
From the Secretary’s Table  

1. What is Freemasonry? 

Freemasonry (often simplified to “Masonry”) is the world's first 
and largest fraternity, based on the belief that each man can 
make a difference in the world. Freemasonry enhances and 
strengthens the character of the individual man by providing 
opportunities for fellowship, charity, education, and leadership. 

There are about 5 million Masons worldwide, including almost 2 million in the U.S. and 
more than 50,000 in California. 

2. Why are Masons called Masons? 

The fraternity gets its name from the stonemasons in the Middle Ages who built castles 
and cathedrals in England and Scotland. Because of the inherent danger of their work, 
many stonemasons formed local organizations, called Lodges, to take care of sick and 
injured members, as well as the families of those who were killed on the job. The 
Masons also used the Lodges as places to meet, receive their pay, plan their work, train 
new apprentices, and socialize. Today, Freemasonry provides fellowship, community, 
and shared values to members and their families. The fraternity teaches a continuing 
pursuit of knowledge, ethics, and leadership skills using metaphors from geometry and 
the architecture of stonemasonry. 
 

3. Is Freemasonry a secret society? 

No…Masonic membership certainly is not a secret, as we wear rings, lapel pins, and tie 
clasps with Masonic emblems like the square and compass. Masonic buildings are 
clearly marked and are usually listed in the phone book, and Lodge activities are often 
listed in local newspapers. Of course, like most fraternities, Freemasonry does have 
unique handshakes, passwords, and ceremonies that are for members only. 
 

4. Why are some Masonic buildings called Temples? 

We sometimes call a building a “temple” in the same sense that Justice Oliver Wendell 
Holmes called the Supreme Court a "Temple of Justice." Most California Lodges now 
refer to their buildings as Masonic Center.  

5. Is Freemasonry an International Order? 

Only in the sense that Freemasonry exists throughout the world….Each Grand Lodge – 
there is one in every U.S. state and in virtually every country – is sovereign and 
independent. While all the Lodges follow the same principles of Freemasonry, they may 
have different activities. There is no international governing body for Freemasonry. 



 

6. Why does Masonry use symbols? 

Symbols allow people to communicate quickly. When you see a red light or a circle with 
a line through it, you know what it means. Likewise, Masons use certain symbols, 
mostly selected from the art of Architecture, to represent certain ethics and principles of 
the organization. The square and compass is the most widely known symbol of 
Masonry. When you see the symbol on a building, you know that Masons meet there. 

7. Why do Masons wear aprons? 

The apron is the real “badge” of a Mason. They wear aprons also as a symbol of the 
leather aprons that stonemasons wore centuries ago to carry their tools. Today, Masons 
wear aprons at certain events to demonstrate their pride in the fraternity. 

8. What is Masonry’s role in politics? 

Masonry does not endorse political candidates or legislation, and the discussion of 
politics (and religion) at Masonic meetings is not allowed. 
 

9. Is Freemasonry the same thing as the Shrine or Scottish Rite? 

A man first becomes a Master Mason (3rd Degree) at his local lodge. After he has been 
awarded the three degrees of Masonry, he is eligible and may join any of the other 
allied Masonic organizations (concordant or appendant bodies), each of which has a 
special social, educational, or philanthropic focus. The best known in the United States 
are the Shrine, Scottish Rite, and York Rite. 
 

10. Were all of the early American Presidents Masons? 

Many – but not all – Presidents throughout history were Masons. Many of the early 
leaders of the Revolution, including Benjamin Franklin, John Hancock and Paul Revere, 
were also Masons. 
  

11. Is the eye-in-the-pyramid symbol a Masonic emblem? 

The eye in the pyramid – found on the Great Seal of the United States and on the back 
of the U.S. dollar bill – is not a Masonic symbol. The committee that designed the Great 
Seal in 1776 included only one Mason, Benjamin Franklin, and his design suggestions 
were not related to Masonry. 
 



12. Is there a worldwide governing body in charge of all Masons? 

No…Freemasonry is a universal brotherhood in that Masons share the same ideals, but 
there is no universal governing body for Freemasonry. In the United States, each state 
has a Grand Lodge that oversees all the Masonic lodges in the state. There is no higher 
authority than the Grand Lodge of a state and there is no national headquarters. 
Outside the United States, there are one or more Grand Lodges in virtually every 
country, which operate as independent and sovereign organizations. While all Lodges 
follow the same principles of Freemasonry, there is no international governing body. 
 

13. Do Masons control political and financial systems? 

Many Masons have been involved in political and financial organizations, but that 
involvement doesn’t mean Masons are controlling them. The truth is that Masonry is not 
about power; it’s about the belief that each man can make a difference in the world. 
Throughout history, Freemasons have upheld the tenets of brotherly love, relief, and 
truth to make important contributions to society – whether in government, business, 
education, philanthropy, or simple goodwill. 
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