has never been fully explained. Why in the eighteenth century did an
      entirely private society, a form of voluntary association—which is what the masonic lodges were—adopt all the
      customs, habits, and forms of government? One standard explanation has been that because the lodges arose in
      England and Scotland they simply imitated constitutional government. But that circular reasoning only begs the
      question, offering no explanation as to why this imitation happened in the first place, nor suggesting any reason
      for the subsequent imitation or interest that freemasonry sparked on the Continent.
    


    
      The eighteenth-century lodges have left the most remarkable records we possess for tracing the prehistory of
      nationally identified formal institutions of representative government, most of which emerged throughout
      continental Europe only late in the eighteenth or early nineteenth century. That may seem like a startling
      conclusion, but it is less so when we realize that few places in continental Europe held national elections, and
      local elections were hardly at the heart of old regime systems of governance. The lodges brought onto the
      Continent distinctly British forms of governance: constitutions,1 voting by individual, and sometimes by secret ballot, majority
      rule, elected officers, “taxes” in the form of dues, public oratory, even courts for settling personal disputes;
      eventually the lodges even sent representatives to nationally organized Grand Lodges, meeting in Paris, or The
      Hague, or the capitols of the various German principalities. Unwittingly the eighteenth-century European lodges functioned as schools for government, local but especially
      national. Even in the eighteenth century Dutch Republic, where representative institutions were largely local and
      deeply oligarchic, the appearance of centralizing, one-man- one-vote, representative, national government
      constituted the distinctively innovative. Also in the republic in the period before the deep unrest of the 1780s,
      the lodges made clear to the Grand Lodge that they love “our dear fatherland in a time when proud and useless
      lust for power … egoism … intend its downfall.” The freemasons display “affection for the distinguished
      Government of the Country as well as dutiful subjection to its administration.” But then ominously using the term
      Patriotten, given then to the opposition, they said that “real freemasons are good friends and loyal
      Patriots.” They said that they wanted to help perpetuate generation after generation of citizens useful to the
      country, “hero defenders of Liberty and Religion.”2
    


    
      The impulse of lodges everywhere was to identify with government while in the same breath defining freemasons as
      “enlightened [those] who wish to revive our virtues.”3 Note, however, that most lodges, particularly in Catholic
      Europe, were hostile to clerical orders that sought to influence government, and hence they were often very
      anti-Jesuit.4 The impulse
      toward a secular order, to enforce authority as would any government, can be seen from Philadelphia—where
      Franklin spoke about the need for true brethren to be “distinguished by some … special authority”—to Berlin and
      Moscow.5 There in the time
      of Catherine the Great, despite the hostility of the official government, freemasons sought to civilize
      themselves by the imposition of order and the cultivation of civic virtues.6
    


    
      The lodges aspired to became virtuous, if secular, schools because voluntary associations in western and eastern
      Europe, first in England and then on the Continent, were populated by literate men impressed by the process of
      state formation that they witnessed around them. In other words, developments at the center riveted attention on
      the actual institutions and practices of government. Movement and change at the core had a magnetic effect; at
      the periphery it provoked concern, as well as a weighing of the benefits, versus the burdens,
      that governments could place. Early modern nation building undertaken by kings and ministers led to thinking
      about nations and systems of government. Not just among great theorists like Grotius, Hobbes and Locke, but among
      lesser mortals, state officials themselves, merchants, lawyers, teachers, and the ever-present aristocracy. Among
      the earliest freemasons in both Britain and France we find—not surprisingly—state officials and military
      officers.7
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        FIGURE 10. The 1723 record from one of the earliest meetings of the London Grand Lodge. London
        established the first Grand Lodge, which sought effective control over all other lodges. In this meeting it
        also authorized that its “constitutions” be published. Freemasons always used the term in the plural. With
        permission of the Grand Lodge of Great Britain.
      

    


    
      In England the process of state formation, well underway in the sixteenth century, resulted in revolution during
      the 1640s and 1650s. At issue was the very structure of central government and whether sovereignty would reside in king or parliament. Precisely at that moment the term “constitution”
      begins to be applied to the governance of groups large and small. Private voluntary associations began to write
      constitutions for themselves, petition parliament, participate in the turmoil first of civil war, then of
      restoration, finally to flourish after 1689 in the relatively open society permitted by the revolution
      settlement. As we are about to see, even a very early history of the masons (written in 1659) made reference to
      their “constitutions.” The settlement of 1688–89 left kings to govern the nation through parliament. It is not
      accidental that beginning in the 1690s we see an rapid development of all sorts of voluntary associations first
      in London, then in the provinces: the first four London lodges (and not intended for stonemasons) date from the
      reign of Anne, if not earlier, as do various reading societies, political clubs, eventually provincial scientific
      and philosophical societies. The earliest English and Scottish freemasons about whom anything concrete is
      known—Elias Ashmole, Sir Robert Moray, Robert Clayton, Sir Christopher Wren—were men of letters or science, army
      officers, politicians, and architects—all with a stake in state formation, all in some sense its beneficiaries.
      By 1720 there may have been a few stonemasons left in the lodges of Dundee but they are absent—or silent—in
      English lodges that can be identified in the period. The mercantile, the educated, even the titled, had found a
      new home, one that they could shape according to their interests.
    


    
      The process of state formation experienced by these first English and Scottish freemasons during the second half
      of the seventeenth century was also underway in other parts of western Europe. There too early modern history
      reveals the growth of state bureaucracies as well as the increase in trade and hence in taxation. Only the Dutch
      Republic presents something of an exception to this pattern of centralization. In the special Dutch case,
      aft1aper 1702 and the death of William of Orange (then also king of England and Scotland), there was a growing
      awareness that the institutions of the central state were weak, in need of reform and renewal so as to better
      equip them to meet competition from other more powerful, larger, more centrally governed
      neighbors. Thus whether in Paris or Rotterdam, European men with similar interests and relationships to the state
      found masonic practices congenial. Not least they came from Britain, widely regarded after 1689 in western Europe
      as politically advanced, a country with a relatively free press, religious toleration, parliamentary elections.
    


    
      The argument being made here about the governmental nature of the lodges calls forth an interrogation of masonic
      records as they illustrate the governing structure, constitutional and representative character of the lodges.
      Searching Belgian and Austrian, Dutch and French lodges from the 1730s to the 1780s reveals a governmental system
      thriving decades after the first London lodges came into existence. From those eighteenth-century moments it is
      possible to go back to the records of seventeenth-century English and Scottish freemasonry, to show the earliest
      stirring of the constitutional and governmental forms later so vibrant in western European freemasonry. But
      before we go backward we must first go forward, to the 1780s when crises in various western European states
      revealed the flaws in the monarchical and centralized regimes put in place over several centuries.
    


    
      Our first example of the governmental impulse and its fissures comes from Austria and the Austrian Netherlands,
      i.e. Belgium. One of the best known events in the late eighteenth-century history of freemasonry in the Low
      Countries was the decision made by the Austrian government in 1786–87 to close various lodges in its western
      colony. After that date only three lodges were to be permitted in Brussels, and the number of lodges in the
      Belgian provinces was severely curtailed. This act of repression was initiated in Vienna and coincided with
      Joseph II’s growing realization that just as in Austria, his colony to the west needed to be purged of restive
      elements. There may have been the recognition that social factions once deemed loyal were increasingly
      disaffected from the central government. At the same moment other clubs and societies were also
      repressed.8
    


    
      In 1785–86 Joseph II had initiated a similar repression at home and merged various Viennese
      lodges, in part as a response to the imagined threat posed by an infiltration of German-speaking freemasonry by
      the radical Illuminati. What is not generally known is that in the case of the Belgian masonic lodges the purged
      National Grand Lodge in Vienna assisted in the execution of His Majesty’s Edicts.9
    


    
      As documents in the Archives Generales in Brussels reveal, the Viennese Grand Lodge authorized which three lodges
      should be permitted, closed down other lodges, and drew up lists of members for the remaining ones. In a letter
      of 23 July 1786, the Vienna lodge proudly informed the Austrian government that “the General Government of
      masonry is now in conformity with your edicts.”10 On this occasion a fraternal organization, commonplace in European civil society,
      assisted the state in remaking the contours of another society under its jurisdiction.
    


    
      The Vienna Grand Lodge acted, as it said, to bring masonic government into conformity with royal edicts. However,
      no amount of assistance from the private societies in the kingdom saved Joseph II’s government from rebellion in
      its western colony. Not surprisingly, the democratic revolutions in western Europe from Amsterdam and Brussels to
      Paris went on to spawn new clubs and societies that broke with the established pattern of loyalty, so commonplace
      to voluntary associations found in the eighteenth century and earlier. By the late 1780s the discontent at large
      crackled through some masonic proceedings and the loyalty of all brothers could not be taken as a given.
    


    
      The Viennese records of freemasonry raise the issue of just how well the eighteenth-century relationship between
      civil society and the state worked. They suggest that in this period voluntary associations could imitate
      governance quite effectively, on the whole encouraging loyalty to the central authority. Yet in so doing, they
      could also foster independence and self-reliance among the beneficiaries of the state’s expanded role. They could
      set men to thinking about their capabilities. The general government of masonry. The Austrian government. How
      many governments were there in this story? Could there have been in Vienna both an Austrian
      government and a masonic government? Was there an Austrian government and a masonic government in Brussels? What
      if the pupils in the new schools of government were to graduate into societies they believed to be badly
      governed? The strength of civil society in the West by the late eighteenth century posed problems for state
      governments perceived to have failed to foster industry, or promote trade, or wage war effectively.
    


    
      The same question about the nature of the schooling given by the Austrian lodges can be asked of Dutch
      freemasonry. Note that in 1756 when Dutch freemasons organized their national system of authority and governance,
      the Grand Lodge of The Netherlands, they adopted, as they said, “the form” of the Estates General of the
      Republic. In the Dutch example, the symbiotic relationship between the state and secular voluntary societies
      manifested itself in the imagined national and masonic community that took shape in The Hague in 1756. But
      beneath that act of pious identification with the state lurked discontent in some masonic quarters. In the
      Amsterdam lodge of Jean Rousset de Missy, where many brothers had sided with the revolution in 1747–48 in the
      Republic, factions stirred. So involved had some brothers been that the lodge, La Bien Aimée, had been closed by
      the authorities.
    


    
      Listen to the oration given by Jean Schreuder when Rousset’s lodge reopened in 1755: “a little more than a year
      ago we were still wandering, like sheep with a shepherd … without food … but strong in courage we united
      ourselves and after receiving proper and legal authority, we mutually greet ourselves as legal members of a legal
      lodge … a lodge that is the oldest in our city.”11 The law to which the orator referred had nothing to do with the laws of the republic,
      but rather with recognition given by other masonic lodges. The new Grand Lodge operated a system of governance
      that came to be seen as legal and that rested on the consent of all lodges that gave it allegiance.
    


    
      Some years later, the Dutch Provincial Grand Master, de Vignoles, reiterated the characterization of the Grand
      Lodge’s structure as being that of the Estates General. Indeed he recommended it as the best form of governance to German lodges that were having difficulty arriving at a comparable system of
      national cohesion. He admonished them to adopt an Estates General as “the sovereign tribunal of the
      Nation.”12 When he wrote
      of the nation, de Vignoles meant the masonic nation. Just like the Dutch Estates General, where each province
      retained a high degree of sovereignty, in the lodges the form of decentralized governance permitted each Dutch
      lodge to retain its independence. The evidence from de Vignoles’s description and the information we have about
      masonic rituals of the period used by the Grand Lodge in The Hague, suggest the same symbiotic relationship
      between the eighteenth-century Dutch lodges and the Dutch government that we found in Vienna. The Dutch lodges
      also imitated the institutions of central government, including the ability to make laws, fostering loyalty to it
      and to one another, and by mirroring the institutions of the state, imitating its strengths and weaknesses.
    


    
      The efforts to govern in the form of a nation, but to do so within the framework of voluntary association, were
      particularly characteristic of freemasonry. Many other voluntary associations functioned as if they too were part
      of imagined national communities, serving the interests of the whole in scientific, charitable, or antiquarian
      matters. But none, to my knowledge, instituted such an elaborate system of government, one that tied local lodges
      to national Grand Lodges. They in turn appointed ambassadors and negotiated foreign treaties with other Grand
      Lodges. As the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas has argued the lodges were one vital piece in the new
      eighteenth century social experience we call civil society.13 But they gave a distinctively political implication to its
      formation and functioning.
    


    
      The lodges were in many respects different from the other clubs and associations. In a more formal and
      all-consuming way, freemasonry provided a system of constitutions, elections, majority rule, pluralities, annual
      assemblies, sealed ballots, even taxes and eventually “courts,” where disputes between lodges and brothers could
      be adjudicated. By 1710 English lodges had also elected a Grand Master and by the 1720s the
      Grand Lodge in London could claim affiliated lodges in other cities and towns. In 1736 thirty-three Scottish
      lodges sent representatives to an assembly that created the Grand Lodge of Scotland. They also elected a Grand
      Master, but only after the candidate had renounced any hereditary claims on the office.
    


    
      The parallel between state and masonic institutions is not raised in order to accuse the eighteenth-century
      lodges of attempting to replace this or that national government. Let us leave conspiracy theories in the distant
      past. By explicit contrast, my intention is to examine freemasonry in London, The Hague, Brussels, and Amsterdam
      for what the lodges can reveal about the stability, as well as the fragility, of the eighteenth-century
      relationship between civil society and the state. Before they could flourish, voluntary associations, the matrix
      of civil society in the West, needed the sovereign state to be firmly in place. If for nothing else, it was the
      fascinating source of most news and much gossip. In addition, through informal associations, the power of
      governmental officials could be made more accessible, even if or when their monopolies on power made actual
      participation in the functioning of the state largely impossible. Yet at moments the associations also provided a
      refuge, an escape from censorship or, in the case of the lodges, a place for assistance and charity which the
      state or the churches could not, or would not, provide.
    


    
      With the state as the structural backdrop, but not as the initiator of assemblies and associations, the lodges
      could still spend their meeting time discussing just about everything—except politics. The magnetic pull of the
      political, in the form of the state, encased the social, bracketing its societies and associations off from the
      religious and the familial. But within that framework, politics did not determine the content of public
      discussions or the stated, and often pursued, purpose of the vast majority of associations, lodges, clubs, and
      salons. Whether collecting antiquities, improving agricultural techniques, reciting poetry, doing theoretical
      science, or paying tribute to the Grand Architect of the Universe, the societies and lodges did their specialized
      work believing that they were part of an imagined and larger public realm.
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        FIGURE 11. A TYPICAL LODGE DINNER, HERE DEPICTED IN De Almanach der Vrye
        Metzelaaren … 1781 (Amsteldam [sic]). The description clearly implies that the format should be imitated,
        and an exact list is supplied on what should be placed on the table and who should sit where.
      

    


    
      In many places actual politics remained largely remote from the social, as remote as the courts or the oligarches
      with whom one might occasionally socialize. Of course, there were plenty of government officials to be found in
      the urban academies and lodges all over western Europe. But the tacit separation of the social from the political
      was accepted and even coveted by the voluntary societies. The separation had many uses. It could, for instance,
      help to consolidate a magnate’s or grandee’s power and influence. How better to seem approachable than to be
      called a brother, or to break bread with lesser men, if only for a few hours a month? The separation also meant
      that, by and large, the state left the societies to themselves.
    


    
      In the 1740s French and Portugese police arrested and interrogated freemasons, and in Portugal freemasons were
      tortured for their “confessions.” But even in these cases they were released. By the middle of the century in most European countries such persecution had largely ceased. Only in Naples and Avignon,
      where the Inquisition was strong, did the freemasons run into trouble as late as the 1770s.14 By that decade such incidents
      against the freemasons were the exception and rare. Other societies, scientific for example, almost never aroused
      official opposition, even on the part of the Inquisition.
    


    
      Once seen as benign by the authorities, societies and lodges could also be a refuge, a place where no one man or
      event seemed that important. Masonic records in particular often speak of the lodge as a site of tranquility, as
      a refuge from a hostile world. Social life outside of home, church, town council, guild or confraternity, helped
      to refocus thought away from financial and personal obligations, as well as away from both commercial and
      political life. Yet such pressures helped to clear a space for the social in early modern Europe. Trade and
      commerce were magnets that drew men and some women away from the traditional institutions, from home and church.
      In the end, however, it was the institutions of governing, and not the practices of the trading companies, that
      captured the imagination of the lodges just as they fascinated the larger public, the spectators of wealth and
      power. We can see the search for order and government from the earliest records where the London Grand Lodge
      displays its concern for officers properly appointed and its own authority singularly upheld.
    


    
      The impulse to turn toward the center, away from local events or customs, is illustrated quite clearly in the
      rituals of the Dutch lodges. Like the towns and provinces, the lodges both actually and symbolically coveted
      their separateness while constantly trying to invent a center, an imagined national community. In 1757 the Grand
      Master in The Hague, the Baron de Boetzelaer, spoke about “the brother deputies of the respective lodges who have
      assisted at the national assembly held at The Hague.”15 At these national assemblies the ceremonies placed brothers
      standing in rows, the first row symbolizing the “Staten van Holland,” the legislative body of the province of
      Holland. Behind them stood the next row of brothers described in the minutes as representing the National Grand Master. Finally, standing in the row in back of them, were the officers of the
      lodge, visitors, and all the other brothers. So arranged, they joined in communal singing and affirmed their
      symbolic unity. But were they unifying the nation as well as the lodges? I am suggesting here that, perhaps
      unconsciously, they were attempting to do both.
    


    
      The gestures imitative of national government occurred in absolutist as well as republican settings, and the
      desire to constitute the nation can also be seen in the records of French freemasonry. In 1738 in Paris the
      Chevalier Ramsay gave what became a famous oration asking that freemasons attempt to create “an entire spiritual
      nation.”16 In the 1760’s,
      as mentioned in chapter 1, a piece of French masonic jewelry,
      confiscated from its engraver by the authorities in Brussels, displayed “the arms of France illuminating the
      attributes of freemasonry.”17 By the 1770s the French lodges were focused on the institutions of central authority. In
      their proceedings they seldom mention forms of local power or governance, parlements or intendants.
      Neither the representatives of the monarch nor the institutions of local power appear to have aroused much
      interest or identification in the French lodges. When they sought to organize nationally, they were left to
      invent new forms. They chose to establish a national assembly with each representative having one vote. In the
      1770s the French Grand Lodge sought to have a public presence in Paris, partly to allay suspicions.
    


    
      Yet even in the French lodges for women a new consciousness about governance and political power is evident by
      the 1780s. Women’s orations urged their sisters to be courageous, to cast off the bondage imposed by men and to
      regard those men who refuse to obey their orders as tyrants.18 In that same decade a Parisian lodge of adoption filled with
      ladies of the court donated cannon to the king’s arsenal and addressed all the other lodges of adoption calling
      upon the women to be good citizens and patriots. When we witness the agitation of the early 1790s for French
      women’s political rights, we may justly conclude that women’s freemasonry helped to lay the foundation for a new
      political consciousness, a nascent feminism with democratic associations.
    


    
      But the French women’s lodges were unique in their power and number. In most countries
      freemasonry remained a masculine prerogative. In the second half of the century, the Swedish king and court were
      deeply masonic, and the palace served as a setting for many feasts organized by the Swedish Grand Lodge. The fit
      between membership in the leading Stockholm lodges and proximity to king and court could not have been tighter.
      Only Berlin to the south rivaled the linkage between freemasonry and the central government. The masonic ambience
      of Frederick the Great’s court in Berlin has often been noted, and Prussian masonic orators were almost
      sycophantic in their devotion to the conqueror of Silesia. When we see the German Illuminati imitate masonic
      forms in the 1770s, we should hardly be surprised given the highly political nature of the devotion that
      Frederick instilled in the lodges.
    


    
      For our last look at this masonic fascination with the state, whether Dutch or French, we must now finally return
      to where it all began, to seventeenth-century England. The document discussed briefly in chapter 1, and now found in the archives of the Royal Society in London,
      sheds important light on the early history of English freemasonry. Entitled “A Narrative of the Free Masons Word
      and Signs,” the manuscript is signed and dated 1659. Its author was Thomas Martin about whom little is known.
      This manuscript belongs with a family of related manuscripts, all dating from the period of the English
      Revolution, and these are among the oldest and longest narrative histories we now possess about English, as
      distinct from Scottish, freemasonry. The narrative provides a largely mythical history of “this Craft … founded
      by worthy Kings and Princes and many other worshipful men.” It describes the practices and oaths of working,
      operative masons, their signs and words, their dedication to the seven liberal arts, particularly geometry. Just
      as David Stevenson found in the Scottish lodges of the seventeenth century, the document makes mention of Hermes,
      “the father of Wisemen and he found out the two pillars of Stone whereon the Sciences were written and taught
      them forth, and at the making of the Tower of Babylon there was the craft of masonry found,
      and made of.” The document’s debt to earlier sixteenth-century texts, now lost, is also suggested by its
      reference to astronomy. That science “teaches to know the Course of Sun and Moon and other ornaments of the
      Heavens.” For the sun to course in the heavens like the moon requires a pre-Copernican, geocentric universe.
    


    
      “A Narrative of Free Masons Word and Signs” gives away its contemporary milieu, the 1650s and government by
      parliament, when it states: “You shall … truly observe the Charges in the Constitution.” In that decade after the
      execution of Charles I in 1649, parliament created or adopted laws for the newly constituted republic. Precisely
      at that moment, voluntary societies with constitutions, however loosely conceived, came into existence. As we saw
      in chapter 1 the 1659 document mentions a French king being
      “elected,” and it imagines a king from Biblical time who created a great parliament. Given the guild origins of
      the document it sees the king as providing for unemployable and overabundant male children born to lords of the
      realm.19
    


    
      Strip away the myths, and what the document reveals is the existence of lodges of working masons who have been
      charged by a constitution. They have done so in a political universe where both kings and parliaments may be
      imagined as ruling. Within this context, operative English stonemasons of the mid-seventeenth century identified
      with the nation-state. They saw themselves as practitioners of the Royal Art, and they also knew that “King David
      loved the Masons well, and cherished them well, and gave them good payment … and Solomon his Son performed out
      the Temple his father had began, and he sent afterwards Masons of diverse Lands and fathered them together, so
      that four thousand workers of stone and they named masons and he has 3000 of them which were ordained masters and
      governors of the work”20
      These English working masons of the 1650s have given their allegiance to a constitution within the context of
      believing that their livelihood and dignity derives from the state as embodied in royal authority. When educated
      gentlemen joined the lodges later in the century, they only reenforced the identification
      with governmental authority. Men who could vote in national elections for parliament more easily imagined
      government as an entity intended to serve their interests. For them the habits of elections, majority rule, and
      constitutional government seemed all the more natural and desirable. All those habits were brought to the lodges
      and in turn transmitted to the Continent. Perhaps now we can better understand why as late as the 1770s French
      freemasons believed (erroneously) that Cromwell had been the founder of their order.
    


    
      The point of examining in detail this document of the 1650s is not to try to tease out the political allegiances
      of English stonemasons during the interregnum of the 1650s. Rather it is to suggest that in seventeenth-century
      England the relationship between a newly emergent civil society and the creation of new forms of central
      government were intimately linked. After 1689, voluntary societies, reading clubs, dissenting academies, and a
      literature full of news and gossip occupied the broad space permitted by the relative freedom of the English
      press and by the ebb and flow of parliamentary politics. There was a center in London to which society looked.
      The English social gaze was nascently modern, and it prefigures the role we assign to central government in our
      own political life, in the content of our newspapers or nightly television, and in the all-consuming nature of
      modern parliamentary or presidential elections. The English Revolution was the framework within which masonic
      constitutionalism developed.
    


    
      Take the constitutional impulse onto the Continent, and I would suggest that the culture of elections,
      constitutions, voting, and ballots organized its new participants to look at larger and more complex forms of
      political organization. In the Dutch Republic the typical forms of governmental life were intensely local:
      schutterij, vroedschappen, and landdagen. Yet none of those local bodies of officials are mentioned
      in any of the records of Dutch freemasonry with which I am familiar. Where we know much about the political
      interests of a lodge or its leadership at mid-century, there we find an intense interest in state building and reform. The key figure for our purposes is Jean Rousset de Missy (1686–1762), and
      his career is worth dwelling upon at some length. He became a minor philosophe of the European
      Enlightenment and one of the leaders of Dutch freemasonry. He was also a revolutionary, and a key player in the
      Dutch Revolution of 1747–48.
    


    
      Born a Protestant in France, Rousset de Missy and his family knew persecution firsthand and were victims of the
      campaign initiated against Protestants by Louis XIV and the Church. The revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685
      sent French Protestants into the prisons, exile, or forced conversion. The so-called Huguenots of the Dispersion
      who made their way to the Dutch Republic included the famous skeptic and encyclopedist Pierre Bayle, and on the
      periphery of his circle, the younger Rousset and his friends. Most important among them was another refugee who
      had converted to Protestantism and then left France, Prosper Marchand. His vast manuscript collection at the
      University Library, Leiden, first revealed the extent of Rousset’s activities and his role in Dutch political and
      intellectual life. Unlike many of the refugees, Rousset learned Dutch and appears to have been fluent in speech
      and translated French works into that language.
    


    
      Rousset translated and wrote voluminously, and the circle of Marchand and Rousset had contact as early as 1710
      with radical English Whigs, in particular John Toland and Anthony Collins. They have been rightly described as
      the first intellectuals of the Left. Both Toland and Collins were freethinkers and republicans, and as far as can
      be determined, Rousset translated Collins’s Discourse of Freethinking (1713) and Toland’s A Letter from
      an Arabian Physician (1706) into French. The first advocated freethinking and the second compared
      Christianity and Islam, finding both to be more or less absurd. From Toland, Rousset got the term “pantheist” and
      well into his sixties Rousset used it to describe his private beliefs to Marchand. Thus began a lifetime for
      Rousset in the service, both political and intellectual, of the Anglo-Dutch alliance against France, one that
      eventually led Rousset to become a prime supporter of the Dutch Revolution of 1747–48, a spy
      for the Austrians, and eventually a radical reformer who went too far in the eyes of his paymasters. Rousset’s
      immersion in Dutch life and letters occurred within the context of Dutch freemasonry, of which he was a founder
      and leader until his exile for radical activities in 1749.
    


    
      No single important philosophical work bears Rousset’s name. Indeed his preferred form of publishing was either
      anonymous or with the use of elaborate initials, such as appeared on the title page of Rousset’s French version
      of John Locke on government: L. C. R. [Rousset] D. [de] M. [Missy] A. D. P., ed., Du Gouvernement Civil …
      augmentée de quelques Notes (Amsterdam, 1755). That edition of Locke was almost certainly the one Jean
      Jacques Rousseau used, and in it he would have found a preface by Rousset de Missy recommending Locke to all who
      value the fate of republics.
    


    
      In addition Rousset was a avid journalist; his Mercure historique begun in 1724 became a widely read
      series that critiqued the existing order in the Dutch Republic. It was shut down by the authorities in 1749. All
      these activities on behalf of the Anglo-Dutch alliance made Rousset a natural choice for the position of official
      historian in the service of William IV, the stadtholder of Friesland, whom the British assisted in 1747 in a
      successful revolutionary coup backed by popular unrest. At that moment Rousset’s political error was to assume
      that William intended true reform and that he would back the complaints against oligarchic corruption led by a
      radical movement known as the Doelistenbeweging. For his leadership in it, Rousset lost political
      credibility with the stadtholder although, even in exile, he remained loyal to the Republic and to his beloved
      freemasonry. Perhaps Rousset’s most original political essay was his account of the revolution, written while he
      still enjoyed the favor of William IV and the Bentincks, Relation historique de la Grande Révolution arrivée
      dans la République (Amsterdam, 1747).
    


    
      By common consent historians of what we now call, the Radical Enlightenment, regard one text as its most
      outrageous, the anonymously published, Traité des trois imposteurs,21 which argued that Jesus, Moses, and
      Mohammed were the three great impostors and offered a partial translation into French of a pantheistic work by
      Spinoza. The Marchand manuscripts reveal the role of his circle, and particularly Rousset, in bringing the book
      into print, in an extremely rare edition of 1719 now to be found at Young Research Library, UCLA. Many libraries
      list Rousset as the author of the Traité, but most recent scholarship sees one Jan Vroese, a minor Dutch
      official, as the instigator. Certainly, the text and its many manuscript copies can be traced back to the
      Marchand-Rousset circle of which Vroese was a part.
    


    
      No single French language text of the century caused more alarm; even Voltaire was horrified by the contents of
      the Traité. Rousset propagandized on behalf of the text’s existence and certainly it expressed, as best we
      can tell, what Rousset believed in his heart. Significantly at every turn the Traité made a political
      argument. Many perfidies can be laid at the feet of the imposters, but the worst of all indictments concerned
      their corruption of the state, their attempt to undermine the republic of the Jews. Even in works ostensibly
      devoted to religion, Rousset as a young man exhibited the political commitments of his maturity: to virtue and
      enlightenment in the service of the state.
    


    
      Although Rousset preferred to write in his mother tongue he belongs firmly in the intellectual history of the
      Dutch Enlightenment. He envisioned a reformation of mores, political practices, and thought; in the masonic lodge
      men could practice refined forms of government that would be closer to the true republican ideal. His lodge in
      Amsterdam survives to this day and in 1795 it welcomed the French revolutionaries with songs and toasts. We may
      safely assume that Rousset would have approved of those evenings when the French appeared as liberators, and not
      as enemies of the republic, or later as the exploiters as they came to be seen in the time of Napoleon.
    


    
      Among Rousset’s loyalties, aside from his lodges, were his Austrian allies. He saw them as the protectors of the
      Dutch Republic, and the Diplomatic Revolution of 1756 when Austria abandoned that role must have been a cruel
      blow. We know that Rousset had masonic contacts in Belgium because he wrote to
      representatives of the government of Vienna in Brussels and signed with his masonic symbol. Almost certainly
      those early lodges were allied with the secular authorities against the power of the local clergy. But the
      Belgian records are preciously few for the period before the 1780s. What little we have suggests that the lodges
      offered a devotion to the central government in Brussels, and after 1780 an identification (despite his
      suspicions) with Joseph II and government-sponsored enlightened reform. The Austrian Netherlands possessed webs
      of local authority, urban and clerical. Urban magistrates may have joined the lodges in large numbers, but the
      lodges looked to the center, toward Brussels, more precisely toward Vienna. When the Marquis de Gages wrote from
      Mons to the Grand Lodge in The Hague in December 1769, he identified himself as a true chamberlain of “the Roman
      Imperial and Royal Majesties.” He sent the colors and Great Seal of the Grand Lodge of the Austrian Netherlands,
      and asked to open formal communication between the two Grand Lodges. He could have been writing to a foreign
      power; and in a sense, he was.22
    


    
      The aping of central government is nowhere clearer than in the behavior of the various Grand Lodges. Being at the
      center of nations, they made foreign alliances and treaties. In 1771, the minutes of the Grand Lodge in The Hague
      record that “England promises not to grant constitutions anymore to lodges within this territory.” The London
      Grand Lodge had declared the Dutch Grand Lodge “free and independent,” and recommended that the Dutch lodges
      operating under an originally English constitution, join the Dutch body. The Provincial Grand Master of England
      (later to move on to serve the Dutch Grand Lodge), de Vignoles, is thanked at those same proceedings for having
      seen to it that “each Empire [realm] or State will have its own supervision.” This settlement became possible
      because the British Grand Lodge finally recognized that the Dutch lodges were different “due to the laws of the
      country.”23
    


    
      Part of the Anglo-Dutch agreement had an imperial dimension. Each Grand Lodge would allow
      lodges in the other territories to appeal only to the home country for a constitution. The Dutch Grand Lodge
      approved lodges in the slave colony of Surinam, and indeed had its own ambassador, brother van Hoogwerf, who was
      appointed foreign deputy Grandmaster. He was instructed to visit lodges in the West Indies, in Suriname and
      Curacao. He reported back that the lodges there were doing well, and that they were part of “our National
      Household.”24 Like the
      nation-state, civil society also aided European conquest and domination.
    


    
      Although committed to respecting each other’s empires, national lodges could nevertheless recognize successful
      rebels. In May 1782 the Amsterdam lodge, “La Bien Aimée,” made a proposal to conclude an alliance with the lodges
      of North America, now declared independent by this Republic.”25 At that moment, the deputy Grand Master in The Hague begged
      off a formal alliance, for reasons, I suspect, that had something to do with the tensions of the 1780s between
      Amsterdam and the Orangist government. The formal recognition of rebels may not have been in the interest of the
      Grand Lodge. Possibly as part of an effort to solidify the nation, just three years earlier the Grand Lodge had
      concluded with the German masonic nation “a treaty of alliance which … could be very useful, both regarding the
      general interest of the two Nations and of traveling brothers in particular.”26 There are moments in these procedures when it is not
      clear which nations, the masonic or the Dutch and German, have been designated.
    


    
      Western global expansion took its toll on explorers, conquerors, and foot soldiers. For international travelers
      or military men, the national character of the lodges permitted an appeal that could compensate for the failure
      of states to reward or care for their citizens and servants. In 1778 a Corsican brother who had been in the
      French regiment on that island, but who later fought with other Corsicans against the French, found himself and
      his family in dire straits. Living now in Amsterdam, he appealed for charity to The Hague, telling the Grand
      Lodge how the king of France had denied him a pension. His appeal, made across lines of
      national loyalty, asked that the order “render a service all the greater to humanity.”27 The lodges, like the scientific academies to
      which they were often compared, permitted European men to imagine that they were representing all of humanity.
      Masonic cosmopolitanism contributed to the creation of Western hegemony, with consequences for women and people
      of color which to this day must constantly be addressed, negotiated, and ultimately changed. Simultaneously, the
      lodges articulated an entirely secular and beneficent ideal of brotherly love which they also said pertained to
      all humanity. As a masonic orator in Amsterdam said in 1752, “A man who does not love another man like himself
      can hardly be recognizable as a man, because he has no common humanity.”28
    


    
      Critics of freemasonry would argue that the Dutch are exceptional and that in France, and in Catholic countries
      in general, the lodges acted in ways that were subversive. In the 1970s the distinguished French historian
      François Furet claimed that “freemasonry transformed a social phenomenon into politics and opinion into action.
      In this sense, it embodied the origin of Jacobinism.”29 The right-wing historian of France, Pierre Chanu, claimed in
      1987 that philosophes such as Voltaire and Babeuf were united in their “having been masons” and as such in
      having subscribed to “egalitarian, communitarian and libertarian anarchy.”30 Such views have permeated scholarship on freemasonry and have
      had the effect of marginalizing it as a subject. Such an entirely biased framework distorts the relationship
      between civil society and the state as it is revealed in the writings, decrees, and archives of both entities.
    


    
      A more useful and relevant framework of analysis for the French situation, or any other approach to the
      relationship of early modern civil society and the state, appears in the writings of Lynn Hunt. She notes that
      “not all freemasons became revolutionaries, and there is no evidence to suggest that the lodges plotted out the
      course of the Revolution from closed doors.”31 My research entirely supports that conclusion. But she further describes the
      exceptionally high participation of French freemasons in the political life of the 1790s,
      from royalists to Jacobins. After 1789, freemasons, many of them once left out of the political life of their
      localities, can be found arrayed in every gradation of the ideological and political landscape.32 Prior to the revolution, the new
      politicians had rarely been overtly political. Pushed to the side by the existing system of political power, they
      were inordinately active in freemasonry, the one institution of civil society prior to 1789 that sought to be
      both constitutional and governmental.
    


    
      In eighteenth-century France, civil society was simultaneously drawn to the state and indifferent, even
      occasionally hostile, to its actual workings. The lodges talked about civic virtue and the need for merit and
      talent as criteria for true leadership. They were also places where deep social tensions were expressed and
      adjudicated. More than the English, Dutch, or Belgian lodges, the French lodges were places where violent
      quarrels erupted. The issues were usually social: which brother had status or deserved a higher grade, which
      lodge had the purest form of masonry, who would be excluded because of social rank or occupation. The quarrels
      began as early as the 1760s and went on into the early 1790s. But by 1792 the lodges all but ceased to meet.
      Other clubs and societies, as well as the dramatic pace of revolutionary events, had made them irrelevant.
    


    
      The Reign of Terror has been analyzed from many perspectives, and I do not pretend to be able to offer any new
      insight into its inner dynamics. Yet its unique character seems relevant to understanding the interaction of
      society and government embodied in masonic discourse and ritual. Eighteenth-century western European civil
      society could and did focus on the state; sometimes private societies like the lodges could even imitate its
      forms and conventions. From London to Vienna masonic brothers elected officers, orators, ambassadors, even
      judges. They voted, taxed, admitted, expelled, adjudicated, formed, and reformed their nations. The institutions
      of civil society held within themselves the untested but real potential of becoming new kinds of government. All
      that was required would be a collapse of the state.
    


    
      When that happened, as it did in France after 1792, the Jacobin clubs became alternative
      institutions of governance and surveillance. Civil society swamped the state, and government became the work of
      local committees. Not a single lodge has been identified as the core of a Jacobin club. But the clubs and
      philosophical circles of the 1790s, as well as the rituals used at the feasts of the Supreme Being, did in some
      cases imitate masonic forms. These imitative gestures should hardly be surprising. Where else but in the
      eighteenth-century lodges could an entire system of governance be found, complete with voluntary social
      gatherings, where an ideology of merit, as well as feasts and rituals, reenforced an identity that transcended
      the local and reached out to the nation, indeed to all of humankind? The lodges prefigure the Jacobin clubs only,
      but significantly, to the extent that the Enlightenment prefigures the French Revolution.
    


    
      When the Grand Lodge in Vienna aided in the suppression of the Belgian lodges, we might imagine that in a
      revolutionary situation it could have become a very useful and effective instrument of government. But it would
      have remained merely a mirror of absolutist government, with new authority wielded by men with little or no
      actual experience of governance. They had been schooled in governments invented in magnificent and closed meeting
      rooms that excluded the profane. In Vienna the music might have been brilliant, but no setting so intensely
      private could become an appropriate site for the location of state power.
    


    
      In 1795 the brothers in “La Bien Aimée” welcomed other brothers who had arrived in Amsterdam with the triumphant
      French army. Together they joyfully sang “La Marseillaise.” Had the system of command emanating from Paris
      collapsed, would Dutch brothers have attempted to govern along with their French allies? The analysis presented
      here suggests that they too might have been at the forefront of new revolutionary committees. The experience of
      the lodges prepared them for the political; the practice of actual state power would require new institutional,
      formal, and informal settings. Although private and nonpolitical, the Dutch lodges, like
      their French counterparts, had given men and a very few women decades of experience with elections, committees,
      orations, mirroring the difficult art of national government. Through periods of decline, revolution, and renewal
      the practices found in the Dutch lodges served the brothers well; they were prepared to participate as
      representative institutions slowly and fitfully evolved in Dutch political life.
    


    
      From the 1790s right up until 1940 and the Nazi invasion, history was kind to the Dutch and French lodges. They
      could practice masonic government freely and in private without ever having to choose between the pleasures of
      sociability and the demands of an authoritarian state. What they might not have always realized was how those
      governmental practices fueled myths and hatreds. In the hands of evil and antidemocratic men, the myths and
      conspiracy theories would be used after 1933 to imperil all forms of European civil society.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 4
    


    
      Money, Equality, and Fraternity
      

      Freemasons Negotiate the Market
    


    
      Eighteenth-century philosophical societies invented modern civil society. Historians and philosophers have
      related the emergence of this web of autonomous associations, independent of the state, to the spread of a market
      economy in the West. I will not labor the complex issue of causality between growing market relations and the
      emergence of the public and the civil. Rather this chapter examines masonic lives in relation to what they tell
      us about the earliest experience of living as an imagined “equal” in a specific historical context, one
      increasingly dominated by money, and hence by the market. In the lodges men and, by mid-century, some women,
      reflected on the moral and civic order in a forum made possible by dues, negotiated their social relations within
      the confines of an egalitarian ideology, and, not least, sought through charity and loans to mitigate the
      vagaries of chance and fortune. At the heart of their ideology lay the belief that status within the realm of the
      civil should be contingent not on birth but on merit. Yet the world around them, while living in the market,
      thought more highly about people born to riches than about those who struggled to acquire them.
    


    
      While reserving membership in this most private of the new public spaces to men and some women both literate and
      prosperous enough to afford the substantial entry fees and monthly payments, the lodges sought to redefine the
      ideological foundations of social identity, to recreate hierarchy through elections and
      rituals that rewarded merit and rejoiced in the experience of brothers “meeting upon the level.” In the European
      lodges with which I am familiar—from Scotland, the Low Countries, France, Sweden, and Germany—two monetary
      practices were universally present: members paid substantial dues upon initiation, then again with each new
      “degree” conferred, and, of course, annually, if not monthly. In some lodges these dues were actually described
      as “taxes.” This money in turn was meant to cover the expenses of the lodge. Just as important was the second
      objective: to establish a charity fund to assist brothers who had fallen on hard times, to make loans or outright
      gifts to brothers or their widows (Mozart’s widow being one of the most famous to receive such charity), and
      wherever possible, to distribute money to the deserving poor, orphans often being high on the list of favored
      recipients. Beginning in the 1770s the Grand Lodge of France in addition gave money to brothers who were ill, or
      recommended that brothers who were doctors or apothecaries donate free services to other brothers.1
    


    
      In one of the earliest continental masonic documents charity was seen as the inevitable outgrowth of egalitarian
      sociability: “The spirit of communication, the sweetness of Equality, of support, of mutual aid … all these
      attributes concur to form the Charity found at the essence and foundation of Freemasonry.”2 The lodges were among the very few,
      perhaps in many places the only, secular and voluntary societies systematically dispensing charity. They did so
      increasingly when by the 1770s contemporaries had come to recognize the absolute importance of money and
      self-interest, and to acknowledge that “the capitalist must have … the most powerful motive [for engaging in
      commerce]; that during his prosperity, the motive is a very strong self-interest.”3 This comment occurred with an atmosphere of
      economic crisis such as gripped the Marseille region in 1774.
    


    
      Times continued to be difficult. Men and women freemasons, as well as widows of brothers, wrote to the Paris
      Grand Lodge and appealed for its “generosity” to relieve them in their miserable state. By the 1780s the Grand Lodge had a committee that did nothing else but dispense charity, sometimes on a
      regular weekly basis.4 Most
      needy brothers and sisters received slightly more than a livre per month “for bread.” This was a fairly minimal
      sum, although sometimes more was awarded. Repeatedly male supplicants refer to the fraternity as a family of
      which they are legitimate sons. Invariably, they explain, they or their natural families have been stricken with
      misfortune, disease, accidents at sea, sudden paralysis, limbs lost at war, in short, disasters unforeseen for
      which they are in no way responsible. “The situation of this brave man is such … that he does not merit the bad
      fortune that he had endured so long in silence.” A Parisian, sister Dupont, wrote that in her extreme need she
      “dares to flatter herself that her brothers and sisters would bring to her the consolation of humanity.” We sense
      in the letters that the supplicant has literally nowhere else to turn. A widow wrote, “I have two small children.
      We are without bread, without money.” Sometimes the writer is a brother servant who is begging the lodge for
      work.5
    


    
      Most letters invariably make clear that when good fortune had reigned the writer had been a faithful brother, had
      risen through many degrees, and always had been a man of merit. Once meritorious and hence, through virtuous
      conduct, successful, somewhat ironically, only fate and bad luck can be invoked to explain a brother’s demise.
      Many of the correspondents tell that they are far from their place of birth either in France or abroad. These are
      travelers whose profession, trade, or war-making have taken them from their places of birth—Ireland, Copenhagen,
      Portugal—and now they are without support. The arguments they give as to why they should be helped vacillate
      between a plea for generosity, beneficence, in short; voluntary charity; and occasionally the reminder of “the
      solemn engagement that our contract obliges us to our brothers.” After 1789 and the revolution in France, it
      should be noted, the tone of the letters changes slightly and we find brothers in need more willing to begin
      their plea with a reminder of “the indispensable duty” of all brothers to help members in need. Still these more self-assured supplicants note their “chagrin” at being in this situation given “the
      talents, the work” that had gone into their industry.6 Another brother noted with self-confidence, “my patriotism and
      my rapport with General La Fayette [also a member of the society].”7 Brothers were also quick to point out that they had lived by “a
      probity and a civil and masonic conduct equally irreproachable.” In May 1789 one indigent brother asked the Grand
      Lodge “to procure for the State a useful citizen” and thus to assist him in publishing “mon histoire
      philosophique.”8 In whatever
      year, the supplicants were universally humble and woeful, but a few were not shy in reminding their brothers of
      the contractual obligations that come with virtue and fraternity.
    


    
      These indigent brothers and sisters of the 1780s and early 1790s tell us that they were caught between two
      worlds: one, essentially paternalistic, where personal loyalty and charity of rich to poor supposedly prevented
      the unfortunate from starving; the other, where men and women of merit, citizens of a commercial and
      international order, believe they are entitled by their social contract (in this instance within their private
      enclaves) to a modicum of care when in desperate need. From the letters it would seem that no other agency of
      church or state was able to provide a sufficient net for men and women who, for whatever reason, were in danger,
      as their letters tell us, of starving to death.
    


    
      The French lodges were not the only ones to centralize the dispensation of charity. In Belgium the lodges sought
      in 1779 to establish a general and national treasury for the purpose of dispensing charity.9 So too did the Dutch lodges in the
      same period. Before these efforts lodges dispensed charity on a lodge-by-lodge, case-by-case, basis. Thus any
      lodge’s treasury was essential to its functioning and the subject of constant attention. Good manners and
      timeliness, as well as proper moral conduct, were enforced through a system of fines. In some lodges coins
      themselves became the actual method of casting votes.10 In a Dutch lodge of mid-century brothers replaced the older
      system of black and white “beans” used for voting “by ballot”—one probably imitative of local guild
      practices—with a system that used different coins in the negative and affirmative.11 In one other lodge fines were also
      imposed for “immoral” behavior, excessive card playing, and sleeping away from home in places of ill repute, as
      well as for lingering at the lodge after it was formally closed. The beneficiaries of immorality were to be the
      poor into whose “box” the fines were put.12 In the Dutch republic brothers asked for charity because of “a series of disasters and fatal
      incidents.” Widows, orphans, and “unlucky sailors who until now, after risking their lives to the benefit and
      advantage of our city [Amsterdam], have no place to go in their old age,” in short, fate’s most obvious victims,
      were the favorite object of Dutch masonic largesse.13
    


    
      In the earliest manifestations of European civil society, both charity and brotherhood had to conform to the
      ideal of merit; only fate was permitted to intervene, and then only on a case-by-case basis. People might rise
      through their own merit but they could not fall through their own efforts; if assistance was sought, only chance
      could be permitted to explain poverty. It was the rare brother—but by the 1780s such did exist—who laid claim to
      assistance by virtue of the constitution, the contract, that bound him to this society. Even then, he sought to
      make his case compelling, and no amount of detail was spared in describing the misfortunes of fate. In this
      chapter evidence about the interplay of the vagaries of the market and the response of the lodges will come
      primarily from Scottish, English, and continental lodges in the Netherlands, Belgium, and France.
    


    
      Within the forum of a selected and closed “temple,” masonic men, among the first Europeans to be deemed equals,
      self-consciously negotiated their inequality.14 They came to terms with anciens régimes, oligarchic or absolutist, and for the most
      part sought a compromise that retained, and in some cases reinforced, social and economic inequalities within an
      egalitarian framework that rendered them unstable. At its inception modern civil society embraced an idealism
      about equality that was invidiously circumscribed by the realities of relative wealth and surplus income. It also
      sought to mitigate that reality by providing charity, but only to members caught out by fate, never by their own
      malfeasance or incompetence, and certainly not by their birth.
    


    
      Money in the form of dues, initiation fees, fines for misconduct, charitable funds and loans,
      was the instrument by which equality and inequality were negotiated. In every lodge the officer designated as
      treasurer was a key figure who shared access to the lodge’s funds only with other officers.15 And these treasuries could
      sometimes be large. Dues structures varied, obviously, throughout Europe. Yet all the fees had one common
      characteristic: they were beyond the means of the artisan or hand worker, all peasants, most servants, and many
      minor officials.
    


    
      Some lodges, in Belgium for instance, comprised only the most elite citizens of their town. In Antwerp two lodges
      in the 1770s were composed entirely of men classified in the top 8 percent of the city’s wealth in one case, or
      the top 17 percent in the other. Initiation in all three masonic degrees could cost about 53 florins; at the time
      an actual mason, for example, a Belgian carpenter or builder, could hope to earn about 110 florins a
      year.16 In France lodge
      dues directly reflected the means of the members, and as a result the French lodges were often deeply segregated
      by those financial circumstances. The many lodges of Strasbourg have left an excellent set of records, and not
      least these Alsatian lodges were among the most socially segregated in the country. Most Alsatian noblemen paid
      an annual poll tax of between thirty and fifty livres; by comparison, masonic dues were more noticeable and could
      average ten livres a month. A domestic servant might hope for an income of about three hundred livres per annum.
      To illustrate the vast distances between the simplicity of the lowly and the grandeur of the great, the lodge La
      Candeur, which was entirely aristocratic in the 1760s and 1770s, could spend nearly a hundred livres on an
      evening’s reception of a new apprentice at which probably no more than thirty men might be present.17 Of course, many French lodges were
      composed of middling men and in turn operated on a far humbler scale.
    


    
      British lodges required literacy of their members; but, perhaps most important, as early as the 1730s, relative
      affluence was necessary to pay the dues: a few pounds at initiation, and then a few shillings each month.18 In
      addition, the membership records from the earliest official London lodges are noticeably high in fellows of the
      Royal Society, government ministers, Whig aristocrats, journalists, and not least Huguenot refugees with
      journalistic or political connections. At a time when the political nation would be defined as the one out of
      five males who held sufficient property to vote, as well as those literate enough to follow the pamphlet
      literature that parliamentary politics encouraged, membership in the lodges tended to be confined to such men.
    


    
      The new private sociability of the eighteenth century rested upon the currency of the market, the commercial
      order. At its British origin, and in its many and lavish continental manifestations, masonic discourse affirmed
      “the world”; it was almost utopian about its possibilities. Simultaneously, the lodges sought to hold the world
      at bay, to distance brothers from the “profane,” to offer the corrective to vice, self-interest, superstition,
      pride, and corruption. Every man when he knocked at the door of the temple and sought his initiation was
      addressed as a “profane.” Only after initiation, executed ritually and through a monetary commitment, did a
      profane become a brother. Once bonded, the private fraternity sought to create a public space. Within a
      constitutional structure first created by the London lodges and then imitated throughout western Europe,
      elections were held, the majority was allowed to rule, “taxes” were collected. In the Dutch Republic, for
      example, newly elected masters were presented to their brother-electors after what was described as a “public
      vote, and by being told that they were being presented publicly.”19
    


    
      Some decades ago the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas articulated the role played by sociability in the
      creation of the new public sphere. He argued that the public space being delineated in the eighteenth century was
      created by and for the European bourgeoisie. The “bourgeois public sphere” was intended to regulate civil
      society, and it became possible because of “the background experience of a private sphere that had become
      interiorized human closeness.” Out of a more egalitarian intimacy the public sphere arose “as an expansion … and
      … completion.”20 Not only the bourgeois family but also, Habermas believes, the habits and practice of
      commerce created the “public sphere.” With extraordinary insight he argues for its appearance first in England in
      the 1690s, in the aftermath of the political and economic transformations effected by the revolution in England.
      And he sees the rapid spread of freemasonry, more precisely, as anticipating the adoption throughout Europe of
      the public sphere as an alternative to absolutism.21 In his account the lodges become the first places where “the bourgeois met … with the
      socially prestigious but politically uninfluential nobles as ‘common’ human beings.” Although we do not have to
      accept Habermas’s terminology about the bourgeoisie, especially because it leaves out the many marginal men who
      were present in the earliest lodges—refugees, actors, in Paris, “a Negro who serves as a trumpeter in the King’s
      Guard”22—nor endorse his
      gender blindness, we can still acknowledge that his analysis has merit. It does not explain why the values of a
      more egalitarian intimacy produced a public sphere intended largely for men. Nor does it address the phenomenon
      of the continental women’s lodges. But it does point us to the fact that a politically meaningful public
      sphere—as well as the first masonic lodge—emerged in England during the 1690s, after the establishment of
      parliamentary government and constitutional monarchy.
    


    
      Even before Habermas made his greatest impact after 1989, many historians had searched for ways to articulate the
      relationship between the new philosophical society of the eighteenth century and the origins of modernity.
      Invariably they have seized upon the political implications of sociability, and either they have been so blinded
      by their hostility to modernity as to see conspiracy everywhere, or so terrified by the economic implications of
      egalitarianism as to see communism where, I will argue, liberalism was present. The vast, and largely useless,
      historiography that treats the freemasons as the conspirators of the French Revolution began in the 1790s with a
      revulsion against the democratic implications within the revolution. In his history of Jacobinism (1797), the
      abbe Barruel seized upon the freemasons and argued from their writings that the masonic
      temple was intended as a public as well as a private space. He believed that as a result, masonic language about
      equality, liberty, and fraternity bore relation to the radical and democratic phase of the French Revolution,
      that is, to Jacobin language and deed. From there, however, he went on to construct an elaborate conspiracy
      theory that linked Jacobins, philosophes, and freemasons.23 Without the paranoia and condemnation, a similar point about
      the filiation of language was made by the British historian Michael Roberts, writing in the 1970s.24 In a highly rigorous and scholarly
      essay, Roberts noted that the slogan “liberty, fraternity, and equality” bears closer relation to masonic
      language than it does to any other eighteenth-century antecedent.
    


    
      But as some modern historians would have it, the similarities between the philosophical society and subversion do
      not end in words or slogans. In the 1970s, François Furet, whom we will meet again in the last chapter, revived
      the writings of a Catholic historian and follower of Durkheim, Augustin Cochin (d. 1916), and drew from them a
      new, and disturbing, interpretation of the philosophical society and, in particular, of freemasonry. In the hands
      of Cochin the conspiracy of Barruel became rarefied into the “machine” enforcing ideological purity and harmony.
      Cochin asserted and Furet elaborated upon the interpretation that in the eighteenth-century lodges, “consensus
      was produced by a discussion among equals that did not concern real situations but was exclusively devoted to the
      relationship of individuals with a set of stated goals.” Lost, as it were, in the closed universe of its own
      rhetoric, the lodge became, metaphorically, a “political party that claimed to embody both society and the State,
      which were now identical.”25 In this Cold War analysis the masonic lodges of the eighteenth century do unwittingly what
      the police and clergy of France, and elsewhere, had begun, as early as the 1740s, to suspect might be done. In
      Furet’s interpretation the masonic lodges became the breeding ground for “militant minorities in whom the new
      legitimacy” might be vested. In Jacobinism, and hence in the philosophical societies that were its imagined
      antecedent, Furet spied the origins of totalitarian communism.
    


    
      We can easily concede the point about the filiation of masonic language, ritual, and symbol,
      and certain aspects of Jacobin rhetoric. Crane Brinton also made it some years ago.26 But because European Marxists of the nineteenth
      century laid claim to the Jacobins, and hence to the radical and democratic impulses within the Enlightenment,
      does not mean that they, and hence Furet, were right. This chapter should demonstrate that the practices of the
      philosophical society, of which freemasonry was the most important political example, tell us more about the
      social and economic origins and nature of modern liberal rhetoric and market practices than they do about the
      communist or the totalitarian. Eighteenth-century private sociability offered a foil to the market, while at the
      same time, by its egalitarian ideology and dues structure, it mirrored the rules and values of the market.
    


    
      The lodges reflected the class tensions exacerbated by the growing importance of the market. French aristocratic
      lodges quarreled with other lodges, including the Grand Lodge, over the status permitted an actor within that
      lodge; they wished to negotiate their constitutional standing and legitimacy only with aristocratic members of
      the “mother lodge.”27
      Similarly, the French Grand Lodge required assurance that the large number of merchants in one lodge were of the
      “best reputation.” Ideally lodges were to contain a mixture of social groupings, who paid for their admission and
      degrees within a scale of donations.28 These degrees were highly coveted and in the Dutch Republic, if not elsewhere, there was a
      traffic in them by “certain private” persons who made it their profession “to receive somebody for a vile price
      and clandestinely.”29
      Given its international character, however, European freemasonry calls for generalizations that seek not to
      unravel its tensions and contradictions, either between lodges or between national styles, but, rather, to
      explain the working of its prevailing and universalist ideology, its egalitarian posture in a world where the
      market appeared with ever greater frequency. Looking at how the market shaped the lodges, and how they in turn
      responded to its pressures, may help explain the appeal of its liberal universalism.
    


    
      THE MARKET ORIGINS OF MASONIC SOCIABILITY: THE VIEW FROM SCOTLAND
    


    
      I want now to observe how one of these first experiments in European liberalism actually worked, to visit a lodge
      at its Scottish origin, and to relate its evolution and practices to the market circumstances in which it had to
      operate.30 What follows is
      the story of the lodge in Dundee, Scotland, culled from its largely unexplored seventeenth- and
      eighteenth-century archives. It is logical and proper to begin in Scotland, for there we have the first records
      that trace the gradual evolution of freemasonry from roughly the 1680s onward, its growth out of the stonemasons’
      guilds into the gentlemanly lodges of the eighteenth century.
    


    
      Market forces caused that evolution; in their wake most guilds declined and then disappeared. In Britain only the
      stonemasons managed to make a transition to an entirely different form of sociability. The reasons for their
      success to this day are not fully understood, but two elements marked the masonic guilds off from those of other
      hand workers: the relative richness of their lore and traditions, and the rather high degree of skill required of
      master masons. In effect they could and did function as architects. Thus the earliest nonmasons admitted in the
      1640s to the guild in England were men of intellectual and scientific interest, Robert Moray and Elias Ashmole.
      Later the men admitted were married into families where the father-in-law was a mason, or these nonmasons in some
      cases had building ventures which they wanted executed, or they possessed the means to help masters initiate such
      ventures.
    


    
      The Dundee records are rare for their completeness, although other Scottish lodges also left similar archives
      documenting the transformation from guild to fraternity. The very richness of these records has led the historian
      who has worked most extensively with the seventeenth-century records, David Stevenson, to argue (too one-sidedly,
      I believe) that the freemasonry bequeathed to the eighteenth-century continental Enlightenment was singularly a
      Scottish invention.31 By
      this he means that the transformation from a guild of stonemasons to a society dominated by
      gentlemen, if not completely devoid of hand workers, occurred first in Scotland and then spread gradually to
      England. For our purposes here the locus of the evolution hardly matters; rather, it is the process and its
      outcome that reward scrutiny.
    


    
      By the 1690s the Dundee lodge had fallen on hard times. Out of economic necessity, it began quite
      straightforwardly to admit non-craftsmen to membership. That process was undoubtedly related to what happened as
      the town sank from a once prosperous east coast shipping port to an increasingly impoverished community,
      threatened with civil disturbance. Its decline began with the sacking of Dundee by a parliamentary army in 1651,
      and continued throughout the last decades of the seventeenth century as the Atlantic trade and the western ports
      grew in importance. This pattern was only reversed slowly, in the last decades of the eighteenth century, with
      the growth of the linen and clothing industries. Thus, in the period where we can observe firsthand the
      transformation of a trade guild into a gentlemen’s fraternity, all but the richest of Dundee’s inhabitants
      negotiated with poverty and with “ye decaying state of ye Burgh.”32
    


    
      A town with a declining population of approximately six thousand, Dundee possessed about a dozen guilds of
      tradesmen, all strictly arranged by rank and status. The cloth dyers were last in social rank, while the masons,
      coopers, barbers, wrights, and periwig makers were considered sufficiently skilled to be organized in a
      cooperative association separate from the other, more menial trades. The merchants were also organized in their
      own guild, which held considerable political power in the town. By the 1720s the masons contributed to it without
      being permitted to join. In 1749 a mason applied for admission to the merchants’ guild, but “he was objected to
      because as exercising a handycraft, he cannot be admitted a member of the Guild, except he give over working as a
      tradesman, being contrary to several Acts of Parliament.”33 Ironically, that same tradesman would have socialized with
      merchants in his lodge by this date. In the world of any eighteenth-century town or city rank
      or status was everywhere palpable. As they evolved, the masonic lodges of this period reflected those realities,
      in one sense mitigating them, in another, through conviviality and the rhetoric of harmony and fraternity,
      obscuring, and hence reinforcing, them.
    


    
      In the early 1700s the Dundee guild had come to a financial impasse. One solution was to admit nonmasons into the
      fraternity. Other lodges in Scotland and England had, of course, also admitted them intermittently throughout the
      seventeenth century. Indeed, the decision in Dundee was only in keeping with what was by 1700 a fairly
      commonplace solution to the economic problems then experienced by all craft guilds. In 1713 the Dundee town
      council, “taking to consideration the great decay of the burgh and houses within the same for want of
      inhabitants, and for encouraging strangers to come and live among us,” decided that anyone marrying into a trade
      family could enjoy “the privilege of a guild brother.”34 Yet obviously the Dundee masons’ guild believed that its
      “freedoms and privileges” within the town were worth a not insignificant sum, although the ten pounds (Scots)
      membership fee requested was less than the sixteen pounds paid by a working journeyman to procure his
      “privileges” and status as a master in the lodge.
    


    
      The Dundee records are clear that preference for admission of non-craftsmen was to be given to relatives of
      actually “operative” masons. There was a predictably large number of such sons and sons-in-law admitted to the
      guild during the eighteenth century. They could be of any occupation. By far the largest number of new members
      who are not practicing masons, but who tell us their occupations, are described as merchants, and also as a clock
      and watch maker, a draper, a wright, an officer of the excise (1721), a surgeon, and finally, in the 1730s, a
      supervisor of the excise, a doctor of medicine, a shipmaster, a clerk of the customs, and, most significantly,
      landed gentlemen of the county who bear the appellation denoting their gentry origin, “honourable.” They received
      the same “freedom”—now uniformly described as “libertys”—and “privileges.”35 The “liberty” now accorded to gentlemen, merchants, and minor officials recalls the distinction, of medieval origin, between the “liberty” of
      buying and selling in the burgh, once given to burgesses who were also merchants, and the “freedom,” generally
      accorded to those who were free to work at their hand trade.
    


    
      These linguistic distinctions now occurred while a significant number of operative masons continued in the Dundee
      lodge. It struggled throughout the century, as did the other crafts, to protect and control the labor of its
      working members, often against the practices employed by local merchants, and to ensure that members would only
      employ craftsmen duly admitted to the guild. Yet there is also some evidence of tension within the lodge between
      the working men and their “betters.”36 The Dundee lodge was quite different from one that met in London in the 1730s. It had over
      one hundred members, of which not one was a working mason and the vast majority were mercantile by trade.
    


    
      The tensions in the lodge were the perennial effect of Dundee’s poverty, which meant the absence of sufficient
      municipal funds to repair public works, as well as a dearth of capital to repair “ruinous properties … owing to
      the poverty of the owners.” There was also the problem of vagrancy and begging, in other words, of social
      control. Such social and economic problems occurred, however, within a distinct political culture. As the Whig
      ministry in London led by Sir Robert Walpole in the 1720s came to control Scottish political life, all patronage
      came under its purview and under the skillful manipulation of its man in Scotland, the earl of Ilay. No office,
      no agency of revenue collection, from salt to the excise, was small enough to escape Whig domination.37 Concomitant with, and indeed
      augmenting, this consolidation of power was a policy of “improvements,” which established commissions to improve
      fisheries and manufacturing and to encourage agricultural experimentation and innovation. All these factors
      favored the gentlemen within the lodge who came resolutely to control it.
    


    
      By the 1730s the lodge was actively involved in promoting public works projects, contributing generously in 1739
      to a fund for building a workhouse for beggars and other poor. In 1730 guildsmen and
      burgesses had joined in petitioning the magistrates to build a new prison, with a local mason promptly
      volunteering to take down the old one for a modest fee. Culture was also imported into the town, and in 1734
      freemasons paraded to the local theater to see a production brought in specially from Edinburgh.38 Of all the local guilds the masons
      were most active in a process of “improvement” that was visible in Dundee by the 1730s, despite its chronic
      economic problems. Even the appearance of famine in the vicinity in 1741 did not stop the town council two years
      later from putting up the money to hire a “professor of mathematics and book keeping” for the local public
      school. The gentlemen freemasons in Dundee were not necessarily Whigs, but they did promote the political culture
      of improvement associated with the Whig ascendancy.39 It is also worth noting, if only in passing, that the habit of
      clubbing was more pronounced among late seventeenth-century Whigs in London than it was among their Tory rivals.
    


    
      More than civic involvement came with the transformation of the Dundee lodge from what masonic histories like to
      call operative to speculative freemasonry, that is, philosophical as opposed to practiced masonry. What is
      striking about the process that accompanies the admission of increasingly elite “brothers” is revealed in the new
      language gradually replacing the traditional guild terminology. In the seventeenth century, guildsmen spoke more
      often of their statutes and ordinances, not frequently of their laws, and generally the brethren gave “their
      consent” to the admission of a new member or to the “selection” of their officers. Occasionally, “the mason trade
      in Dundee being met together have made and constituted” a master to his “privileges.”40 These consisted of the right to regulate wages,
      settle disputes among members, and be consulted about taxes by the local magistrates. Guilds had the privilege to
      exercise authority and control in the lodge and in the community, but not to govern. That was the work of local
      magistrates. Quite suddenly, and within less than ten years after the admission of merchants and the sellers of
      commodities, the language of parliamentary procedure, and hence governance, makes its
      appearance. An officer “was by plurality of votes chosen.” By 1718 “the members of the mason craft being convened
      did unanimously elect and choose” their officers, and in 1734 a quorum was fixed. By the 1730s the “freedom” of
      the guildsman, traditionally the freedom, upon admission, to practice his craft in the town, has been transformed
      into the “libertys of the craft.” At that same moment (1732) “members [were] unanimously admitted and received
      into the Society [sic] of master masons.” This “fraternity” of guildsmen has become a “society” of gentlemen and
      merchants, now styled as master masons, who vote and elect, and who possess their liberty just as craftsmen once
      possessed their freedom.41
    


    
      In 1734 the transformation was ensured. The power to govern was placed in the hands of the gentlemen freemasons.
      The occasion for this shift of authority over the “government” of the lodge involved both money and labor. Money
      had been inappropriately lent without proper security. Craftsmen not belonging to the guild had been employed,
      while the quality of craftsmanship of some operative members was deemed inadequate. At the annual meeting of the
      year the gentlemen of substance were elected as the officers. The Honorable John, master of Gray, was chosen as
      master of the lodge, and he was also a local agricultural improver. Suddenly language employed by London
      freemasons and first displayed in Anderson’s 1723 Constitutions appeared with full force in Dundee. Terms
      appear that are not to be found in the records of the Dundee operative masons: “the Society of Free and Accepted
      Masons,” the “Hon. Society of the Antient Lodge,” the “Laws and Regulations for the better and orderly Government
      of the respective Brethren.” Brothers are charged with the task of assembling “to consider of such Laws and
      Regulations as shall seem most proper and requisite for the better Government of the Society … with full power to
      them to make and enact in the locked book of the Society such laws as shall seem best for preserving order and
      unanimity among the Brethren … and punishing delinquents of whatever Rank or Degree.” A committee was established
      to do just that.42
    


    
      For the first time in these seventy and more years of records, reference is made in the same
      manuscript entry to the “secret mysteries of Masonry.” It shall no longer be “lawful by any and or number of the
      brethren of the lodge of this place to initiate or enter any person or persons of what ever degree or quality …
      to the knowledge of the antient and secret mysteries of masonry without first apprising the worshipfull, the
      master of the lodge.” Without his consent a man may not be admitted. In this context the secrets refer to the
      traditional skills of craftsmen as well as to signs and words used by properly initiated guild masons to signal
      to one another their status, and hence their right to work. It is significant that only now does emphasis on the
      “secrets” of freemasonry appear. Secret signs and tokens of membership had been the everyday manner of
      communicating among craftsmen. The ability to keep the secrets now became symbolic of devotion to the fraternity,
      of loyalty and probity. That ability to hide—rather than to practice the mysteries—became the only means of
      identifying a true brother. This social cement was mystical only insofar as it was language memorized out of its
      original context—it now became words and signs used in the bonding of men who were different from one another in
      nearly every aspect of their lives, save their membership in a constitutionally governed private society.
      Eventually the “secrets” of freemasonry acquired a metaphoric meaning, as brothers rose by degrees toward a
      veiled, yet constantly unfolding, wisdom and enlightenment. Accompanying this process were ever more elaborate,
      and expensive ceremonies conferring status and honor within the lodge.
    


    
      The process of elaboration that we have witnessed at work in Dundee by the mid-1730s occurred elsewhere in the
      Scottish, as well as English, lodges. Gentlemen were admitted and elected “masters” of the lodge. Suddenly, whole
      initiation ceremonies were created to install the master in his “chair,” with overtones of ceremonies used to
      initiate men into the aristocratic and kingly orders, such as the Order of the Garter, or, indeed, with
      intimations of royal coronations and court ceremonial. In the 1730s, following the practice in England, Scottish
      lodges instituted “degrees” by which practicing, that is, operative, and nonpracticing
      members might be distinguished one from another. Not least, in 1736, the thirty-three Scottish lodges, Dundee
      among them, sent representatives to an assembly that created the Grand Lodge of Scotland, which in turn elected a
      gentleman Grand Master, only, incidentally, after he had renounced any hereditary claims on the office. The
      national government of Scottish freemasonry could now be said to have been put in place. One of its first acts
      may have been to give constitutional authorization to a foreign lodge that had appealed to it. The lodge was in
      Amsterdam and its master was the Huguenot refugee and self-described “pantheist” Jean Rousset de
      Missy.43 In the Scottish
      transformation away from practicing stonemasons officers were not only to be nominated and elected, they were
      also given the power of oversight in all aspects of craft activity. Nominations were now to be held for “the
      Election” of officers who shall have the power and authority to appoint a quorum “of the Operative Brethren not
      exceeding five in number … to visit and inspect” the work done by other masons. By 1737 “rolls [were] being
      called and votes marked” and elections were “carried by a plurality.”44
    


    
      In every sense power had decidedly shifted into the hands of the gentlemen freemasons, who would oversee the work
      of their operative brethren. Yet in this instance, and in contrast with the hostility shown to the protective
      practices of the working masons described in the 1723 Constitutions, the gentlemen freemasons of Dundee
      did continue to protect the “freedom” of their working brethren by permitting only initiated masons to work in
      the town. Throughout the rest of the century some efforts were made intermittently to restrict the practice of
      the craft to members of the lodge. The charitable obligations of the lodge also continued to be important, and it
      proudly maintained its locked pew in the local church. Yet increasingly its records speak of the “liberty” of the
      freemason as more and more gentlemen, as well as relatives of practicing masons, are admitted to the society.
    


    
      From the early eighteenth century the signs of increasing literacy also become more frequent.
      The marks and rough, uncertain scrawl by which the majority of brethren signed their names in the seventeenth
      century give way and eventually by the 1750s all but disappear—even among the craftsmen who remain. In the 1650s
      masons spoke of “the blessings of God” and “the better ordering of our Comonwill,” and they made reference to
      their craft as “the calling.” In Dundee these same craftsmen invoked the Trinity, opening their lodge in 1659
      with words taken from the so-called Old Charges, rules widely practiced by lodges throughout England: “The might
      of the father of heaven with the Wisdom of the glorious sone and the grace and goodnes of the holie gost be with
      us at our beginning.”45
    


    
      Concomitant with evidence of increasing literacy, and fewer operatives, the old religious language all but
      disappears. In its place stands reference solely to the Newtonian Grand Architect of the Universe. In the 1740s
      prospective candidates for admission as operatives were tested by “an Essay of an Architecture,” now, however,
      requiring an arithmetic knowledge of Ionic proportions. The imposition of order extended from a simplified
      conception of the deity to sound fiscal management of the lodge and came to include correct social behavior, and
      even the professionalism of skills. Fines were occasionally extracted for infringements of the rules concerning
      employment. By the same token, money was also lent at interest to assist in business ventures, with the lodge
      operating at moments like a bank, an institution that did not come to Dundee until the 1760s.
    


    
      In this fascinating instance the consolidation of elite culture, a process historians have traced as under way
      from well back in the seventeenth century, included the assimilation and transformation of one of the most
      representative institutions of early modern European popular culture. The guild, complete with its myths and
      rituals, has been embraced only to be transformed. And its most binding and potentially subversive practice,
      secrecy, has been given new meaning. Knowledge of the secrets delineated brothers by their degrees; it also
      enveloped their private association and made it special. For others in a different setting, it may also have made
      it suspect.
    


    
      A direct evolution out of its seventeenth-century predecessor, the lodge in Dundee might
      easily be imagined as vastly different from its continental counterparts of the 1730s and beyond. Indeed, in some
      respects it differed from many London and provincial lodges because of the large number of operative masons
      remaining in its ranks. Yet after 1734, at their core, the practices and ideals of this private society in
      Dundee—as revealed in the language it employed—were not fundamentally different from those elaborated upon by the
      London Constitutions (1723) and in turn imitated with greater and lesser degrees of imagination by
      countless European lodges. The importance of the Dundee lodge is that it permits us to watch the unfolding from
      guild to fraternity.
    


    
      The emergence of a new private society modeled on—indeed, deriving from—the masonic guilds of medieval origin
      should be understood in relation to an important moment in the history of European political and economic
      development. For much of European urban history guilds of craftsmen, and even of merchants, provided, as one
      historian aptly describes it, “the counterculture to civil society.” The guilds were vital participants in town
      and city life; they functioned to protect their members from the vagaries of the market and from the power of the
      great magistrates, lay and ecclesiastical. Their understanding of freedom and equality was more protectionist and
      collective than it was individual and purely market. Yet with these qualifications the guilds also played a
      regulatory role in the commercial life of any city, operating both protectively and coercively in ways that have
      been described as “ideal … to police the workforce.”46 The guilds regulated who might practice “his mystery,” that
      is, the skills of a particular craft at any given moment and place. The relationship between the guild and the
      free merchant was partly adversarial, partly collaborative. Guilds might administer the policies of local
      magistrates, but they did not make those policies, although they might indeed be carefully consulted.
    


    
      In early eighteenth-century Britain there was nothing “countercultural” about the new speculative lodges. They
      embraced the rhetoric of constitutional authority, of the magistrates seated in Parliament.
      The emergence of these private societies suggests a new political mentality striving for expression within a
      particular economic, that is, market context. We have arrived at that moment when a political nation exists
      within one of the European national states. This nation, in possession of voting rights, governed
      self-confidently in tandem with an old aristocracy and a constitutionally limited monarchy. In the cities the
      mercantile elite no longer needed guilds for their protection; in the countryside, the landed gentry expressed
      their political interests through parliamentary elections. In town and city the power of the old guilds to
      regulate wages and labor had now been broken. But the collectivist definition of liberty and equality inherent in
      guild culture could be given new meaning. It could now pertain to the aspirations of the political nation. Voters
      and magistrates could meet within the egalitarian shell provided by the guild shorn of its economic authority and
      in most cases of its workers. In the new masonic lodges urban gentlemen, as well as small merchants and educated
      professionals, could practice fraternity, conviviality, and civility while giving expression to a commonly held
      social vision of their own liberty and equality. They could be free-marketeers while hedging their debts. By
      bonding together through the fraternal embrace, they sought refuge from harsh economic realities if bad fortune
      made poverty seem inevitable.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 5
    


    
      Women in the Lodges
    


    
      Our attention must now focus on gender and French freemasonry in the century of light. The reason is simple: the
      eighteenth-century records for French lodges of both women and men are richer than anywhere else in Europe and
      America, at least as yet discovered. Of course, in the Anglo-American world female participation in lodges, as
      opposed to affiliates and auxiliaries like the nineteenth-century Eastern Star in America, was strictly
      prohibited. Gender exclusion now plagues contemporary freemasonry in both the United States and Great Britain,
      where numbers in the gender-segregated lodges continue to fall. So seriously do some contemporary American
      freemasons take the prohibition against women as sisters that when the Grand Master of France addressed his
      American brothers in the early 2000s he had to prove the legitimacy of the Grand Orient by asserting that it had
      never initiated women. It is sad, that the declaration had to be made, more sad for the historical record, that
      he obscured the reality of a vibrant freemasonry for French (and other) women from the eighteenth century until
      today.
    


    
      Just about everything concerning freemasonry in France has been controversial in the era after World War II (and
      well before). Designated as contentious—as soon as it migrated from Britain into Catholic Europe in the
      1730s—freemasonry was traditionally written about either by devotees of the order or by its critics—generally
      those on the Right.1 Had
      they but known that lodges could also act as places where women expressed their sense of
      themselves, even their sense of equality, then the hostility would probably have been even more intense.
    


    
      Enlightened attitudes were sought and experienced by rank-and-file followers, generally from the professions, the
      military, and lesser aristocrats, who joined the French lodges in large numbers from the 1760s onward. They
      coveted improvement, intellectual stimulation, toleration, and confirmation for their achievements. Initially,
      the originally male lodges “adopted” women—to use masonic parlance—and gradually women joined what became known
      to both women and men as “lodges of adoption.” The process of gender integration appears to have been underway as
      early as the 1740s, and in 1745–46 we have the first concrete evidence from a women’s lodge working in Bordeaux.
      As the Bordeaux records tell us, the entrance of women into the lodges provoked controversy. For example, a
      clerical member of the Bordeaux lodge, the curé of Rions, “was condemned … for his extraordinary indiscretion …
      to have led women into the lodge … and for having said that he would voluntarily pay … 3 francs for making it
      possible for them to see the lodge.”2 He faced a three-month suspension. Whatever the priest’s motives and his relationships with
      women, the issue of women in freemasonry would not be easily resolved.
    


    
      Women surfaced earlier in the life of bordelaise freemasonry than seems to have been the case at any other
      European site, as far as we know. A brother announced that women were holding their own lodge meetings in the
      town, and he called them “des Soeurs de l’Adoption.” This would not do, the lodge decided, and in its wisdom
      moved to prevent it. We doubt it was successful. Women’s freemasonry flourished in eighteenth-century France, and
      brothers were largely powerless to stop it. But they could refuse to recognize mixed lodges, or lodges of
      adoption.
    


    
      But the French were not the only lodges where women found a place. Until this record from Bordeaux came to light,
      the earliest known European women’s lodge had been held in The Hague in 1751. There actors
      and actresses of the Comédie française had joined with local Dutch gentlemen to create a mixed lodge welcomed by
      the other, male lodges.3
      Officers could be both men and women, and as the 1751 record was written in French, the gendered nouns made the
      point: le Maître and la Maîtresse, and so on.
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        FIGURE 12. The manuscript “Livre de Constitutions” makes the point about the search for gender
        equality in the “Grand Lodge of Adoption.” MS 4686 from the archives of the Grand East. With permission of the
        masonic library, Prins Frederik Cultural Masonic Center, The Hague; copyright Grand East of the Netherlands.
      

    


    
      The Dutch Grand Lodge approved of what were known as lodges of adoption, namely the creation of masonic social
      spaces into which women had to be adopted as they were not naturally born to inhabit them. The Grand Master, the
      Baron de Wassenaer, signed the book of its constitution as did the other brothers and sisters. If surnames are a
      guide, the sisters were from many parts of Europe, with “Rosa Frasi” suggesting an Italian actress and “De vos
      femme” possibly belonging to the wife of M. De Vos from France. The signature of William Bentinck in that year is
      also significant. He had become a trusted adviser to the new stadtholder, William IV, who had been put in place
      as a result of a revolution in 1747–48. Bentinck represented British interests in the Dutch Republic, and his
      father in turn had been the trusted confidant of William III, who became king of England, also as the result of a
      revolution—that one in 1688–89. We can only speculate about the implications that may have been seen in this
      particular lodge, formed at the moment when the wife of the stadtholder, Anna of Hanover, was at the height of
      her political influence. Aside from their politics, the men in the lodge were from the highest reaches of Dutch
      society.
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        FIGURE 13. The brothers and sisters in The Hague signed their “book of constitutions” on 1 May
        1751. With permission from the masonic library, Prins Frederik Cultural Masonic Center, The Hague; copyright
        Grand East of the Netherlands.
      

    


    
      In Bordeaux, by contrast, the issue of women’s membership became instantly
      contentious.4 Clearly some
      brothers, perhaps lead by the local priest, thought that mixed lodges were a good idea; a majority disagreed.
      Thus began a controversy about the public role of women in civil society that continued until well into the last
      century. Yet we know that in 1775 a lodge of adoption is mentioned in the city, and the following year yet
      another such lodge was established. In the second, La Loge l’Amitié, the duchess of Chartres and several other
      noblewomen were admitted. Generally but not exclusively the French lodges for women featured the high-born, even
      the titled.
    


    
      Lodges for women signal an important social moment in the history of early modern gender relations. These, like
      their male counterparts, were not simply social clubs. Voting in elections, dues collection, orations, and
      officerships were an inherent and formal part of the public life of any lodge. By the 1740s in western Europe
      women wanted to do such governing-like things, and some men approved, while others vehemently disliked public
      roles for women and the independence that went with them. Bear in mind that the freedom of women in public
      remained a fraught issue in the West until well into the nineteenth century. Only then, in Britain, was the need
      even for public lavatories for women “generally recognized.”5 Late in the eighteenth century women’s lodges became all the
      rage in France, and while both men and women had voting rights, at least one lodge demanded that women could not
      meet without men being present and that pregnant women not be allowed to attend.6 But just as important as voting may have been the role that
      charity played in masonic lives. Writing later in life, sisters talk about belonging to lodges as early as the
      1750s. In that decade Sister Dupont was adopted into a lodge and she praised the interest that her brothers and
      sisters had in the welfare of humanity. Many years later, and in a poor state of health, she
      in turn asked for its assistance.7
    


    
      THE GEOGRAPHY OF WOMEN’S FREEMASONRY
    


    
      A map of French women’s freemasonry, including only those lodges for which firm evidence exists, should
      demonstrate the quantitative strength of female participation in the movement. Women’s early membership in the
      French lodges was distinctive both in numbers and visibility. Elsewhere, women had been effectively excluded from
      the brotherhood as it swept through Europe and much of the rest of the colonial world by the 1740s. The highly
      contested but real pressure to include women in lodges in France was the notable exception.8 Despite the 1723 constitutional
      proscription against women members, which the British Grand Lodge sought (then as now) to enforce at home and
      abroad, there was an impressive number of well-established French mixed lodges by the 1760s. Interestingly
      enough, the terms maçonnerie des dames and maçonnerie des femmes were used to describe the new
      integrated masonry. As the map indicates, female lodges grew steadily in number. Their popularity also increased
      among the upper classes, and lodges began to take on distinct characters of their own. In 1774 the Grand Orient
      in Paris officially recognized them as masonic organizations. It was the newly reconstituted governing body of
      French freemasonry. By the 1780s, the women’s lodges had become so popular that a new edition of one adoption
      ritual book was being published annually. During 1787 six editions were published.
    


    
      From the 1750s to the 1780s women’s freemasonry was never a static institution. Rather, as women came together
      regularly behind the doors of their lodges, they grew in confidence, power, and awareness. As we are about to
      see, women’s freemasonry of the 1780s bore only an outward resemblance to the freemasonry of the earliest
      decades.
    


    
      THE RITUAL LIFE OF THE WOMEN’S LODGES
    


    
      Once the doors of the lodges of adoption swung shut, the members were, in a sense, sealed off from the outside
      world. With their elaborate rituals and their secret signs, words, tokens, costumes, aprons, trowels, and jewels,
      the female masons, like their brothers, could live a make-believe existence; in their constitutionally framed
      polity, the lodge could become whatever they decided to make it. What they developed in four decades was
      remarkable, as a cursory look at their rituals will show: the women increasingly established their own
      identities, and power was transferred from male to female members. When entering the world of eighteenth-century
      masonic life the historian must assume a willing suspension of disbelief. How else are we to understand why women
      and men would devote many hours a month, spend lavishly in the process, and covet the opportunity to participate
      formally in quasi-religious, yet secular ceremonies that we can only dimly imagine as meaningful and satisfying?
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        FIGURE 14. Map of France with all the women’s lodges indicated. Supplied by the author.
      

    


    
      The life of any freemason was (and is) governed by the degrees held in the lodge, indicating
      his or her progress through rituals designed to mark each stage in a passage toward wisdom and knowledge. The
      degrees had their origin in the Anglo-Scottish guild ceremonies. In earlier times they marked a working mason’s
      initiation into the guild, then his passage from apprentice to journeyman and finally from journeyman to master.
      By 1710 the three degrees inherited from the original guild structures were being transformed by gentlemen
      freemasons in Scotland and England into purely symbolic insignia of masonic status, complete with passwords and
      “secrets.” Originally, of course, the “secrets” referred to nothing more than the skilled knowledge possessed by
      a working master mason. The mason’s “word” was simply a device enabling guildsmen far from home to prove their
      membership to other brothers. But by the middle of the eighteenth century the secrets had expanded to include new
      words, symbols, and rituals, culminating by midcentury on the Continent in a system of thirty-three degrees in
      some lodges; others had fewer and different rituals. British lodges officially affiliated with the Grand Lodge of
      London never entirely accepted these elaborations, but the majority of European lodges honored the original
      masonic rituals, degrees, and symbols more by imaginative breaches than by rigid fidelity.
    


    
      The lodges for women were no exception to this pattern of innovation. The earliest extant ritual intended for
      women’s participation anywhere in Europe is that for the Loge de Juste in the Netherlands, dated 1751 and written
      in French; it survives in The Hague and I have reproduced early in this chapter its signature page. Although it
      is impossible to know whether, and how closely, its ritual resembled contemporary procedures used in the French
      lodges, one can assume that it was reasonably representative. Certainly the women in the
      lodge traveled extensively, and the Comédie française in The Hague (in which they were either players or leaders)
      often followed the repertoire performed by its more famous namesake in Paris. In addition, French mores and
      tastes had captured the imagination of Dutch elites, and the nontheatrical Dutch women and men also found in the
      lodge were to that manner born. Thus the ritual used by the Loge de Juste is particularly useful as a point of
      comparison with later rituals, allowing a glimpse into the earliest adoptive lodge procedures and displaying
      certain elements that were not present in later French rituals. The lodge, by the way, was named in honor of the
      Grand Master of the Netherlands and received a subsidy from the Grand Lodge.9
    


    
      If women were to have control over their own form of masonry, they needed a separate ritual identity. As long as
      they shared a forest of symbols with men, it would be more difficult to use the ritual as a vehicle for the
      expression of their ideals. The ritual of the Loge de Juste should be seen in retrospect as an interim one, not
      exactly like typical men’s ceremonies but as something that could be developed into what became the standard
      women’s ceremony. There were more symbols borrowed from men’s freemasonry than there were in later women’s
      rituals. Rather than use biblical symbols, the sisters and brothers of the Loge de Juste spoke in builders’
      terms, using words reminiscent of the ceremonial life of the male lodges. Yet even in this ritual, and in an
      accompanying songbook complete with an oration on equality, the men and women of the lodge made efforts to
      grapple through thought and ritual with the meaning of “equality.” In the aftermath of women’s admission into a
      private society that sought to define and instill egalitarian mores, a ritual and core of officers that required
      equal participation among men and women seem only appropriate.
    


    
      No ritual text contemporaneous with the one in The Hague has yet been found in a French archive. The earliest
      extant French ritual for women was written in 1763 by the Count de Clermont, Grand Master of
      French freemasonry. It became a prototype for all subsequent female masonic rituals. Sections of the original
      manuscript ritual have been crossed out and the wording changed, leading us to believe that updates were made
      from year to year as members saw fit. It is difficult to compare the four-degree ritual written by Clermont with
      the three-degree Scottish ritual of the Loge de Juste since different degree levels are involved, but there are
      certain important similarities and differences that can be isolated.
    


    
      Clermont’s ritual, unlike that of the Loge de Juste, seems to have been designed for women only, and it
      stipulated that men had to have attained at least the second degree of freemasonry to be considered for
      membership in a lodge of adoption. Between 1751 and 1763 the form of the degree initiation did not change: the
      presiding officer questioned the candidate to ascertain her worthiness to join, tests were administered, the
      candidate took an oath, and two of the officers recited the catechism containing the degree knowledge. But unlike
      similar male initiation rites, this 1763 ritual went out of its way to make clear that women, despite their
      penchant for curiosity, have had a favor conferred on them. In the initiation into one of the higher degrees, the
      story of Lot’s wife and her self-destructive curiosity about the city of Sodom was then invoked, serving to
      caution both men and women about lust and license.10
    


    
      Generally the women’s lodges, beginning with de Juste, concerned themselves with virtue and personal
      character—themes that were also discussed in the male lodges, but never as prominently. The latter focused more
      on the virtues associated with public service and governance and less on private moral improvement. Nevertheless,
      the idea of purity in the Garden of Eden was a central theme in both male and female masonry. Part of the order’s
      belief was that through freemasonry a member could somehow regain the pristine beauty and innocence of humans
      before the Fall. The engraved rituals that appear in chapter 2
      display this theme of rebirth. This belief seems to be reflected in one of the first three-degree ceremonies at
      the 1751 Loge de Juste, and it was also an important part of Clermont’s second degree
      ceremony. In their basic symbols and practices, then, the Loge de Juste and the French lodges of Clermont were
      related. A distinct set of themes identifies them both as masonic organizations, searching for virtue and new
      masonic meanings through rituals that used biblical and building symbols.
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        FIGURE 15. This engraving of the Garden of Eden, probably from a painting, formed the backdrop
        to a woman’s reception into the second masonic degree. Only in these women’s lodges was the story of Adam and
        Eve retold and Eve’s guilt removed. From L’Adoption ou la maçonnerie des femmes (The Hague and Geneva,
        1775), 27. With permission of the masonic library, Prins Frederik Cultural Masonic Center, The Hague; copyright
        Grand East of the Netherlands.
      

    


    
      The differences between the De Juste and Clermont lodges, however, were as dramatic as the similarities. While
      both rituals involved decorations and vocabulary derived from the building trade, these holdovers from the men’s
      ritual were less important in Clermont’s later ritual. One interesting moment in Clermont’s ceremony occurred
      when the candidate swore her oath with one hand on a compass and the other on the Gospels.
      This oath-taking apparatus, combined with the heavy infusion of Old Testament symbols and certain references to
      reason and enlightenment in the ceremony, seems to indicate an uncertainty about the spiritual foundations for
      female masonry at this date. Was it a builder’s ceremony with Enlightenment overtones like the men’s lodge
      ceremonies? Was it biblical in the Old Testament sense, which could be made compatible with the Enlightenment’s
      fascination with the ancients but not easily reconciled with the building symbolism in the men’s lodges? Or was
      it religious in the French Catholic sense? The Old Testament symbols proved most enduring. Particularly
      significant was Clermont’s thorough integration in the degree ceremonies of the symbol of Jacob’s ladder—a symbol
      that had been added to male masonry a few years earlier in the Kadosh degree (a higher degree adopted by the
      French from the German Strict Observance rite).
    


    
      If we remember the significance of Catholicism, particularly in the lives of educated elite women who, when not
      taught at home as they generally were, received instruction outside the home from nuns, we can begin to see the
      importance of the transformation of the biblical stories taken up and used approvingly by female freemasons.
      Theologically, the story of Eve’s temptation and fall had been used to justify women’s inferior status and in
      particular their inability to officiate as clergy or leaders. As an imaginative resource the story worked to
      reinforce images of female lust, intemperance, and seductiveness. But in the adoptive lodge rituals, the myth of
      Eden is confronted and the story reworked. In the early versions of the Eve ritual brothers remain central, even
      responding or speaking for their sisters. But what they have to say to their sisters in masonry subverts the
      myth: you are in the Garden of Eden, you eat the fruit “but not the pip that represents the germ and the seeds of
      vice.”11 In another of the
      Clermont rituals, the Grand Master cuts an apple in two with a trowel, removes the seeds, and gives the rest of
      the apple to the candidate to eat. As she eats the apple, he says, “Bear in mind, my sister, that the laws of
      masonry forbid you to eat too much of any apple’s seeds because apple seeds are the origin of
      the forbidden fruit.”12
    


    
      The lodge now represents the Garden secularized, where love of family, friends, citizens, states, and country is
      taught, where women are adopted who were once banished unjustly out of ignorance. As in the Lot ritual, such
      lodges repudiate the mysteries and “indecencies” associated with Saturn, Bacchus, and Priapus.13 By the 1780s, however, the
      obsessive concern with license and decorum largely disappears. The biblical references remain, but the adoptive
      lodges now become places where women swear loyalty to king and faith, roi et foi. On becoming “masters,”
      the women swear devotion to the Catholic religion and their prince while they also ritually and triumphantly slay
      the serpent.14
    


    
      While the men’s lodges presented themselves more self-consciously as schools of government where brothers learned
      to vote, give orations, live under constitutions and majority rule, accept women’s friendship, and merit
      “l’estime du public,”15
      women’s lodges could use the same universal masonic structure to aspire toward an overt political life for their
      members. Their aspirations prefigure the women’s republican clubs of the early 1790s. The political life being
      invented in the lodges is not simply about personal, polite power expressed through salon conversation and
      writing; it is also about the state, about forms of constitutional and legal life. The reason being expressed
      here is closer to that of the state than it is to an imagined “masculinist reason,” a phrase invoked by some
      feminists in order to denigrate the rationality proclaimed by the Enlightenment.
    


    
      Masonic rituals had for many decades expressed sentiments about the polity. Clermont’s ritual did not originate
      in his own imagination. The French masonic historian André Doré undertook some detective work on its genesis and
      believes that it came from a 1744 publication entitled Le Parfait Maçon ou les véritables secrets de quatres
      grades d’apprentices, compagnons, maitres ordinaires et écossais de la Franche-Maçonnerie.16 This 108-page book was one of the
      first in a series of “revelations” or “exposures” of the freemasons that circulated during the 1740s, some of which were translations of English texts. Le Parfait Maçon contained
      biblical themes and omitted the sequences from the building of Solomon’s Temple that were central to male
      masonry. It also included one of the earliest continental references to Scottish-rite masonry, and the political
      message the rite evoked was seldom neutral.
    


    
      No subject in eighteenth-century European freemasonry is more complex and confusing than the Scottish rite. The
      Grand Lodge of London never liked innovations, particularly any addition of new degrees to the original three by
      which official British freemasonry to this day is characterized. But the so-called Scottish rite posed a special
      threat to its conservatism. Scottish rites had nothing to do with Scotland per se, but rather involved the
      widespread masonic belief that the lodges there were either purer or more egalitarian than the Grand Lodge with
      its largely oligarchic leadership. Hence, espousing “Scottish” freemasonry was generally an act of defiance that
      could take many forms. As it was exported to France (possibly by Jacobite refugees), it could then be used to
      represent the aristocratic reaction toward the state led by the Grand Lodge after 1773. New degrees could mean
      status and hierarchy in a purer, more cerebral freemasonry. Similarly, egalitarian reformers, both women and men,
      could use ceremonial innovations associated with the Scottish rite to express hostility toward the authorities,
      and by the 1780s that impulse had turned many French lodges into hotbeds of dissent.17 Indeed, among all the western European countries
      and periods in which we have studied masonic records, only France in the 1780s presents a portrait of lodges out
      of control, of incessant and unrelenting social hostility in and between lodges. In archives that have largely
      been underused by recent social and political historians, one can take any French city—Montpellier, for
      example—and find dissent and deep hostilities surrounding issues of class and status. These hostile sentiments
      were being expressed in letters and orations from almost every lodge by the late 1770s and escalating in the
      1780s.18
    


    
      New rituals and forms of masonry allowed for the expression of dissensions. Predictably, once
      the lodges became implicated in the revolution their critics seized on the decades of innovation associated with
      the Scottish rite. The earliest surviving French attack on the lodges dates from the autumn of 1789, and
      specifically singles out Scottish-rite freemasonry as being responsible for the revolution. The Scottish lodges
      had become “red lodges,” “clubs de la propagande,” where all social and religious mores were
      contested.19 I suspect
      that the royalist and probably clerical author of the attack did not even begin to imagine the gender roles that
      the lodges could also subvert.
    


    
      The lodges of adoption were almost invariably identified with Scottish-rite masonry.20 By the license it gave to innovation, the
      Scottish rite could be infinitely malleable. But to this day in masonic circles innovation is the subject of
      controversy. Because of its ties to modern and more orthodox freemasonry, Doré’s study of these rituals was
      deeply suspicious of masonic innovations and began with the assumption that women were taken in by them—that they
      were given meaningless rituals to mollify them. He is almost surely incorrect in this assessment, which echoes
      the disdain that twentieth-century freemasons have generally brought to the study of eighteenth-century
      Scottish-rite innovations. His research and analysis do not transcend the worn-out framework built up by
      nineteenth-century masonic historians who had no knowledge of, and perhaps no interest in, factors outside the
      narrow confines of lodge history. Unfortunately—and naively—this same tired framework has been picked up by some
      contemporary historians, even feminist ones.
    


    
      In fact, masonic rituals always had great meaning. Biblical themes were popular in the eighteenth century, and
      mention was often made in newspapers and literature of biblical personages. Taking up such themes implied piety
      and seriousness about tradition, although not an unwillingness to tinker with old myths and symbols. But most
      important, rituals were expensive. Each carried with it the obligation of the candidate to fete the assembled,
      and all required new garments, insignia, and in some cases jewels for both men and women. Rituals carried
      status; they imitated aristocratic and church culture and at the same time were invented
      anew, intended to symbolize merit, not inherited or apostolic rights. In the 1740s, when men’s higher degrees and
      probably women’s rituals as well were being formulated in the Scottish rite, biblical themes were among those
      chosen for the men’s Scottish degrees.21 How appropriate that they should also be chosen for the new women’s ritual. As French masonic
      historian Alec Mellor observed, to have loaded women’s ceremonies with building references would have seemed
      inappropriate. Biblical references were also much more compatible with eighteenth-century French men and women
      trained on the Catholic catechism.22
    


    
      Yet the very difference in the usage given these symbols in the adoptive lodges signals their distinctive
      pertinence to women. As their use expanded during the decades of adoptive masonry, the women themselves became
      inseparably attached to biblical themes, elaborated on them, and refused to let them be changed. While few male
      masons would have considered the biblical ceremony equal to their own, it would be far-fetched and unrealistic to
      picture them cynically pulling out a meaningless ceremony to keep the women quiet. By the time of Clermont’s
      ritual, male masons who favored the admission of women had invested a great deal of time, money, and personal
      prestige in sponsoring and supporting women’s lodges. It is improbable that they would have invented frivolous
      ceremonies given the rancor they encountered from brothers who opposed women’s admission. As one of them put it,
      “Our honor has been compromised. Women are going to be seated among us in our temples.”23
    


    
      However contentious, Clermont’s ritual became the model for all later rituals in female masonry, although
      ceremonies in the lodges of adoption did not become standardized until the 1780s. During the 1770s the role
      awarded to women in rituals changed. In Clermont’s ceremony men generally led the proceedings while acknowledging
      that their “fathers” had erred because they “feared the discord that your beauty would bring” into the
      lodges.24 As we just saw,
      in rituals established around 1775, women not only played a greater part in the ceremony, but
      in addition the lodge was not considered properly constituted without both the master and mistress present. All
      sisters voted, and the third degree contained an entire section devoted to the mistake masons had made in failing
      to admit women to membership in the past: “the cause can only be attributed to the ignorance of the time.” The
      Grand Master then explained, “The possibility of reuniting the two sexes in our lodges was reserved solely for
      the happy days that we illuminate. Light is finally introduced into spaces that were occupied by shadows; our
      deep studies in the art of masonry have helped us find the true means of perfecting our edifices; it is through
      the help of our sisters who brought with them a heart that encloses the five columns of our order.”25
    


    
      The culmination of ritual evolution in the masonic lodges came in 1779 with the publication of La vraie
      maçonnerie d’adoption by Louis Guillemain de Saint Victor, a general and somewhat obscure writer of the era.
      This ritual became the most popular of all; Guillemain de Saint Victor seems to have created it from the most
      common adoptive ceremonies of the day. Throughout his 1779 edition are footnotes referring to practices in what
      he called “loges irregulières,” indicating, by inference, that his work represented the adoptive majority’s
      actual, and perhaps not yet officially recognized, practices.
    


    
      Like the earlier rituals, the 1779 ritual provides a window into the structural position of women in the masonic
      polity. They had made giant strides. The Grand Master still presided over the ceremonies as was required of all
      lodges under masonic law, but now the ritual was actually conducted by the Sisters Inspectress, Treasurer, and
      Introductress. The brothers who were their counterparts “assisted them, being present only to help them for the
      most part.”26 Even Grand
      Mistress, which had been an honorary position, became one of some substance by 1779. Furthermore, during the
      ritual for the first degree, the orator referred to the lodges of adoption as “our society of sisters,” showing
      the growth of the organization from a male-sponsored, male-run organization dependent totally
      on the men’s lodge to a women’s organization run by and for women.27 Even the ritual itself shows signs of having been combed for
      unconsciously disrespectful references to women. Gone were older references to women’s curiosity, and in the
      catechism of the third degree, as the sign was being explained, the Grand Master told the candidate that touching
      the eye also referred to the male gaze; it meant “a mason … should look at his sisters only with the eyes of the
      soul, which means that he must respect their wisdom and their virtue.”28
    


    
      If Guillemain de Saint Victor’s ritual was the culmination of the evolution of adoption’s four basic degrees, the
      real explosion in women’s visibility and leadership in the lodges manifested itself in two higher degrees dating
      from the last quarter of the century. They were known as Sublime Ecossaise and Amazonnerie Anglaise, and they
      introduced into lodge ritual a woman-centered celebration, a full-blown sense of self that would later be called
      feminism.29
    


    
      In both higher degrees, women dominated the ritual and the symbolism. In Sublime Ecossaise—for the first time—a
      woman was the central figure in the narrative, entering the lodge holding a death head that was the signal for
      all brothers and sisters to stand. In the catechism for the degree, the candidate took the part of Judith, Jewish
      wife of the tribe of Simeon and a military figure in her own right. The Recipiendaire, as the biblical Judith,
      murdered King Nebuchadnezzar’s general, Holophernes, and thereby saved the city of Bethulia. She did so, she
      said, for the “liberty of all my brothers and sisters.” When asked by the Grand Priest what she wanted, she
      commanded that her followers and “all the people pray for me for five days.”30
    


    
      Even more remarkable was the higher degree of Amazonnerie Anglaise. How many women actually attained this degree
      is not known, but the existence of several copies of the ritual indicates it was not unique to one or two lodges.
      A significant number of unusual features in this ritual show women definitively in new positions in the
      leadership of the lodge. The rites by which women were initiated into this degree do not fit
      even remotely into the description of “male-determined judgments of virtue, merit and beauty” offered by one
      feminist historian.31 The
      principal figure, as in Sublime Ecossaise, was a woman, the Queen of the Amazons. She ran the ceremonies, despite
      masonic law requiring the Grand Master to lead all adoption rituals. The Queen initiated both men and women, and
      her female officers had military titles and all the feminine charm of army drill sergeants. Throughout the ritual
      they shouted out commands to the other brothers and sisters. The catechism, where laws and beliefs of the degree
      were stated, called on women to recognize the injustice of men, to throw off the masculine yoke, to dominate in
      marriage, and to claim equal wealth with men, among other things.32
    


    
      In one version of the Amazonnerie Anglaise ritual, the Grand Mistress (renamed the Queen) officiates, holds the
      constitutions, and queries her brother, the Grand Patriarch: What is the most important order of business for the
      day? How do men keep women under them? With these questions posed, she urges her sisters to be courageous, to
      cast off the bondage imposed by men, and to regard those men who refuse to obey their orders as tyrants. Now
      follows a discussion of how it is that men assert their dominance over women. Recognizing the growing importance
      of scientific knowledge, the answer prescribed in the ritual asserts that male dominance is built on the dignity
      conferred “by the study of the sciences” as well as “by the duties of the state and by the maintenance of
      arms.”33 Hence the second
      law of the Amazons requires that the sisters maintain arms and that they also study the sciences. Among these
      women the message of the French Enlightenment about the need for more scientific education has been applied to
      the search for equality; science will promote equality between the Amazons and the Patriarchs.34 The educative ideals found among
      women freemasons of the 1780s look toward new, utilitarian forms of female sociability, ones that emphasize
      widespread educational reform. The 1795 salon of Madame Helvétius, who like her husband had been a freemason
      before the revolution, became a center for educational reformers like Sophie Condorcet, widow of the
      philosophe.35 Might
      we not legitimately speculate that the Amazons of the 1780s prepared the way for these new, more modern forms of
      female sociability and educational idealism? At the very least the growing visibility of women within the masonic
      movement may have something to do with the use of female figures to reflect the highest ideals of the order.
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        FIGURE 16. Frontispiece to Almanach des Francs-Maçons: Pour l’année 1786 (The Hague,
        1786), showing an allegorical figure, a woman with a rose and blindfold. Below is the motto of the Grand Lodge
        of the Netherlands, Silence and Faith. With permission of the masonic library, Prins Frederik Cultural Masonic
        Center, The Hague; copyright Grand East of the Netherlands.
      

    


    
      Predictably, the women in the adoptive lodges of the 1780s knew that the men who joined with
      them or supported their activities were different. As a women orator in Dijon put it: “We have found just men
      who, instead of offering us condescension … pride, and superiority, present us with an association, a
      sharing.”36 These same
      sentiments are expressed repeatedly in verse and song. The literature of adoption also came to include explicit
      critiques of male arrogance written by men in support of the women’s lodges.37 Where the Parisian salonnières were sometimes at
      the mercy of their philosophes, or at the best of times the ambitions of both coincided,38 no less artfully hundreds of women
      freemasons were taking a different route.
    


    
      Again the rituals mark the way. In 1779, for instance, the prestigious Loge des Neuf-Soeurs in Paris held an
      initiation ceremony at its lodge of adoption. The brothers of the lodge—among them literati or admirers of
      Franklin and Voltaire who had been personally honored by the lodge—wrote a special ritual for women’s initiation.
      Its words were philosophical, filled with references to ancient Greece, Rome, and the Near East; it was probably
      a masterpiece of its time. The women hated it. In effect, they said, “These discourses have displeased us, tired
      us out, even bored us.” The epigoni of the philosophes were forced to return to the ritual of Guillemain
      de Saint Victor. The displeasure of their sisters was so pervasive that the brothers of the lodge were ultimately
      required to explain their audacity in changing the ritual.39
    


    
      In general, the rituals give only clues, not complete pictures; they are small windows rather than doors to the
      life in eighteenth-century lodges of adoption. The ritual symbols changed from the half builder, half Old
      Testament symbols shared with male freemasonry to the Old Testament symbols that were unique
      to the lodges of adoption. Then they moved on to uniquely feminist language. More significant, there was a
      growing respect for the position of women and a strengthening of their roles in lodge ritual, mirroring the
      manner in which their roles had grown in the structural, leadership side of the lodges.
    


    
      Besides what they show about the changes in women’s lodges, the rituals also reveal a seriousness of purpose.
      Citing a few superficial or outdated secondary sources, some feminist scholarship sees in the rituals little more
      than a farce, a means by which masonic men continued their hold over women. In fact, far from being a frivolous
      pastime, the women’s masonic ritual provided their own rite of passage into the culture of Enlightenment. It gave
      women masons a share in the century’s intellectual, secular, and civic life, just as the salonnières’
      philosophical musings won them a place in enlightened society. Beginning with the deism implicit in the evocation
      of the Grand Architect and ending with new social ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity, the lodges could
      work as powerfully on an individual as any clandestine manuscript or polite gathering that entertained the
      heretical.
    


    
      Enlightenment preoccupations appear in rituals, in masonic songs, in the private libraries of the women masons,
      and in the discourses in the lodges. The audacity and heterodoxy of the radical philosophes were not as
      commonplace as in the men’s lodges—and they were by no means typical there40—but adoptive freemasonry offered a chance for women to
      experience and shape the new culture in ways meaningful to them. The first three degree rituals demonstrated
      friendship between individuals, the ideal of fraternity.41 While some controversy surrounds the origin of the term
      fraternity as it was found in the revolutionary slogan, Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity, there can be
      little doubt that the fraternal concept was a strong element in all masonic lodges. Fraternity implied mutual
      aid, support, and trust among brethren. As Eric Hobsbawm has rightly observed, there was a strong emotional
      content in fraternity, “uniting something like the sentiments of kinship, friendship and love in the heightened
      atmosphere of something like religion.”42 The presence of this force in male lodges has been recognized for some
      time. The fact that it was also an extremely important aspect of female lodges has been generally overlooked. In
      both male and female lodges, the term friendship was used more frequently than the term fraternity,
      but the fraternal concept was clearly present. The ideal in adoptive freemasonry was “disinterested friendship”
      between women but also between men and women.43
    


    
      Adoption lodge initiation rituals were perfectly formulated to steep the group’s consciousness in this sense of
      virtuous friendship. Whether the design occurred through someone’s specialized knowledge or happy accident, the
      rituals of adoptive masonry fit exactly the classic pattern of the tribal rites of passage, religious
      celebrations, and consciousness-raising seminars found around the world in many places and many times. In this
      classic pattern, a mentally open and prepared candidate first meditated in seclusion, often preparing
      psychologically for the death of her persona and rebirth into a higher consciousness. During the second part, the
      more public ceremony, she was given knowledge new to her through words, symbols, and her own active role-playing.
      Finally, with all tests passed, all knowledge acquired, and all oaths taken, she was introduced formally as a
      full-fledged member of the group and took her place with the others. If we doubt the impact that these ceremonies
      could have on women of the eighteenth century, we need only know that both women and men freemasons thought it
      dangerous for pregnant women to experience these ritual initiations.44
    


    
      THE PUBLIC FACE OF VIRTUE
    


    
      As she mastered the knowledge of the first three degrees, the masonic candidate learned how to be a virtuous
      friend. Women, whose earlier sense of friendship was often stunted by society and usually limited to family
      members, had an especially strong need to experience this new and individualizing concept. Spiritual unity, a
      pure and rare friendship, became a reality to the brother and sister masons, as their songs and discourses
      indicate. “Friendship among the common people is nothing more than a shadow, a disguise,’
      went the elitist words to one song in a 1775 collection. “Among us it is a sentiment, as solid as it is
      sincere.”45 In another
      song of the same collection, the sisters and brothers intone, “Here when we are together there is no sweeter
      pleasure; it is friendship that brings us together, all-consuming in our wishes.”46 The customary song for closing all adoptive
      lodges restated the ideal: “Let us join together hand in hand, let us stay together; let us give thanks to the
      fate of the bond that brings us together; to all the virtues open our hearts as we close this lodge.”47 Out of the friendship and
      fraternity found in the sociability of the meritorious, other virtues with implications for the organization of
      public life inevitably followed. “Liberty” and “equality” were words consistently interwoven with the fraternal
      ideal, and rituals such as the fourth, or Maçonne Parfait, degree reinforced both concepts and drew out their
      social implications. The setting, theme, and symbolism centered on the escape of the Israelites from bondage. The
      words employed throughout spoke of leaving bondage, of learning freedom through masonic instruction, of the
      unworthiness of the strong who enslave the weak, of the need for complete liberty through full commitment. The
      symbols included the ritual removal of a white iron chain from the candidate’s hands and the symbolic release of
      a bird from captivity. Similarly, a series of words and symbols infused the degree ritual with the concept of
      equality. The Grand Master identified himself as only the first among equals; the candidate spoke of the lodge
      members as equal in everything but the wisdom imparted by degrees, and the songs of the lodge very often referred
      to this concept as basic to its life. Further, the brothers and sisters seemed to see their lodges as havens of
      equality where one could escape an unjust world. As a published song from the adoptive lodges put it: “La égalité
      / L’humanité / Voilà nos loix suprêmes.”48 In a reference to the princesses of the blood and their membership in the lodges, the
      secretary of La Candeur wrote in the Esquisse des travaux that the princesses came to the lodge to “enjoy
      among us this precious equality, the only happiness that they lack in the rank where fate has put them.”
      In “Essai sur le but d’Adoption” (also from Esquisse des travaux) the secretary
      observed that “the perfect equality that reigns among us is too widespread and too closely followed for any harm
      to come to our charming union?”49
    


    
      By the 1760s both concepts, liberty and equality, appeared on the intellectual agenda of enlightened and
      reforming circles. To be sure, contradictions abounded. The message of liberty was somewhat confused in the
      adoptive rituals. As among philosophes and salonnières, the practice of equality in the lodges must
      have been highly qualified. Sister servants and princesses of the blood did not have remotely similar access to
      degrees. Yet, the Enlightenment experience lived through ritual could have its effect. The adoptive ceremonies
      helped bring women into the light of the century just as the intellectual discussions in the salons galvanized
      the zeal of the salonnières. Both were social experiences available only to the literate and the
      financially comfortable, but by the 1780s it had occurred to women who came out of one or the other social
      experience that larger, more egalitarian and practical reforms were now needed. Far from being the beginning of
      the end for feminist aspirations, the late Enlightenment brings to Western thought a new and more powerful
      feminist agenda.
    


    
      By the last quarter of the century the adoptive lodges turned increasingly toward the utilitarian as well as
      toward domination by elite groups marginal to, or excluded from, the old nobility. Increasingly, the lodges were
      made up of a relatively new nobility at work in government service and jealous of its prerogatives. The members
      of many military lodges included nobles stationed in various parts of France, trying to set up a pleasant society
      in their outposts. In cities where there was a parlement, certain other lodges tended to serve as
      congregation points for government officials. It was these lodges, both judicial and military, that generally
      sponsored lodges of adoption. The judicial element, the new nobility of government service, became particularly
      strong in male and female masonry in the years after 1780, although its involvement in the organization began
      several years before that. In the male lodge La Sinçerité at Besançon, the 1778
      tableau contained the names of forty-two brothers, of whom twenty-two held governmental
      positions.50 La Sinçerité
      had a lodge of adoption with twenty-five sisters, eight of whom are readily identifiable by their last names or
      titles as wives of government officials. Since most female masons were either wives or close relatives of lodge
      brothers, and since so many of the men had government-related positions, it is likely that more than eight women
      were members by birth of the noblesse de robe.
    


    
      Dijon supported three men’s lodges, one of which, La Concorde, was the gathering place for the judicial element.
      According to masonic historian Louis Amiable, from 1777 to 1783 the brothers included fifteen government
      officials and three military officers. A more recent study using a 1781 membership roster traced forty-one of
      forty-five masons from the lodge. Régine Robin found that twenty-two were members of the Cours
      souveraines, and there were eighteen parlementaires. Of the forty-one members she could trace,
      twenty-eight were nobles of the robe and thirteen were commoners.51 If one compares the number found by Robin in Dijon in 1781 to
      the number of nobles of the robe in the Besançon lodge of 1778, there is a hint of the post-1780 growth in the
      judicial element in French freemasonry. Where just over half of the Besançon lodge brothers were nobles of the
      robe, the Dijon judicial membership stood at 62 percent.
    


    
      Furthermore, in social orientation and economic level the commoners in the Dijon lodge seem closer to aristocracy
      than do most bourgeois. They were not merchants; true to the deep social divisions reflected in the lodges of
      most towns, merchants tended to belong to another lodge, Arts Reunis sous Saint Luc. The bourgeois members of La
      Concorde enjoyed independent means, generally living off land receipts.52 Yet none of them could prove the four generations of nobility
      necessary to enter the Provincial Estates.
    


    
      Significantly, La Concorde was the one lodge of the three in Dijon that sponsored a lodge of adoption. The Grand
      Mistress, the Grand Inspectress, and six others of a total of thirteen members were wives of government officials. Again, the remaining members may well have been close relatives of government
      officials, but since their names and titles did not identically match those on the male roster, the connection
      cannot easily be made. If extant records are any guide, women’s masonry seems to have been particularly strong in
      Dijon and Besançon. Its strength may also have reflected the ideology and ambitions of elite social elements at
      odds with the privileges of yet older elites. Could bourgeois and parlementaire adoptive freemasonry in
      some sense have prepared the way for the subsequent strength of the republican clubs that emerged in exactly
      those cities in the early 1790s and about which Suzanne Desan has written?53
    


    
      In Toulouse a similar pattern of government officials manifested itself, but with an interesting twist. Several
      lodges attracted barristers, but it was the partially aristocratic, partially government nobility lodge, de la
      Parfaite Amitié, that sponsored a lodge of adoption.54 A roster of eighty-one members in 1786 listed thirty-eight
      government officials and twelve military officers. The nobility of the robe made up only 46 percent of the
      Toulouse lodge. However, while the membership of the men’s lodge included both the older nobility of the sword
      and the newer nobility of the robe, in the lodge of adoption judicial wives predominated. Virtually all the
      highest offices of the lodge of adoption, also called de la Parfaite Amitié, were held by the wives of the
      judicial officials in the men’s lodge.
    


    
      The congregation of new, government-service nobility in the masonic lodges, and particularly their wives’
      activity in lodges of adoption, suggests that these ambitious women and men were building up a network of social
      connections and power within and between lodges; women freemasons sought to strengthen the authority of the
      parlements in their localities.55 Particularly in the Toulouse lodge, there may have been strong social reasons for the two
      types of nobility to mix, and the wives may well have been part of an attempt by the nobility of the robe to
      grasp by association some of the elusive power held by the older nobility. It may also be that their exclusion
      from the upper nobility (because they fell one or two generations short of the required four)
      caused them to seek power and prestige behind the closed doors of a secret society. The masonic emphasis on merit
      and equality may also have been a means to deny the distinction between themselves and the upper nobility.
    


    
      Some of the families in which the wives were active in a lodge of adoption evince an interest in the new,
      enlightened culture. At least half the books on the shelves of the Macheco family, for instance, three of whom
      were female masons, appealed to enlightened tastes: ancient literature such as works by Plutarch, Ovid, Virgil,
      Seneca, and Cicero, and contemporary works of Voltaire, Rousseau, and the English novelists.56 These brothers and sisters in
      masonry may have found contemporary philosophy suitable to their needs and purposes. It expressed reformist
      impulses and gave them the sense of equality with the upper nobility they craved, while not directly depriving
      them of the prerogatives of the seigneurial world they enjoyed outside the lodges.
    


    
      In the north of France, where many of the military lodges were located, there were large numbers of lodges of
      adoption. The women’s lodges seemed to have great significance for the military. Perhaps the affective nuclear
      family, which developed in France largely in the nineteenth century, made an early appearance in these isolated
      military outposts, leading many military units to sponsor lodges of adoption. The better known of these lodges
      were those at Hesdin and Arras, near Boulogne and Nancy; those at Caen and Toul; and the lodge Les Bons Amis at
      Chinon, which moved with its regiment. As military units moved around the country, lodges of adoption seem to
      have been factored into the move. The lodge at Hesdin was originally peopled by the officers of the Royal
      Roussillon, but when the Regiment de Penthièvre-Dragon succeeded them, the male lodge and the lodge of adoption
      were both taken over completely by officers from the new regiment. The military lodge at Caen seems to have taken
      its lodges with it in a move to Nancy. Generally speaking, the officers of the regiment and their wives made up
      the bulk of the membership, but there were usually some local officials and their wives in the lodge as well.
    


    
      Like the salons, then, the lodges of adoption may be presented as entry points to the
      organizing concepts of the Enlightenment. The lodges became “secret” places where women’s power and merit grew
      and were expressed through elaborate ceremonies (many of them published), and where large numbers of women first
      expressed what we may legitimately describe as an early feminism. As one female orator in Dijon put her masonic
      pride and sense of self: “I will never think about [the lodge and its officers] without sensing a tenderness
      mixed with respect. [Like an artist faced with his masterpiece] at the height of an equally ardent ecstasy … I
      [will write], I, too, am a mason”57 Not surprisingly, the lodges, like the salons, could have meaning for eighteenth-century
      French society as a whole. By the 1780s the tenor of the Enlightenment began to change from ideas to action, from
      philosophy to utility and philanthropy. If the salonnières and their philosophes were the
      intellectual leaders of the Enlightenment in philosophy, the women freemasons were leaders and models of the
      Enlightenment in philanthropy. Charity was at the heart of their work and their dogma.
    


    
      The most powerful moment in the fourth-degree ceremony occurred when liberty, equality, and fraternity were
      linked through the concept of charity. The candidate released a bird from its cage, and it became a poignant
      example of the three ideas. Not only did the candidate hear the Grand Master tell her that liberty was a right of
      all God’s creatures, but the orator also explained to her the mystery of the released bird. He said, “Madam, I
      await you at the Altar of Truth to teach you the greatest secret of the Masons and therefore the most inviolable
      secret … it is that the unhappy and unfortunate of the Earth are our friends, our companions, our brothers. They
      have a right to our favors. Might I hope that they will find in you a helpful friend, and would you like to give
      me proof of it?”58 At this
      point, the orator held before the sister an offering platter, and if the sister put too much money on it, the
      orator gave it back to her, telling her, “Madam, we are convinced of your correct sentiments and will leave to
      you the right to put them into practice whenever you have the opportunity. May your
      generosity proceed from a heart as pure as the sacred fire you see on this altar?”59
    


    
      Gradually charity became essential to the masonic experience. If freemasons did not genuinely see the poor as
      their equals, if they did not truly subscribe to the notion that God had created all creatures to be free, at
      least their charitable orientation was a product of some inner sense of public duty, no doubt formed at least in
      part by ritual indoctrination. Here is where the lodges again invoked the secular ideals commonplace in
      enlightened circles. As the elite Paris lodge, La Candeur, put it, charity was “of all our duties that which
      ought to have the greatest attraction for us, be it for the inner satisfaction it provides or for the public
      consideration that often follows it. It is not that we ought to be charitable for ostentation: no, my brothers
      and sisters, the greatest merit of a charitable act, after that of performing it well, is to keep it secret. The
      opportunity to do good is always under our feet; not to seize it is to discard happiness.”60 The happiness derived from
      charitable work is palpable in an oration given by Mme. de D—, the proud woman orator in Dijon. She loved her
      lodge and her sisters in part because, as she told them, “to the extent that you can, you console the afflicted,
      you help the miserable, you nourish the indigent. Even those who are not initiated into our mysteries are the
      recipients of your charity; and the special chain that links you to all your brothers also attaches you to the
      great chain of humanity, which links you to everything that exists.”61
    


    
      The charitable activities of women masons formed a bridge between their eighteenth-century club structure and
      their spiritual beliefs developed through secular lodge rituals. The most active years of the lodges of adoption
      were precisely the years when charitable activity at all levels was at a low point. In earlier times, people had
      responded to the misery of the poor because the French Counter-Reformation had stimulated a return to the
      traditional Christian duty of charity.62 Such primarily religious motivation was common in the seventeenth century, and charitable
      activities reached their peak in the period from 1680 to 1760. After 1760 secularization led to fewer charitable
      donations in last wills and testaments; poverty had come to be seen as an economic problem,
      not an occasion for saving one’s soul through almsgiving.63 Thus, poverty moved onto the secular agenda as local societies
      sponsored essays and generally sought new ways of replacing structures that no longer functioned for the mass of
      the impoverished.
    


    
      But at the same time the public began to repudiate traditional charity as the best way to care for the poor,
      poverty was spreading alarmingly. The growth in population, the increase in illegitimate births, and the rise in
      prices made the situation of the poor desperate. By 1790 about half the French population lived in
      poverty.64 The crisis
      years were between 1760 and 1789. Private benefactors of the poor had declined in number, and the welfare state
      had not yet come to fill the vacuum. The work of freemasons, particularly the zealous women in their lodges of
      adoption, was critically needed. While masons and other private charitable groups could not hope to keep pace
      with the growing needs of the poor, they did help alleviate some of the suffering at a time when the traditional
      forms of charity no longer functioned.
    


    
      At each lodge meeting a collection was taken up for the poor, and one officer was always assigned to the
      distribution of charity. This practice became commonplace in many men’s lodges and in all French lodges of
      adoption. At times of special celebration, the poor were always remembered. To celebrate the birth of the queen’s
      daughter in 1778, the brothers and sisters of the lodge La Sincerité in Besançon collected twelve livres
      from each member to buy wheat and distribute it as bread to the poor. The distribution was to be in the name of
      the freemasons but made through the offices of the priest of the Madeleine. Even when the priest objected to
      acknowledging the masons, “who are authorized neither by the King, nor by the law, nor by the State, nor by the
      Church,” the brothers and sisters persisted.65 They had individual bakers produce twelve hundred small loaves of bread that were
      distributed to the poor at the Hôtel de Ville by the mayor’s staff.
    


    
      With the birth of the dauphin in 1781, in addition to masses, Te Deums, and lodge festivities, the women embarked
      upon special benefit collections for the poor. Members of the Mère Loge, after mass at the
      church of Saint-Eustache, voted to pay for the education of all the poor male infants born the same day as the
      dauphin in the parish of Saint-Eustache.66 The male and female lodges of La Colombe in Nevers took up a contribution in honor of the
      dauphin to clothe and feed twelve poor children and to give extra food to their families. Lodge members also sent
      clothing and a complete trousseau to a poor child who had been adopted earlier by the lodge and paid for his
      apprenticeship. At the same time the lodge La Concorde in Dijon distributed wheat to sixty poor
      families.67
    


    
      The lodge La Candeur in Paris decided in 1778 on a plan for three acts of charity. Typical of other societies
      with a utilitarian, public outreach, they first sought to interest other masons and financed a gold medal prize
      for the mason whose essay could best answer the question “What method would be the most economical, the
      healthiest, and the most useful to society for raising foundlings from their birth to the age of seven?” The
      lodge wished to have the competitors focus particularly on the dangerous abuse by wet nurses who in large cities
      took in too many infants. Their second act of charity was to offer a gold medal to an academy charged with
      judging the usefulness to humanity of a charitable act. The third act consisted in a special collection to reward
      Vincent Bemin of the Regiment d’Anjou, who risked his life to save two children in Lyon the year
      before.68
    


    
      These charitable activities were all part of an increasingly public posture assumed by the lodges. In the 1770s
      the Grand Lodge had sought to have a public presence in Paris, both to be near the government and to allay
      suspicions. By the 1780s, not only did the lodges of elite women in Paris contribute to various charitable
      projects, they also turned toward matters of state. La Candeur contributed cannons to the king’s arsenal. Once
      freed from the yoke of religious superstition and initiated into the masonic mysteries, members of the women’s
      lodge said that as freemasons and French women they had “the right to serve the State.” With a gift to the king,
      a woman had become a “new Amazon who will join in the defense of the country.”69 Not surprisingly, the overtly
      political language found in adoptive masonry by 1782 moved another lodge of adoption to caution against
      freemasonry becoming un corps politique. It responded favorably to La Candeur’s request for a donation but
      argued that “masonry is an order in the universe but not an order in the state.”70
    


    
      The political language echoing the Amazon imagery of adoptive ritual originated in the most royalist of women’s
      lodges, but it was addressed to all the other lodges of adoption. The Paris lodge told its sisters throughout the
      masonic nation that every citizen approaches her prince with the confidence of being well received: “one forgets
      one’s elevation … and both are made equal by their virtues.”71 Another women’s ritual for 1791 claimed loyalty to the king
      but condemned the “cruel Nemroth, father and tyrant.” Then the ritual song extolled the virtue acquired by
      meeting under the square and the compass but asked pointedly, “Que les Monarques de la terre / Ne prennent-ils de
      vos leçons?” (Do the monarchs of the earth ever learn your lessons?).72
    


    
      Just as women’s freemasonry evolved into more public functions, so public perceptions of the lodges changed as
      well. Throughout the middle decades of the century there were numerous plays intended for masonic as well as
      general audiences, and their content can well serve as a measure of attitudes toward female masons. As early as
      1740—before there were lodges of adoption—Les Fri-Maçons, hyperdrame had all the well-rehearsed situations
      found in the women versus freemasonry antagonism, and it set the tone for other plays that used the same themes.
      In Polichinelle, Maître Macon of 1745, Mme. Catin, the overly curious wife of Brother Polichinelle,
      determined that she would discover the masonic secret and talked her three daughters into trying to wheedle it
      out of their lovers. In 1754 the comic play Fra-Maçonnes deviated little from the same weary themes of
      women’s excessive curiosity and trickery. Les françmacons, emanating from Strasbourg in 1769, repeated the
      same themes.73
    


    
      By the late 1770s and 1780s, when lodges of adoption had spread throughout France, such
      themes finally changed. In 1779, L’Ecole de Francs-Maçons depicted a young woman initiated into a lodge
      because of the compassion she showed for an unfortunate man. In 1786 a monologue found in Polichinel,
      which had now made its way to Rotterdam, asked, “Without the lodges of adoption, where would freemasonry be
      today?”74 The text also
      recounted the fierce opposition that women’s masonry had encountered in some lodges, but, significantly, it
      labeled the masonic detractor “brother puerile.”
    


    
      When in 1774 the Grand Orient in Paris voted to accept women, the response among male masons throughout western
      Europe either championed women or recorded angry protests. The lukewarm positions in between left few records.
      Grand Orator Brother Bacon de la Chevalerie, for instance, recalled for the assembled brethren the ancient
      mysteries of Isis and Osiris, the Greek sibyls, the Roman vestals, and the heroines of Christian Europe. He
      asked: “And why would the freemasons of France, who are fathers, husbands, sons, and brothers, not allow the most
      beautiful, the most interesting, the most sensitive half of the human race to participate in the order’s spirit
      of equality and charity, which constitute the base of the moral principles of the Royal Art?”75 But despite the encouraging
      orations coming from Paris, grumblings among masons about the admission of women kept recurring. A small book
      published in Amsterdam in 1779, Recherches sur les initiations anciennes et modernes, decried the action
      of the French masons as the beginning of decadence. In Paris, above all, the book claimed, admission of women
      would become a dangerous moral problem. The author, one M. L’Abbé R-, took direct issue with the reasoning of the
      supportive Parisian orator, Bacon de la Chevalerie, and advocated instead a gender segregation of ancient
      lineage: “Where did that French Orateur of M—get the idea that women were admitted to the mysteries of Isis and
      Osiris? Herodotus said expressly that they were never admitted to any Egyptian mysteries. The sybils were famous
      women prophets, not only in Greece but also in Rome; their virtue was greatly venerated there, as was that of the
      vestals; they lived in retreats far from the dealings of men: thus their example could not be
      given any weight in favor of the association of which he spoke.”76 A masonic text published in Geneva a few years later attacked
      the lodges of adoption as “a disastrous abuse.”77
    


    
      Despite these individual protests, the constitutional umbrella provided by the Grand Orient worked distinctively
      to foster the French adoptive lodges. That they should be mixed rather than wholly female is not unusual. There
      were no totally female formal organizations in eighteenth-century France. As Mellor observed, eighteenth-century
      society defined men as having a duty to protect women in public situations. To leave women alone in their
      lodges—however private they may seem to us—would have been considered desertion; probably the women themselves
      would have felt abandoned.78
    


    
      Far from veering off the course set for elite women in France by the salons, women’s lodges built on the
      foundation constructed by the salonnières; they broadened and deepened the experience of enlightened
      culture. The French evidence from the 1770s and 1780s suggests no masculinization of the public sphere and
      voluntary associations; rather, it falls into a general western European pattern: a turn toward the more
      democratic and utilitarian that boded ill for oligarchs and monarchs.79
    


    
      Freemasonry exhibited protean characteristics throughout the eighteenth century. It could make a nobleman seem
      like one’s brother when in fact nothing had changed in the larger society. It could give women a sense of
      equality when their daily lives at home displayed precious little of it. But the ability to dream, to imagine a
      different world, is arguably essential if social and political change will ever occur. Amid the secrets and
      rituals, a form of play with roots in the medieval guilds, the eighteenth-century lodges looked toward the
      modern, even if so many of their members preferred tradition and order of ancient lineage.
    


    
      APPENDIX: FRENCH LODGES OF ADOPTION BY PLACE AND DATE
    


    
      Annonay. The Loge de la Vraie Vertu was functioning in 1766 and was reconstituted by the Grand Orient in
      1775.80
    


    
      Arras. The Loge de l’Amitié was functioning in 1786, according to the Livre
      d’Architecture de l’Amitié.81
    


    
      Bar-le-Duc. In 1787, Brother Nicolas Mazot complained about the formation of a lodge of adoption, but no
      lodge name was given.82
    


    
      Beauvais. Problems were mentioned due to the lodge of adoption, but no date was given.83
    


    
      Besançon. “Installation de la L … de la Sincérité a l’o … de Besançon avec un tableau de la L … et de la L
      … [sic] d’adoption. Registrée 22o 3246, 14 7ième 1778.”84
    


    
      Bordeaux. La Française Elue Ecossaise is mentioned in connection with the occurrence of a particular event
      there in 1775. La Loge l’Amitié is mentioned with regard to the installation of the Duchess de Chartres and
      several other noblewomen there in 1776.’85
    


    
      Caen. A lodge of adoption was souchée sur (founded on) the Loge Saint Louis in 1785.86
    


    
      Chinon. The lodge Les Bons Amis of the Mestre de Camp Générale de la Cavalerie was constituted in Chinon,
      but the lodge of adoption actually met in Nancy in 1787; a tableau exists).87
    


    
      Confolens. The Loge de la Parfaite Union left a trace in the lodge dossier mentioning a date of
      1786.88
    


    
      Dieppe. La Félicité was attached to the mens loge Saint Louis, which was constituted in 1766. The women’s
      lodge is thought to have existed that early also. Both lodges ceased functioning in 1773. La Félicité was
      reconstituted for the Regiment de Rohan-Soubise in 1782. In 1783 La Félicité inaugurated a new temple with the
      title Trois Coeurs Unis, which was the name of the men’s lodge and was mentioned in a 1786 discourse by the
      Comtesse de Caumont. The next year, both lodges shortened their names to Coeurs Unis. The lodge Saint Louis du
      Regiment du Roi was here in 1775 when the infantry unit was stationed in the area.89
    


    
      Dijon. The record of its 1783 founding can be found in “Tableau des soeurs qui composent la R adoption,
      sous le titre distinctif de la Concorde a l’orient de Dijon, pour l’année 5783.”90
    


    
      Dunkirk. The lodge La Parfaite Union du Regiment de la Mardi-Infanterie was here in
      1781, according to a document in the library of Brother A. de Rosny.91
    


    
      Hesdin (between Berck and Arras). In the Journal du Boulonnais, published from 1779 to 1790, the
      Abbot de Bazinghem related that in April 1781, a number of bourgeois women of the city were received with their
      husbands as masons in the lodge of adoption under the Loge de la Parfaite Union du Regiment de la Mark. La
      Félicité may be as old as the male lodge (1749) but was officially reconstituted by the Grand Loge de France in
      1772. La Fidelité is mentioned as having received in membership La Marquise de Fléchin in 1782. The lodge of
      adoption of the loge Saint Louis à 1’Orient du Regiment d’Infanterie du Roi is quoted directly 1 July
      1786.92
    


    
      Loches. A lodge there, la Ferveur Eclairée, apparently met at least once in 1777.93
    


    
      Morlaix. The Loge la Noble Amitié is mentioned as existing in the year 1782.94
    


    
      Nancy. One of the two lodges of adoption was souchée sur the lodge Saint Louis à l’Orient du
      Regiment d’Infanterie du Roi in 1785. There is a tableau dated 8 August 1787 for the Loge des Bons
      Amis.”.95
    


    
      Nevers. There may have been a lodge of adoption affiliated with the lodge Saint-Jean de la Colombe as
      early as 1776.”96
    


    
      Paris. La Candeur is dated to 1775 by George Kloss. Kloss donated his library and vast masonic manuscript
      collection to the Grand Lodge in The Hague, and more evidence of French women’s lodges may yet turn up in the
      Kloss collection. A 1778 letter to brothers regarding the sisters and correspondence between La Candeur
      (adoption) and the Grand Orient from 1778–79 are in the B.N. archives. Contrat Social has an event documented in
      1780. La Fideité began as a male lodge and in 1777 was reconstituted by the Grand Orient. Dates of 1776–79 are
      given for Loge des Neufs-Soeurs by Loucelles, and a date of 1776 is given by Louis Lartigue. More information
      about this lodge has turned up in the masonic archives returned from Moscow.
    


    
      In Bulletin du bibliophile is a registre containing the procès-verbaux of seances of the
      lodge of adoption Saint-Jean-de-la-Candeur from 21 March 1775, to 10 February 1785, and Marcy mentions a date of
      1778 found in a procès verbal de la 5 assemblée of the lodge in the Archives Nationales. The Loge de
      Saint-Antoine is mentioned with names of members and a date of 1775, when the Duchess de Bourbon was installed as
      Grand Mistress of all French lodges at this lodge. There was also L’Unique Alliance in 1760. A judgment was made
      against the Venerable Master Fellon for having opened and held a session of a female masonic lodge.97
    


    
      Rennes. A lodge of adoption (La Parfaite Union) existed here at least since 1774.98
    


    
      Rochefort. The loge de l’Aimable Concorde is mentioned citing a problem the male lodge had in 1777;
      documentation was in the archive of the lodge Saint-Jean de Jerusalem in Nancy.99
    


    
      Toul. A tableau dated 1786 is inscribed: “Tableau des freres et des soeurs qui composent la R … L …
      des Neuf-Soeurs a L’O … de Toul, de l’imprimerie de la loge, 1786.”
    


    
      Toulouse. At La Parfaite Amitié, the male lodge reconstituted by the Grand Orient in 1781, tableaus of the
      women’s lodge exist for 1786 and 1787. The baptism of an infant and a marriage are mentioned
      elsewhere.100
    


    
      Touraine. La Ferveur Eclairée is mentioned in a quote by Brother Saulguin, secretary of the loge des
      Coeurs Unis, after an installation ceremony in 1777.101
    


    
      Valognes. The Loge de l’Union Militaire is mentioned with a date of 1786 and 1787. Loucelles gives the
      names of the members in 1787.102
    

  


  
    
      Conclusion
    


    
      If the ability to dream of a different social order was made possible by the eighteenth-century lodges, what can
      we say about their role in contemporary American society? In one sense I am less than qualified to comment, as I
      am not, nor have been, a freemason. But I do quite regularly address lodges in this country and abroad, and get
      asked by them to comment on their contemporary meaning. I also talk to brothers and sisters and learn something
      about their concerns. At present in the United States freemasonry is in serious decline, with numbers dwindling
      and lodges closing. Yet at the same time American reformers have arisen, many of them identified with what they
      see as the more liberal forms of freemasonry practiced in continental Europe. Central to their concerns are
      issues of gender and race.
    


    
      Officially women are still not admitted as sisters in the American lodges. In fact, and in spite of the official
      position, lodges for women, and for men and women do exist in major cities and receive some encouragement from
      brothers who value gender inclusiveness. But this is a struggle, and the outcome is by no means certain. More
      lodges may close and charitable work cease before the inclusion of women becomes the official norm. In the
      meantime such exclusions seem increasingly beside the point, as slowly and only through struggle do masonic women
      appear closer to a still distant equality.
    


    
      But there is another matter, that of race, perhaps even more serious in terms of its larger implications for
      American society in general. Vast numbers of lodges, particularly in the American South, are segregated rigidly
      by race. Recently when addressing an entirely white audience of freemasons in Louisiana—all without exception
      immensely gracious—I was asked what I thought about the future of the American lodges. What
      can be said in the face of an institutionalized social system that works against our highest civic ideals? I find
      it hard to imagine the young men and women of every imaginable racial background who populate my university
      classes—where an ease in social mixing is now the norm to be sought—being attracted to lodges that would exclude
      one or another of their friends. Obviously, the future does not lie with segregation.
    


    
      This being said, there are hopeful signs. New publishing ventures are afoot and contemporary freemasons are
      taking a renewed interest in their historical origins. As Americans travel so too they see the alternative forms
      of freemasonry practiced elsewhere. The charitable commitment of the lodges remains strong—hospitals, homes for
      children, and the aged still receive generous masonic support. In Britain, France, and the Netherlands alliances
      are being formed between the lodges and centers for masonic scholarship located within major universities. This
      has not yet happened in the United States but it may come to pass.
    


    
      But the historian is on relatively firm ground only when addressing the past. In the eighteenth century the
      lodges absorbed every aspect of the larger society: they craved the support of noblemen and elites; they saw
      women as different, or just plain inferior; they quarreled over status, rituals, imagined slights; and so on. In
      short their members were human in the way that Europeans were in the period. But there is more to the masonic
      story than the commonplace. The lodges exported on to the Continent an aspect of British social mores that
      pointed in a more egalitarian direction. The English displayed a “consciousness of rights.”1 As a result of the Revolution of
      1688–89 they also enjoyed more rights and liberties than many of their Continental counterparts. Even in the
      Dutch Republic there was no habeas corpus, for example. Likewise in the British setting the aristocracy was not
      legally forbidden to engage in trade and commerce, as it was in France. Books were easier to publish in England
      than they were in France because censorship remained laxer throughout much of the period. Yet for all the
      freedoms enjoyed by some Westerners we must remember that the lodges spread with empire; they
      made it easier to live in India or the Caribbean. In some places they could be used to bond with local elites; in
      others they were just a part of an imperial social order where the superiority of Westerners was taken by them as
      a given. Yet in the nineteenth-century colonies, lodges could also sometimes be centers for reformers and
      nationalists. Whenever people meet in organized groups, over long periods, they acquire the ability to accentuate
      their desires, for good or for ill.
    


    
      Meeting under constitutions—as the freemasons always called their rules and statutes—was first and
      foremost part of the constitutional monarchical tradition forged by the English civil wars, regicide, and social
      upheavals of the seventeenth century. At the present we take such rights and liberties for granted. There was
      nothing commonplace about them in the eighteenth century. The lodges naturalized constitutional practices,
      nationally organized and representative assemblies, voting and speaking before such assemblies. For these
      practices and habits opponents of the French Revolution blamed the freemasons, claiming that they conspired to
      cause it. In reality the lodges may be said to have pushed European mores, at least at home, ever so slightly in
      a democratic direction.
    

  


  
    
      FURTHER READING
    


    
      If you want to know more about freemasonry, many popular accounts exist. All should be used with extreme caution.
      Here I have chosen works where I know that the scholarship is reasonably sound. But so as not to tax the patience
      of readers, the list is also short and intended merely as a starting place.
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      Paris, Pierre Mollier, its librarian, rekindled my interest in freemasonry, as did the new archives returned from
      Moscow to rue Cadet in December 2000. One small note: in the eighteenth century what we today call Belgium was
      the Spanish Netherlands, then the Austrian Netherlands, finally French territory after the revolutionaries of the
      1790s invaded. In this book it is just always Belgium.
    


    
      My editor at Penn Press, Jerry Singerman, has proved a diligent and delightful critic.
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