
Freemasonry, often called the Freemasons, is a fraternal organization that developed 
from the traditions of medieval stoneworkers’ guilds and later evolved into a 
philosophical and social society. A fraternal organization is an association of members 
who join voluntarily and share common principles, rituals, or goals. Freemasonry is one 
of the oldest and most widely distributed such organizations in the world, with lodges 
operating in many countries. 

The historical roots of Freemasonry trace back to medieval stonemasons, the skilled 
craftsmen who built large stone structures such as cathedrals, castles, and public 
buildings in Europe during the Middle Ages. These workers belonged to guilds, which 
were organizations that regulated training, standards of workmanship, and employment 
within a particular trade. Because cathedral construction required highly specialized 
knowledge of geometry, stone cutting, and architecture, stonemasons developed 
systems for identifying trained members of the craft. 

Members of these guilds used symbols, signs, and passwords as a way to confirm that 
someone was a legitimate craftsman who had been trained in the trade. This was 
important because skilled masons traveled from one construction site to another across 
Europe. The term “free mason” originally referred to a mason who was free to travel and 
work on different projects rather than being tied to a single lord or estate. 

By the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the role of guilds in construction began 
to decline as economic and social structures changed in Europe. During this time, the 
organizations that once consisted entirely of working stonemasons began admitting 
members who were not craftsmen. These individuals were called “accepted masons.” 
Instead of practicing stonework as a profession, they joined the lodges for philosophical 
discussion, social connection, and intellectual exchange. 

This transformation led to what historians call “speculative Freemasonry.” The word 
speculative refers to the study of ideas and philosophy rather than physical craft work. In 
speculative Freemasonry, the tools of stoneworking—such as the square, compass, and 
level—became symbolic objects used to represent moral and philosophical principles. 

The formal structure of modern Freemasonry began to emerge in the early eighteenth 
century. In 1717, several lodges in London joined together to form what is often 
considered the first Grand Lodge, an administrative body that governs local lodges. A 
lodge is the basic organizational unit of Freemasonry, where members meet to conduct 
ceremonies, discussions, and administrative activities. 

Freemasonry is organized into degrees, which represent stages of membership and 
learning within the organization. The three primary degrees of traditional Freemasonry 
are Entered Apprentice, Fellow Craft, and Master Mason. Each degree involves 
ceremonies that symbolically represent lessons about moral development, knowledge, 
and responsibility. 



The first degree, Entered Apprentice, historically represented the beginning stage of 
training in a craft. In Freemasonry it symbolizes the start of a member’s moral and 
intellectual development. The second degree, Fellow Craft, corresponds to a stage of 
learning and skill development. The third degree, Master Mason, represents full 
membership and participation in lodge activities. 

Freemasonry uses a system of symbolism, meaning objects and imagery are used to 
represent abstract ideas. Many of these symbols are derived from the tools used by 
medieval stonemasons. For example, the square symbolizes fairness and moral integrity, 
while the compass represents restraint and self-control. Together, the square and 
compass form one of the most recognizable symbols associated with Freemasonry. 

Another important concept in Freemasonry is the idea of building a “moral temple.” In 
the symbolic language of the organization, members are encouraged to improve their 
character in the same way that stonemasons shape stone blocks to construct a building. 
This metaphor reflects the transformation of physical construction tools into 
philosophical teachings about personal conduct. 

Freemasonry lodges operate with an internal leadership structure. The head of a lodge is 
called the Worshipful Master, which is a traditional title referring to the person who 
presides over meetings. The term “worshipful” in this context does not refer to religious 
worship but rather to respect or honor associated with the office. Other lodge officers 
assist with ceremonial duties and administrative responsibilities. 

Although Freemasonry uses symbolic language that references architecture and religion, 
it is not itself a religion. However, membership traditionally requires belief in a Supreme 
Being, often referred to in Masonic language as the “Great Architect of the Universe.” 
This phrase is a symbolic expression representing a creator or higher power without 
specifying a particular religious doctrine. Members of many different faiths have 
historically participated in Masonic lodges. 

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Freemasonry expanded rapidly 
across Europe and the Americas. Many political leaders, military officers, writers, and 
scientists joined lodges during this period. Freemasonry became associated with ideals 
such as liberty, fraternity, and moral self-improvement, concepts that were widely 
discussed during the Enlightenment, an intellectual movement that emphasized reason, 
scientific inquiry, and individual rights. 

Freemasonry also became known for its involvement in charitable activities. Many lodges 
organize fundraising efforts, educational programs, and community service projects. 
Masonic organizations have established hospitals, scholarship funds, and other 
philanthropic initiatives. 

Because Freemasonry conducts private ceremonies and uses symbolic rituals, it has 
often been described as a secret society. However, historians generally describe it as a 



fraternal society with private rituals, rather than a secret political organization. Most 
lodges publicly identify their meeting locations and membership organizations, though 
the internal ceremonial practices remain restricted to members. 

Freemasonry therefore developed from a practical craft guild into an international 
fraternity centered on symbolism, moral instruction, social fellowship, and charitable 
activity. Its historical origins lie in medieval construction guilds, while its modern form 
reflects philosophical traditions that emphasize ethical conduct, personal development, 
and communal cooperation among its members. 

 


