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Joel Poinsett (1779-1851) and the Masonic Diplomacy of the United 

States in Mexico 

Frank Jacob 

 

Introduction 

Freemasonry is more than a phenomenon of the European Enlightenment.
1
 

In fact, its global spread and the establishment of lodges impacted the 

political and social processes in many non-European countries as well. 

Especially in Mexico, the masonic lodges played an important role in the 

foundation of modern parties and accordingly in the political developments 

within the Central American state. The fate of the young nation state was 

significantly determined by the struggle between pro-Spanish (Scottish 

rite) and pro-American (York rite) freemasons. A special actor within this 

struggle was Joel Poinsett (1779-1851), who, as an American envoy, tried 

to strengthen American influence in Mexico by founding pro-American 

lodges there.
2
 Already during the expansion of freemasonry from Europe 

to Latin America—but especially in the Central American country—there 

existed conflicts about the different interpretations of the masonic rite, but 

these were especially intensified by the political developments in Mexico at 

the beginning of the 19th century.
3
 An analysis of masonic structures, 

                                                
1
  On the origin and role of Freemasonry in Europe see Frank Jacob, 

Geheimgesellschaften: Vergangenheit und Gegenwart verborgener Macht 

(Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2015), 42-51; Helmut Reinalter, Die Freimaurer, Sixth 

Edition (Munich: C.H. Beck 2010); idem, “Die historischen Ursprünge und die 

Anfänge der Freimaurerei: Legenden ─ Theorien ─ Fakten,” in 

Geheimgesellschaften: Kulturhistorische Sozialstudien, ed. Frank Jacob 

(Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2013), 49-84; idem, ed. Freimaurerische 

Persönlichkeiten in Europa (Innsbruck et al.: Studien Verlag 2014). An attempt to 

highlight the global impact of Freemasonry was presented by German historian 

Winfried Dotzauer in his work Freimaurerei global: Ihre internationale, nationale 

und regionale Ausdehnung und Chronologie (Innsbruck et al.: Studien Verlag 

2009). For the relationship between Enlightenment and Freemasonry see Siegfried 

Guido Dahl, Freimaurerei in der frühen Aufklärungszeit: Bildungstheoretische 

Ansätze und Kontroversen (Marburg: Tectum, 2015); Helmut Reinalter, ed. 

Aufklärung, Humanität und Toleranz: Die Geschichte der österreichischen 

Freimaurerei im 18. Jahrhundert (Innsbruck et al.: Studien Verlag, 2016).  

2
  Many publications on freemasonry in Spanish had been published in the US and 

from there were shipped to Mexico. Nancy Vogeley, “Spanish-Language Masonic 

Books Printed in the Early United States,” Early American Literature 43, no. 2 

(2008): 337. 

3
  On the interactions between freemasonry in Europe and the Americas see R. 

William Weisberger, Wallace Mc Leod, and S. Brent Morris, eds. Freemasonry on 

Both Sides of the Atlantic: Essays Concerning the Craft in the British Isles, 

Europe, United States and Mexico (Boulder : East European Monographs, 2002). 
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particularly in the time of transformation in Latin America in the first 

period of this “long” century, seems to be essential in order to sufficiently 

consider the amalgamation of freemasonry and politics in this region of the 

world.
4
 

It is, all in all, hard to reconstruct the history of the masonic lodges in 

Mexico exactly, since there exist the three following problems:
5
 

1. The lack of primary sources, which are, as far as they are available, 

mostly written from the perspective of freemasons who report 

their own stories and often provide hagiographies of their own 

lives or past.
6
 

2. The historical handing down of information as provided by well-

known authors, like Lucas Alamán (1792-1853),
7
 Lorenzo de 

Zavala (1788-1836)
8
 and Carlos María de Bustamante (1774-

1848),
9
 was usually simply continued without a critical evaluation 

of these sources. 

3. The dichotomy of revolution and counterrevolution, which 

continued for a long time in literature on freemasonry, and its 

                                                
4
  In Latin America freemasonry played and important role and had a long impact, 

especially on intellectuals, like the famous Chilean-Argentinian author Manuel 

Rojas (1896-1973) during the 1920s and 1930s. Susan M. Linker, “A Collision of 

Rationalism and Spiritualism in ‘El hombre de la rosa’ of Manuel Rojas: Decoding 

the Secret Signals,” Hispanic Review 68, no. 1 (2000): 21-36. On the “long” 19th 

century, the transformation processes, and the wars in Latin America in particular 

see: Frank Jacob and Gilmar Visoni-Alonzo, “Conflicto y Guerra en el siglo bélico 

de Latinoamerica,” CUNY Academic Works. Accessed September 2, 2016. 

http://academicworks.cuny.edu/qb_pubs/34; Frank Jacob and Gilmar Visoni-

Alonzo, eds. Latin America’s Martial Age. Conflict and Warfare during the Long 

Nineteenth Century (Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2017). On the 

“long” 19th century see: Franz J. Bauer, Das “lange” 19. Jahrhundert: Profil einer 

Epoche (Stuttgart: Reclam 2004). 

5
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Unabhängigkeitskampf und Revolution, eds. Frank Jacob and Riccardo Altieri 

(New York: ALTIJA, 2016), 149-150. 

6
  One could name here works like Richard E. Chism, Una contribución á la historia 

masónica de México (Mexico-City: Imprenta de el Minero mexicano, 1899); José 

María Mateos, Historia de la Masonería en México desde 1806 hasta 1884 (Mexico-

City, 1884); Luis J. Zalce y Rodríguez, Apuntes para la historia de la masoneria en 

México (de mis lecturas y mis recuerdos) (Mexico-City, 1950).  

7
  Lucas Alamán, Obras de D. Lucas Alamán: Disertaciones sobre la historia de 

Méjico, 5 vols. (Mexico-City: V. Agüeros, 1899-1919). 

8
  Lorenzo de Zavala, Ensayo histórico de las revoluciones de México, desde 1808 

hasta 1830 (Mexico-City: La Vega, 1845). 
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  Carlos María de Bustamante, Cuadro histórico de la revolucion de la America 

Mexicana, 6 vols. (Mexico-City:  Mariano Ontiveros, 1823-1832). 
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role and impact during the conflicts of the 19th century was, 

depending on the opinion of the author, either glorified or 

demonized.
10

  

For the analysis of Poinsett’s role in 19th century Mexico one can also rely 

on some primary sources, which, however, need to be viewed critically, 

because next to his own description of his experiences in Mexico,
11

 the 

main archival sources are his letters, which are held in the archive of the 

Historical Society of Pennsylvania.
12

 The present chapter will deal with 

Poinsett’s activities during the political and ideological conflict in 19th 

century Mexico, as they were related to the struggle between the lodges of 

the two named different rites. It will thereby show how American 

politicians tried to use freemasonry as a political tool to strengthen the pro-

American elements in the Central American country. The first part will 

therefore describe the conflict between the Spanish and the York rite, and 

the second one will take a closer look at Poinsett’s activities and the 

instrumentalization of masonic ideas and lodges in Mexico, as well as the 

attempt of US foreign policy to gain a more intensive influence there. 

 

Mexico and the War of the Rites 

The conflict between supporters of the Scottish and the York rites shaped 

not only the history of freemasonry in Mexico, but also the political 

developments in the country in the first years after its independence and in 

the decades that followed.
13

 While the Scottish rite was mainly brought to 

Mexico by French immigrants who served the Spanish Crown in the last 

years of colonial rule, the York rite arrived in the country first and foremost 

through the United States. In later years, the two rites would find their 

resemblances in two early political parties, namely the Escoceses (Scottish 

rite) and the Yorkinos (York rite). Their political orientations were not 

                                                
10

  María Eugenia Vázquez Semadeni, “Historiografía sobre la masoneri ́a en México: 

Breve revisión,” Revista de Estudios Históricos de la Masonería (REHMLAC) 2, 

no. 1 (2010): 18.  

11
  Joel Roberts Poinsett, Notes on Mexico, Made in the Autumn of 1822 (London: 

J. Miller, 1825). 

12
  Joel Roberts Poinsett Papers, Historical Society of Pennsylvania (henceforth 

JRPP). 

13
  For a more detailed discussion of the rites, including contemporary works, see 

William Homan, The Scottish Rite (New York:  Andrew H. Kellog, 1905); 

Frederick G. Speidel, The York Rite of Freemasonry: A History and Handbook 

(Chicago: Grand Encampment of Knights Templar, 1989); Johann Kaspar 

Velthusen, Historisch kritische Nachforschungen über Ursprung und 

Fortschritte, auch allmähliche Ausartung der so genannten Schottischen Maurerey 

in Schwärmerey und Mystik, Puritanismus, Rosenkreuzerey, Idealismus u.s.f. 

(Leipzig: Siegfried Lebrecht Crusius, 1805). 
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solely related to the masonic rites, however, but were also directed towards 

Spain and the US, respectively, since they were in favor of the political 

ideals the rites and countries stood for, i.e. conservatism and liberalism. The 

question of which rite system should be chosen consequently implied a 

political positioning towards conservative-monarchist or democratic-

republican ideas.
14

 Due to this important role of freemasonry in the 

political conflicts of the first period after Mexcian independence, it seems 

to be necessary to provide a short account of the establishment of the 

different rites or masonic systems. 

 Until Mexico achieved its independence from Spain in 1821, the 

influence of Spanish freemasons was decisive for the establishment of the 

local lodge system.
15

 Numerous decrees by the Pope against freemasonry, 

according to which Catholicism and membership in a lodge were 

incompatible, had almost no influence on the successful history of the 

spread of freemasonry and masonic lodges throughout the country during 

the last colonial years.
16

 The first lodges were established when Mexico was 

still under colonial rule, because Spanish military officers who served in the 

Central American colony, especially after 1810 when they were supposed 

to suppress the rebellion of the Mexicans against foreign rule, had also been 

members of lodges in Spain, e.g. in Cadiz.
17

 Loyalists in Mexico initially 

condemned the masonic activities in the colony, because they considered it 

to be an expression of French activities that had been ordered by Napoleon 

(1769-1821). However, during the War of Independence against Spain, 

masonic ideas gained supporters and followers alike, especially due to their 

humanitarian content and as a consequence of the fact that they offered 

alternatives for young intellectuals who then became actively involved in 

freemasonry. It soon became something that was considered to counter not 

only the Spanish demand to rule the colony but at the same time the 

bigoted position of the Catholic Church in Mexico.
18

 

 The advantages of the masonic ideas were highlighted by influential 

Mexican freemasons, who got in contact with lodges abroad as a 

consequence of their international experiences before becoming the 

masonic elite at home. The priest Servando Teresa de Mier (1765-1827),
19

 

                                                
14

  Sara Ann Frahm, The Cross and the Compass: Freemasonry and Religious 

Tolerance in Mexico (Bloomington, IN: Palibrio, 2014).  

15
  Ibid., 2. 

16
  More detailed: José Antonio Ferrer Benimeli, La masonería en Madrid y en España 

del siglo XVIII al XXI (Saragossa: Gobierno de Aragón, 2004). 

17
  Fernando Álvarez Balbuena, Masonería, Cortes de Cádiz y otros mitos (Astorga: 

Akrón, 2012; Vogeley, “Masonic Books,”  341. 

18
  Ibid., 341-342. 

19
  Adolfo Arrioja Vizcaíno, Fray Servando Teresa de Mier: confesiones de un 

guadalupano federalista (Mexico-City: Plaza y Janés, 2003). 
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to name just one example, became a member of the Lodge of Cadiz during 

a journey to Spain, before he later visited France and the “masonic center” 

of the United States: Philadelphia.
20

 Having advanced to become a fervent 

supporter of the ideas and ideals of freemasonry, he then spread these ideas 

after his return to Mexico, where he could recruit numerous followers. 

Especially in the early period of Mexican freemasonry, it was enthusiasts 

like Mier who stimulated its spread and who were responsible for the 

foundation of the first lodges in the Central American country. The first 

recruitments consequently very often followed the lines of family relations 

or personal friendships.  

 In 1814, after Napoleon’s defeat in Europe and the return of 

Ferdinand VII (1784-1833) to the Spanish throne, the transatlantic 

network of reform-oriented and masonic forces was sensitively disturbed, 

because publications from Spain did not find their way to Mexico for some 

years. It took until the 1820s when, after the official acceptance of Mexican 

independence by Spain, more and more works, including on freemasonry, 

began to reach the former colony from Europe again. Regardless of the fact 

that membership in a masonic lodge continued to be considered as a 

criminal act that could be punished, masonic ideas were publicly discussed 

in numerous and politically miscellaneous Mexican newspapers during the 

1820s. Due to Mexico’s independence, the number of imported works from 

the US also increased and, step by step, the York rite gained ground 

throughout the country, and as a result the conservative lodges had to face 

the menace of more progressive competition.
21

 

 For the moment, however, the Spanish freemasons continued to 

dominate, because many of them had left Spain, forced to seek a new home 

as a consequence of the anti-masonic policies of Ferdinand VII. For 

Mexican freemasonry, that development caused the absorption of many 

liberal and intellectual elements from Spain, because many enlightened men 

had to leave their home country to find new places to live and act, the latter 

being mostly represented by the Mexican lodges.
22

 The newcomers had 

often been active in Spanish politics before, which is why many of them 

simply joined the new political elites of independent Mexico. Many 

freemasons who continued the Spanish-oriented Scottish rite in the 

Mexican context consequently supported the political position of Agustín 

de Iturbide (1783-1824), who crowned himself as Emperor of Mexico and 

who demanded the power within the new and independent nation state for 

                                                
20

  On the role of Philadelphia for US freemasonry see: Norris S. Barratt and Julius 

Friedrich Sachse, Freemasonry in Pennsylvania, 1727-1907 as shown by the records 

of Lodge No. 2, F. and A.M. of Philadelphia (Philadelphia: Orlady, 1908). 

21
  Vogeley, “Masonic Books,” 342. 

22
  Frahm, The Cross and the Compass, 47. 
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his person alone. The “Spanish masons” in Mexico eventually accepted not 

only a centralized government led by a strong individual ruler, but also 

agreed to the continuing influence of the Catholic Church.
23

 Regardless of 

such conservatism, the number of members within the Scottish lodges 

increased rather fast, a development that can be shown exemplarily by a 

closer analysis of the well-known El Sol lodge in Mexico City. During the 

early period of its existence, Mexican freemasonry consequently possessed 

a rather dominant Spanish character.
24

 In the north of the country, 

however, the influence of the York rite increased and more and more 

followers were recruited, especially from among those who rejected the 

continuation of conservatism in the young Mexican nation state.  

 In colonial Spanish America, the ideas of freemasonry dealing with 

social progress, referring to a religious language, were successful and able 

to attract so many new members because the connection of conservative 

and progressive elements highlighted its evolutionary rather than 

revolutionary character. In the US, in contrast, freemasonry was successful 

because it connected ideas and considerations related to internationalism, a 

peaceful co-existence of human beings or states, and social responsibility, 

and thereby symbolized values that US republicanism identified itself with 

as well.
25

 

 In 1733, the first New England lodge was founded in Boston, whence 

freemasonry spread quickly across the other English colonies in North 

America, which is why the United States, in 1776, must also be considered 

a nation state that partly relied on masonic lodges as its centers of 

intellectual and spiritual exchange. By its independence, almost 100 lodges 

with around 3,000 members had been established. These lodges, similar to 

the later Mexcian case, would provide the revolutionary elite of the 

country—George Washington (1732-1799) is probably the most 

prominent example. 49 US generals who served during the War of 

Independence were freemasons, as were 32 of the 55 delegates who 

participated in the Philadelphia Convention in 1787.
26

 With the US 

purchase of Louisiana, the American interest in Cuba and Mexico 

increased, which is why Grand Lodges in Philadelphia and New York not 

only legitimized but actively demanded further foundings of York rite 

                                                
23

  Ibid., 48. 

24
  Brian R. Hamnett, Revolución y contrarrevolución en México y el Perú: 

liberalismo, realeza y separatismo, 1800-1824 (Mexico-City: FCE, 1978), 374. 

25
  James D. Carter, “Freemasonry and Texas History, 1800-1835,” The Southwestern 

Historical Quarterly 65, no. 3 (1953): 397. 

26
  Ibid., 398. On the masonic influence during the convention see: Stewart Wilson 

Miner, “The Impact of Masonry on the Constitutional Convention.” Accessed 

September 4, 2016. http://www.masonicworld.com/education/articles/THE-

IMPACT-OF-MASONRY-ON-THE-CONSTITUTIONAL-

CONVENTION.htm. 
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lodges in these countries of interest. The Grand Lodge of Philadelphia was 

especially important, as more than 100 masonic lodges in Pennsylvania, 

New Orleans, and Cuba were organizationally subordinate to it. The North 

American Grand Lodge received reports at regular intervals about the new 

foundings in the direct riparian areas, and it was well informed about the 

local political developments in the Caribbean and Central America. 

Publishing houses in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia provided 

materials, e.g. instructions, ceremonial descriptions, songbooks, etc., and 

thereby stimulated a further spread of the York rite in regions of American 

interest.
27

 Particularly in the anti-colonial circles of exiles from Mexico, but 

also in Colombia and Venezuela, freemasonry steadily gained importance 

and acted as unifying putty connecting the avant-garde of the Latin 

American revolution against the rule of Spain in the “New World.” Masonic 

revolutionaries were supported by American printers like Matthew Carey 

(1760-1839),
28

 an Irish immigrant to Philadelphia, who published Spanish 

pamphlets and newspapers for the Latin American exiles. These initially did 

not differ much from those publications that were imported from Spain 

and which freemasons in Mexico City could read as well. Carey was 

furthermore a freemason and a strict Catholic at the same time, and he was 

not only interested in Christian-oriented ideas of the Enlightenment, like 

those of freemasonry, but also in the spread of religious writing, especially 

the Bible.
29

 In the United States, therefore, the antagonism between 

Catholicism and freemasonry seemed to be less severe than had been the 

case in Europe before.
30

 

 The decision-makers in the US considered freemasonry to be a 

positive phenomenon of modernity, while its perception, especially in the 

case of the York rite that had dominated in the North American case, was 

also positive in the Mexican context. The new lodges of the American type, 

however, in addition added political ideas that would determine the pro-

American position of York-type freemasonry in Latin American countries 

in the early independence period. But the York lodges in Mexico were not 

only spiritually but also organizationally in need of close ties to the US, as 

their existence could only be officially acknowledged by a Grand Lodge of 

the York rite. Enemies of these developments consequently considered the 

new lodges, not unjustifiably, as acting as a fifth column in the state, 

wherein their members would act as agents of US foreign policy and on 

                                                
27

  Vogeley, “Masonic Books,” 338. 

28
  On Carey’s life and work see Michael S. Carter, “‘Under the Bening Sun of 

Toleration’: Mathew Carey, the Douai Bible, and Catholic Print Culture, 1789-

1791,” Journal of the Early Republic 27, no. 3 (2007): 437-469. 

29
  Matthew Carey to Charles R. and G. Webster, Albany, Philadelphia, September 3, 

1804, Indiana Historical Society, Collection # SC 2296. 

30
  Vogeley, “Masonic Books,” 339-340. 
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behalf of US interests in Mexico. This impression was actually not 

unfounded, especially since the new lodges had to send regular reports 

about their financial situation and the activities of their members to the 

Grand Lodges that were situated in the US. In addition, many of the newly 

established York lodges were founded in Mexcian harbor cities like 

Campeche or Alvarado, where the trade routes with the US offered 

multiple possibilities for the exchange of ideas. Alongside commodities, 

Mexican businessmen were also interested in freemasonry and the new rite 

that was so popular in their neighboring country.  

 The ideals of freemasonry supported the young nation state to 

overcome conflicts and to proclaim a political order based on fraternity and 

tolerance, regardless of the fact that not everyone in the US was considered 

free and equal. Similar to the case of their North American neighbor, 

freemasonry in Mexico, as well as the political freedom it demanded, should 

first and foremost be considered as important in the context of 

independence, as it served to strengthen and to legitimize the spreading of 

republicanism in the first decades of the post-colonial Mexican nation state. 

The US was perceived as a role model, as it had also broken away from a 

European colonial power and established its independence.
31

 The official 

accreditation of a new lodge by a US Grand Lodge was especially attractive 

for followers of the York rite in Mexico, because along with the exchange 

of ideas with the role model nation state to the north, such accreditation 

also offered participation in the international freemasonry network. 

Regardless of the intense intercultural transfer, Mexican freemasons first 

and foremost adopted the symbolism and the performance of the American 

paragon, which means a US reinterpretation of the European masonic rites. 

One can therefore argue that Mexican freemasonry as a whole must be 

considered a hybrid, which eclectically oriented itself towards different 

examples and united them, depending on preference, in order to recreate a 

form of freemasonry that more accurately matched Mexico’s own context.  

It therefore becomes obvious that the masonic form that had been 

spreading across Europe during the early 18th century was partially 

transformed in the United States, and then, as a third version, gained 

ground in Mexico, and showed a specific proximity to Catholicism 

and therefore again was elementarily different from the original 

English masonry.
32

  

The close ties between the masons in Mexico and the US were not 

perceived to be too positive in the Mexican center of power, because the 

print imports from the north not only served as inspiration for the 

intellectual elite of the Central American state to consider themselves as 

                                                
31

  Ibid., 345. 

32
  Jacob, “Geschichte der mexikanischen Freimaurerei,” 168. 
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part of the post-colonial North American order, but were often perceived 

as an attempt to tie the Mexican lodges more strongly to the US Grand 

Lodges and therefore the foreign interests of the neighboring state. The 

position of the US in Mexico, i.e. the indirect control of masonic elites 

within the country, was consequently considered to be strengthened by the 

activities of the York lodges, which is why the political leadership in Mexico 

City observed the masonic developments in the country with such 

suspicion. Such a perception, as mentioned before, was not entirely wrong, 

as the pro-American lodges of the young Latin American nation states were 

actually considered to act as imperialist apparatus that could be used to 

expand US influence towards the southern hemisphere. The activities of 

Joel Poinsett in particular were, according to this narrative and its 

perception, interpreted as matters of “great intrigue” against Mexico.
33

  

 The introduction of the York rite in Mexico in the 1820s consequently 

led to problems and not only due to its antagonism with the Scottish rite 

of the colonial era. The conflict of those two rites would influence the 

course of Mexican history because the political conflict in the years after 

independence followed the initial and masonic line of conflict.
34

 Scottish 

masonry in Mexico was confronted with an existential crisis, because “the 

comet-like rising of the York rite in Mexico … caused a clear decline in the 

political influence of the ‘Scots.’”
35

 The activities of Joel Poinsett in relation 

to the founding of Mexican York lodges was therefore tricky in a twofold 

sense. On the one hand, he had to expect resistance from the “Scots” 

because they feared to lose their influence with regard to Mexico’s masonic 

structures. On the other hand, the American envoy had to deal with the 

hostile position of those political representatives, who considered the 

growing influence of the US to be a menace to the independent and 

territorially integral existence of the Mexican state. 

 

Joel Poinsett as a “Masonic Agent” of American Imperialism 

Freemason and diplomat Joel Poinsett
36

 served as US Minister in Mexico 

between 1825 and 1829—the position of ambassador did not yet exist in 

                                                
33

  For a detailed discussion see José Fuentes Mares, Poinsett, historia de una gran 

intriga, third edition, (Mexico-City: Libro Mex, 1960). 

34
  Rogelio Aragón, “La masonería en las revoluciones decimonónicas de México,” in: 

HISPANIA NOVA: Revista de Historia Contemporánea 8 (2008). Accessed 

September 3, 2016. http://hispanianova.rediris.es. 

35
  Ibid. 

36
  For Poinsett’s biography see: George Anthony Hruneni, “Palmetto Yankee: The 

Public Life and Times of Joel Roberts Poinsett, 1824-1851” (PhD Thesis, 

University of California, Santa Barbara, 1972); Dorothy Martha Parton, “The 

Diplomatic Career of Joel Roberts Poinsett” (PhD Thesis, Catholic University of 

America, Washington, D.C., 1934); Herbert Everett Putnam, Joel Roberts 
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the Central American state at this time. During his years in Mexico, 

Poinsett was influentially involved in the establishment of masonic 

structures, i.e. lodges, which followed the York rite and whose existence 

was acknowledged and accredited by the Grand Lodge of Philadelphia. 

These activities were related to his interest in expanding American 

influence in Mexico.
37

  

 Poinsett had studied medicine in Edinburgh and had traveled a lot in 

his early life, including trips to the Middle East, Russia, and Italy between 

1801 and 1809. He spoke several languages fluently and was therefore a 

suitable candidate for the diplomatic service of the still young United 

States.
38

 It is not clear when exactly Poinsett became a member of a masonic 

lodge, although it is known that he had been chair of two masonic lodges 

in South Carolina before his time in Mexico, namely the Recovery Lodge 

No. 32 in Greenville and Solomon’s Lodge No. 1 in Charleston.
39

 Since 

1821, he had served as Grand Master of South Carolina, and between 1821 

and 1841 he had also acted as Grand High Priest of this state. His masonic 

activities would, however, become more important during his service in 

Mexico.  

 US President James Madison (1751-1836), as early as 1810, appointed 

Poinsett as Special Agent for South America. In this role, the later member 

of the House of Representatives for his home state of South Carolina began 

to deal with the independence movements of this region that were directed 

against Spain and which the American diplomat evaluated according to 

their importance and benefit for the US. Between 1809 and 1814, Poinsett 

had been in Chile and Argentina, from where he regularly delivered reports 

about the importance of the developing demands for independent nation 

states in the region. That the independence movements in Latin America, 

which were naturally directed against Spain, provided a chance for the 

United States to gain influence in the region was not only realized by 

Poinsett, however. Marine Lieutenant Joseph Smith (1790-1877) also 

                                                
Poinsett: A Political Biography (Washington, D.C.: Mimeoform Press, 1935); 

Charles J. Stillé, “The Life and Services of Joel R. Poinsett,” The Pennsylvania 

Magazine of History and Biography 12, no. 2 (1888): 129-164. Poinsett himself left 

some works, in which he describes his Mexican years. Joel Roberts Poinsett, Notes 

on Mexico (New York: Praeger 1969); idem, The Present Political State of Mexico: 
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Documentary, 1976).  
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remarked in a letter to Poinsett on 27 August 1810 that if there were to be 

a crisis in the near future that changed the existent political situation in 

Spanish America, the United States could not deny that it would have an 

interest in the region. Since the ties between the Latin American colonies 

and Europe would cease to exist, the fate of Latin American countries 

demanded the US’ attention, since their development could provide 

opportunities that the US government would be obliged to exploit.
40

   

 Poinsett agreed with this evaluation and tried to instrumentalize 

freemasonry accordingly. Between 1822 and 1823, he traveled as a special 

envoy of the US in Mexico
41

 before serving as the first US Minister in 

Mexico between 1825 and 1830. During these years, Poinsett got involved 

in inner political struggles, especially since his role as a representative of the 

York rite attracted the suspicion of representatives of the Mexican 

government and the Church. Poinsett was also requested by some masons 

who had decided to adopt the York rite, who, however, could not rely on 

broader lodge structures yet, to install an organizational structure and to 

support the establishment of true York lodges in Mexico.
42

 

 On 5 June 1826, Thomas Kittera (1789-1839), the Grand Master of 

the Grand Lodge in Philadelphia, granted permission for York lodges to be 

founded in the Republic of Mexico and other Central American countries.
43

 

The US diplomat consequently assembled the national elite of the Latin 

American country and, due to festivities, the politically interested regularly 

retreated to discuss lodge-related issues as well as state interests and other 

political issues.
44

 Due to such meetings, the first masonic instructions were 

shared with the Mexican apprentices, and, step by step, the organizational 

structures were strengthened and American interests were secured.
45

 In 

August 1826, Poinsett could report that, besides the president, all cabinet 

members as well as other leading Mexicans had become freemasons.
46

 

Between 1826 and 1828, the antagonism between Scottish masonry and the 

new York rite lodges increased, although the masons not only struggled 

with regard to the correct practice of masonic ideas but also about the 

political future of Mexico and its orientation towards Spain or the US. This 
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internal power struggle led to Poinsett’s expulsion from Mexico.
47

 Poinsett 

declared that he was in no way responsible for the “perversion of the 

masonic lodges for political aims,”
48

 but many antagonists of the York rite 

and of the increasing influence of pro-American circles claimed the 

American emissary was responsible for the political developments since the 

mid-1820s. Due to increasing political pressure from the Mexican 

government, Poinsett withdrew from the lodge structures he had created, 

but nevertheless, he had been turned into a persona non grata in Mexico.
49

 

 The conflict between both masonic rites in the Central American state, 

however, could no longer be stopped. The supporters and followers of the 

York rite used the anti-monarchist mood in post-colonial Mexico to act 

against the conservative Scottish rite. The fanaticism that was thereby 

created, as well as the increasing number of secret lodges being established, 

led to a political division in the country between the Escoceses and the 

Yorkinos. This “masonic obsession” went so far that some officers in the 

army were willing to follow the orders of their own lodge rather than those 

of the Mexican president. In 1825, Jose Maria Mateos became the leader of 

the third party of freemasonry, a purely Mexican form, which was not 

related to the existent international organizational structures and networks. 

However, this initiative came too late and the influence of these lodges was 

too marginal to repair the damage the political struggle had caused. In 1828, 

a law against freemasonry was ratified that quoted from the papal bull of 

Pope Leo XII (1760-1829) that had been announced two years earlier on 

13 March 1826. The law appealed to the Catholic faith of the Mexican 

people to resist the Enlightenment ideas of the freemasons and to escape 

its explosive force. In the Allgemeinen Realencyclopädie oder 

Conversationslexicon für das katholische Deutschland (1848), the 

following is said with regard to this papal bull: “No small concern of His 

Holiness was aroused by the secret societies, whose evil intent has become 

known from experience. On 13 March 1826, a bull was therefore 

announced in which the secret societies were prohibited again and 

cursed.”
50

 Such laws, appeals to faith, or even the eventual expulsion of the 
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American diplomat Poinsett did not have an impact in the end. They rather 

made the lodges organize themselves in secret, and their transformation 

from political to truly secret organizations was complete.
51

 The lodges of 

the York rite consequently transformed themselves into guadalupanos and 

the lodges of the Scottish rite became novenarios, both Mexican secret 

societies. It was not the case that there was a full break between 

freemasonry and religion, however, because many masons remained 

Catholics. Regardless of the national restriction, freemasonry also 

continued to spread further across the whole of Latin America, and the 

Mexican lodges kept good contacts with other lodges on Cuba, Santo 

Domingo, Puerto Rico and, of course, in the United States.
52

  

 

Conclusion 

The case study of Joel Poinsett and the development of freemasonry in 

post-colonial Mexico show that the spread of masonic ideas, in the 

presented case those of the York rite, possessed political potential as well. 

The influence of the lodges decided, among other things, the political 

direction of the young Central American nation state, because many 

members of the government and other influential Mexicans were involved 

in the masonic activities there. They imitated the US role model and were 

thereby not only threatening the further existence of the Scottish rite but 

also longing for a closer relationship with their North American neighbor. 

This development caused problems, which eventually influenced the role of 

Poinsett as US diplomat in Mexico, because his strategy, which was to 

increase American influence in Central America through the founding of 

organizational structures of freemasonry there that were dependent on US 

Grand Lodges, failed because of the resistance of Scottish rite lodges and 

the Catholic Church. All in all, Poinsett’s case is an example of how 

freemasonry was supposed to be used as a political tool during the early 

decades after US independence to secure and extend the new nation state’s 

influence in the region. The Mexican freemasons of the York rite oriented 

themselves according to the American model, which promised success in 

multiple ways, which is why these masons were also willing to adopt the 

organizational structures and ideals of their northern neighbor. Poinsett’s 

idea fell on fruitful ground, because pro-American elites in Mexico were 
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willing to imitate the US model, especially with regards to its masonic 

structures. 

 The “war of the freemasons” in Mexico symbolized the struggle 

between conservatism and modernity, a conflict which would continue in 

Latin America long after the clash between the freemasons at the beginning 

of the 19th century was over, albeit with other protagonists.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 




