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     It is of utmost importance that an academic subject that desires to be looked upon as a serious research discipline hold an international conference of scholars working in the field. The first International Conference on the History of Freemasonry took place in Edinburgh in May of 2007, and the subject has been gaining a steady momentum of respectability it has hoped to achieve ever since the wise and welcomed decision of the United Grand Lodge of England (UGLE), considered the mother lodge of the world, to open its doors to the public ten years ago.  English freemasonry is traditionally an all-male organisation in which members express morality through the allegorical use of architectural and Biblical symbols in rituals known as degrees.

     Previously, UGLE, like all other masonic Grand Lodges (headquarters) and subordinate lodges had been closed to the public since they were and still are private, membership-based voluntary associations, as are most other clubs and societies.  However, because of the mystery surrounding masonic activity, particularly the quasi-spiritual aspect of the organisation, it was deemed more sensible to allow the public to have the opportunity to research the matter in a more open environment rather than increase the weariness associated with the perceived secrecy of the organisation.  This was more an act of diplomacy in relation with the public at large rather than a genuine relaxation of guarding of “secrets” since all properly trained academics are fully aware that the most pertinent documents available for perusal as regards operative (stonemason guildsmen) or speculative (gentlemen intellectual) freemasonry are held in the British Library, including the ritual manuscripts.

     Nevertheless, the relaxed open-door policy has been successful in easing the British public’s tension about the fraternity despite the continuous presence of conspiracy theories and other nonsensical attacks upon the Craft.  What one has to be aware of is that freemasonry is not unlike any other Enlightenment-orientated group that appeared in the eighteenth century.  The sole distinguishing feature of freemasonry is that it is the largest and longest-lasting fraternity in the world while most other intellectual and/or moral improvement societies that mushroomed during the Enlightenment project discontinued or simply became extinguished.  

     Freemasonry employed and still continues to employ a particular combination of tactics in its overall strategy of achieving this distinguishing feature.  The two-pronged approach consists of developing and maintaining an intricate circuit system of lodges throughout London and the Provinces as well as using certain marketing techniques making freemasonry particularly alluring to join.  This largely consists of appealing to royalty and nobility to not only become members but also leaders within the fraternity in order to bring about a sense of glamour, which in turn, inspires ordinary men to join.  But men did not only join to rub shoulders with the aristocracy.

     A variety of moral improvement societies were cultivated in the eighteenth century.  There were many reasons why someone would wish to join a voluntary association like freemasonry including the social, moral, intellectual, and spiritual aspects of such convivial and learned gatherings amongst men.  What further distinguished freemasonry from other similar salon-style sociability prevalent at this time was its emphasis on friendship regardless of the religious attitudes and political persuasions of the individual members.  In fact, it was –and still is- an explicit rule of the organisation that no discussion of religion or politics is to take place during fraternal meetings.  Freemasonry was an example of one of the earliest forms of tolerance, religious freedom, and respect for others’ opinions within a sociable setting after decades of religious upheaval. 

     The rules and regulations of freemasons are found in a document called The Constitutions, which has undergone several editions since the first edition of 1723.  In an analysis of its wording over the several editions, originally, freemasonry was open to accepting members regardless of their Christian denomination (ensuring no Catholic-Protestant divide).  Later, this gradually changed to allow membership to any man regardless of his religion, which was eventually transformed into the much more diluted question of simply whether or not the potential candidate professed faith in a Supreme Being.  Under the English system, the current requirement is just this – that the candidate is male, at least twenty-one years of age (the exceptions being the university lodges of Oxford and Cambridge as well as a “Lewis”, or son of a mason, in which case the age is eighteen), and believes in a Supreme Being.

     Although in recent years, freemasonry has witnessed a decline in its membership throughout the world, masons and non-masons alike have shaped an increasing interest in the organisation as an object of serious study.  In-depth research into ordinary lodges, provincial lodges, grand lodges, and district grand lodges show the complex nature of freemasonry as something that has always attracted the minds of intellectual and powerful men, that the lodge meeting is a genteel solace for the discussion of moral and philosophical ideas, that lectures presented in the lodges open up debates on architecture, science, aesthetics, and spirituality, and that the organisation has a strong duty towards the less fortunate through its charitable arm established to help the public, particularly in supporting the building of public works as well as aiding the vulnerable such as orphans, the disabled, and the elderly. 

     Freemasonry has a great potential to be an object of serious academic study once a consistent momentum is gained through frequent international conferences and meetings open to both masonic and non-masonic academic scholars.  Some factors that interfere with this momentum include internal conflicts within Grand Lodges and other masonic bodies as to who should be speaking about the fraternity.  There appears to be a fundamental confusion at times within the masonic community that a non-masonic scholar is representing the craft in some way (and this requires sanction from the organisation) whereas in our capacity as experts on some masonic specialism, our responsibility is solely to articulate an academic argument based on evidence made available (as is done with any other subject).  The confusion arises from the superficial argument on the part of certain freemasons that one cannot understand the phenomenon unless one is a member.  What these freemasons lack is an inability to distinguish the role of commentators on freemasonry to the wider public on the one hand and the role of a scholar to the academic community on the other, e.g. whether or not one is a freemason oneself does not invalidate the ability to deliver a learned paper on some academic context in relation to freemasonry such as what types of people joined, why they joined, its esoteric elements, how the Enlightenment shaped its activities, etc., based on the documents and records extent.

     When the level of maturity amongst certain close-minded masons reaches the point of having greater respect for the non-masonic scholars, who are generally more skilled in the academic analysis of freemasonry than ordinary members of the fraternity, it will mark the beginning of more substantial intellectual exchange.  For now, the more crucial manoeuvre is for non-masonic academics to share their research with the wider scholarly community at conferences such as this in Gozo 2009.  It is hoped that the very small number of us will be pioneers in creating the interest on the subject of freemasonry to such as level as to transform it into a significant and innovative area of study and research methodology.

