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Revolutionary Conspiracies: The Order of the Illuminati 
Labeling something a “conspiracy theory” is among the modern ways to dismiss some arguments without sober discussion of the evidence, and indeed there are virtually an infinite number of conspiracy theories that have no basis in historical fact. But numerous conspiracies – two or more plotting in secret to do something immoral or illegal – have been documented facts of history. Among these is the Bavarian-born Order of Illuminati, founded by Professor Adam Weishaupt in 1775 and broken up by the Bavarian government in 1786. 

The historical Order of Illuminati has been fictionalized by pop cultural sources as diverse as Dan Brown's novel/movie The Da Vinci Code and the video games “Assassin's Creed” and “Deus Ex,” but was thoroughly documented as a secret society by Jesuit Priest Abbé Augustin de Barruel (Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism, 1797) and Scottish Professor John Robison (Proofs of a Conspiracy, 1798). Using correspondence captured by Bavarian authorities and the testimony of former Illuminati members, the two authors painted a picture of the group as hostile to all existing governments and religion, with a particular emphasis on opposition to the latter and a prolonged discussion of the individual immorality of members of the organization. Historians more sympathetic to the Illuminati have claimed that the Illuminati was a republican organization inspired by the Age of Enlightenment, and, indeed, many people believed at that time that churches were backing up the royalist governments as a reaction against Enlightenment-inspired republics which was then emerging in the United States. But the libertine behavior of top Illuminists, combined with the organizational tactics to use sex and other vices as a means of gaining adherents and power – combined with the reality that the group possessed no detailed positive vision for the organization of a society – has led most historians to conclude that the organization was little more than a society of well-organized criminals who had infiltrated some continental lodges of Freemasonry. 

De Barruel and Robison also linked the Illuminati to the French Revolution of 1789, specifically through the Duke D'Orleans, an Illuminist and Freemason who was also a key supporter of the Jacobin Club of Paris. The actual role of the Illuminati on the French Revolution is difficult to quantify, as several other social forces were pressing up against the French King Louis XVI at the time. But the resultant slaughter of the French Revolution and a fear of spreading global revolution gave an urgency to the anti-Illuminati message, which even reached the United States. Former U.S. President George Washington was among those who, having received Robison's book in his library, wrote to G. W. Snyder on October 24, 1798 that “It was not my intention to doubt that, the Doctrines of the Iluminati, and principles of Jacobinism had not spread in the United States. On the contrary, no one is more fully satisfied of this fact than I am.”
I. Goals of the Illuminati
This letter – reprinted in Robison's Proofs of a Conspiracy – explains the goals and tactics of the Illuminati, according to the founder, Professor Adam Weishaupt.
Spartacus [Weishaupt's code name] to Cato [an Illuminati underling], Feb. 6, 1778. 
"Mon but est de faire valoir la raison. [My goal is to present the reason] As a subordinate object I shall endeavour to gain security to ourselves, a backing in case of misfortunes, and assistance from without. I shall therefore press the cultivation of science, especially such sciences as may have an influence on our reception in the world, and may serve to remove obstacles out of the way. We have to struggle with pedantry, with intolerance, with divines and statesmen, and above all, princes and priests are in our way. Men are unfit as they are, and must be formed; each class must be the school of trial for the next. This will be tedious, because it is hazardous. In the last classes I propose academies under the direction of the Order. This will secure us the adherence of the Literati. Science shall here be the lure. Only those who are assuredly proper subjects shall be picked out from among the inferior classes for the higher mysteries, which contain the first principles and means of promoting a happy life. No religionist must, on any account, be admitted into these: For here we work at the discovery and extirpation of superstition and prejudices. The instructions shall be so conducted that each shall disclose what he thinks he conceals within his own breast, what are his ruling propensities and passions, and how far he has advanced in the command of himself. This will answer all the purposes of auricular confession. And in particular, every person shall be made a spy on another and on all around him. Nothing can escape our sight; by these means we shall readily discover who are contented, and receive with relish the peculiar state-doctrines and religious opinions that are laid before them; and, at last, the trust-worthy alone will be admitted to a participation of the whole maxims and political constitution of the Order. In a council composed of such members we shall labour at the contrivance of means to drive by degrees the enemies of reason and of humanity out of the world, and to establish a peculiar morality and religion fitted for the great Society of mankind. "But this is a ticklish project, and requires the utmost circumspection. The squeamish will start at the sight of religious or political novelties; and they must be prepared for them. We must be particularly careful about the books which we recommend; I shall confine them at first to moralists and reasoning historians. This will prepare for a patient reception, in the higher classes, of works of a bolder flight, such as Robinet's Systeme de la Nature--Politique Naturelle--Philosophie de la Nature--Systeme Social--The writings of Mirabaud, &c. Helvetius is fit only for the strongest stomachs. If any one has a copy already, neither praise nor find fault with him. Say nothing on such subjects to intrants, for we don't know how they will be received--folks are not yet prepared. Marius, an excellent man, must be dealt with. His stomach, which cannot yet digest such strong food, must acquire a better tone. The allegory on which I am to found the mysteries of the Higher Orders is the fire-worship of the Magi. We must have some worship, and none is so apposite. LET THERE BE LIGHT, AND THERE SHALL BE LIGHT. This is my motto, and is my fundamental principle. The degrees will be Feurer Orden, Parsen Orden; all very practicable. In the course through these there will be no STA BENE (this is the answer given to one who solicits preferment, and is refused.) For I engage that none shall enter this class who has not laid aside his prejudices. No man is fit for our Order who is not a Brutus or a Catiline, and is not ready to go every length.--Tell me how you like this?" 

Reflection 

1. Who does Weishaupt describe as obstacles to the success of the Illuminati? 

2. Weishaupt writes that “No man is fit for our Order who is not a Brutus or a Catiline.” What does he mean by this? Who were Brutus and Cataline, and why does he use these examples?

► 3. The Order of Illuminati is arranged in a layered “onion” pattern, with different rings of levels from “Minerval” (lowest initiate) to “Rex” (Weishaupt), and only those at the top knowing the complete goals and methods of the organization. What are the advantages of using the layered level of a conspiracy? What – as a result of the historical result – is the weakness of such a system?

4. Why does Weishaupt order Cato to make “every person shall be made a spy on another and on all around him. Nothing can escape our sight”? What does Weishaupt hope to gain from this surveillance? 

5. What evidence in this letter is there of Weishaupt's general hostility to religion? 

II. Illuminati Link to the French Revolution
Professor Robison uses this passage in his book Proofs of a Conspiracy to tie the French Revolution of 1789 into the machinations of the remnants Order of Illuminati, in part because of the influence of the Duke D'Orleans, who was the head of a lodge of Freemasons and a confidant of both former Illuminists and a key force in the revolutionary Jacobin Club.  
I cannot proceed in the narration without defiling the page with the detested name of Orleans, stained with every thing that can degrade or disgrace human nature. He only wanted Illumination, to shew him in a system all the opinions, dispositions, and principles which filled his own wicked heart. This contemptible being was illuminated by 
Mirabeau, and has shown himself the most zealous disciple of the Order. In his oath of allegiance he declares, "That the interests and the object of the Order shall be rated by him above all other relations, and that he will serve it with his honor, his fortune, and his blood."--He has kept his word, and has sacrificed them all--And he has been treated in the true spirit of the Order--used as a mere tool, cheated and ruined.--For I must now add, that the French borrowed from the Illuminati a maxim, unheard of in any other association of banditti, viz. that of cheating each other. 

As the managers had the sole possession of the higher mysteries, and led the rest by principles which they held to be false, and which they employed only for the purpose of securing the co-operation of the inferior Brethren, so Mirabeau, Sieyes, Pethion, and others, led the Duke of Orleans at first by his wicked ambition, and the expectation of obtaining that crown which they intended to break in pieces, that they might get the use of his immense fortune, and of his influence on the thousands of his depending sycophants, who ate his bread and pandered to his gross appetites. Although we very soon find him acting as an Illuminatus, we cannot suppose him so lost to common sense as to contribute his fortune, and risk his life, merely in order that the one should be afterwards taken from him by law, and the other put on a level with that of his groom or his pimp. He surely hoped to obtain the crown of his indolent relation. And indeed Mirabeau said to Bergasse, that "when the project was mentioned to the Duke of Orleans, he received it with all possible favor," (avec toute la grace imaginable.) 

During the contests between the Court and the Parliament of Paris, he courted popularity with an indecency and folly that nothing can explain but a mad and fiery ambition which blinded his eyes to all consequences. This is put out of doubt by his behaviour at Versailles on the dreadful 5th and 6th of October 1789. The depositions at the Chatelet prove in the most incontestable manner, that during the horrors of these two days he was repeatedly seen, and that whenever he was recognised by the croud, he was huzzaed with Vive Orleans, Vive notre Roi Orleans, &c.--He then withdrew, and was seen in other places. While all about the unfortunate Royal Family were in the utmost concern for their fate, he was in gay humour, chatting on indifferent subjects.... 

Hence it has arisen that the French aimed, in the very beginning, at overturning the whole world. In all the revolutions of other countries, the schemes and plots have extended no farther than the nation where they took their rise. But here we have seen that they take in the whole world. They have repeatedly declared this in their manifestos, and they have declared it by their conduct. This is the very aim of the Illuminati.--Hence too may be explained how the revolution took place almost in a moment in every part of France. 

The revolutionary societies were early formed, and were working in secret before the opening of the National Assembly, and the whole nation changed, and changed again, and again, as if by beat of drum. Those duly initiated in this mystery of iniquity were ready every where at a call. And we see Weishaupt's wish accomplished in an unexpected degree, and the debates in a club giving laws to solemn assemblies of the nation, and all France bending the neck to the city of Paris. The members of the club are Illuminati, and so are a great part of their correspondents.--Each operates in the state as a Minerval would do in the Order, and the whole goes on with systematic regularity. 

The famous Jacobin Club was just one of these Lodges, as has been already observed; and as, among individuals, one commonly takes the lead, and contrives for the rest, so it has happened on the present occasion, that this Lodge, supported by Orleans and Mirabeau, was the one that stepped forth and shewed itself to the world, and thus became the oracle of the party; and all the rest only echoed its discourses, and at last allowed it to give law to the whole, and even to rule the kingdom.

Reflection

1. How does Robison describe Duke d'Orleans as an evil and willing conspirator of the Illuminati? How does he describe him as being used by the Illuminati (i.e., what did the Illuminati need that he possessed)?

2. Why was it important for Robison to tie the Illuminati into the Jacobin Club in order to demonstrate it had an impact on the French Revolution? What role did the Jacobin Club have on the French Revolution? (Look up the Jacobin Club on the Internet, if necessary.)

3. How does Robison describe the impact of the French Revolution upon the rest of the world? How does he describe the Illuminati as different from other conspiracies and secret societies?

4. Consider the goals of the Illuminati: Based upon what you know about the historical record since that time, how successful would you say that the Order of Illuminati has been in overturning governments of the world since 1800?

5. How is this view of the Illuminati similar to – or different from – how the organization has been presented to you in popular culture?

