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PAPER

The Four Cardinal Virtues

Summary: An exploration of the ‘Four Cardinal Virtues’.

The quite splendid Charge after Initiation offers a new Mason the first hint of the human qualities his brethren 
prize most highly: ‘let Prudence direct you, Temperance chasten you, Fortitude support you, and Justice be 
the guide of all your actions. Be especially careful to maintain in their fullest splendour those truly Masonic 
ornaments, … Benevolence and Charity.’

Those fortunate enough these days to listen regularly to a well-delivered ‘First Degree Tracing Board’ will 
recall as the ritualist draws towards its end, he leaves with us the thought that: ‘Pendent to the corners of 
the Lodge are four tassels, meant to remind us of the four cardinal virtues, namely: Temperance, Fortitude, 
Prudence and Justice...’ He then adds: ‘the distinguishing characteristics of a good Freemason are Virtue, 
Honour, and Mercy, and may they ever be found in a Freemason’s breast.’

As Speculative Freemasonry is, first and foremost, a system of morality, it perhaps should come as no surprise 
that virtue, a particular quality of moral excellence, should be prized so highly. It perhaps begs the question 
though of why just four virtues are considered pre-eminent or ‘cardinal’ and, from the galaxy of admirable 
traits available for selection, why those four particular qualities have been chosen. This short paper attempts 
to address these two questions.

History: The search for the elements of moral excellence has had a long history, commencing well before our 
Leaders compiled their joint ritual over 1813–17. Indeed, we can discover tangible evidence of that quest in 
our centres of worship even today.

As one example the archway to the 13th century Chapter House of Salisbury Cathedral is decorated with 
fourteen pairs of figures. Each niche contains a figure of a ‘virtue’ with one foot resting firmly on the chest 
of a prostrate and conquered ‘vice’. Given that it was seat of mediaeval governance, they were carved as 
reminders to the entering Canons of the balance they should seek when forming judgement.

On the north side the seven virtues are graphically depicted as Joy, Mercy, Trust, Truth, Purity, Bounty and 
Humility. On the south we find Justice, Hope, Patience, Knowledge, Charity, Temperance and Fortitude.

NB. With wry good humour we can see that the masons carved all of the virtues as female, all of the vices 
male, suggesting perhaps that the roots of the ‘#MeToo’ movement have been spread deeply over the past 
seven hundred years!
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From that generous display of virtue we can turn to our Parish churches where so often we are able to discover 
a tomb of the local squire or other dignitary. Here custom restricts the virtues to four. Over the tomb’s canopy 
we may find four figures: one with sword in hand, scales and a crown; one with bridle and rein, or water and 
wine in two jugs; one with armour, a club, a lion, or a broken column; and a fourth with book, or scroll and 
mirror. They represent in turn Justice, Temperance, Fortitude and Prudence. The coincidence of their location 
at the tomb’s four corners with the four tassels on a Lodge carpet is noteworthy.

To seek to discover the reasons for choosing this quartet of virtues it may be helpful to turn to ancient 
classical history. In 4th century BCE Greece, the philosopher Plato, in his work, The Republic, wrote: ‘Clearly 
then it will be [led by] wise, brave, temperate [healthy-minded] and just’. In Aristotle’s Rhetoric, he identifies 
nine forms of virtue including, justice, courage, temperance and prudence. The Romans tended to agree, 
however, Cicero (1st century BCE) in his De Inventione considered only four were paramount: ‘wisdom, justice, 
courage and temperance’. Our Parish church would have been heavily guided by the Old Testament from its 
Jewish roots in the 2nd millennium BCE. The Wisdom of Solomon (8:7) identified the same four qualities as 
important: ‘she [Wisdom] teaches temperance and prudence, justice and fortitude; which are such things as 
men can have nothing more profitable in their life’.

Early Christian tradition had followed this lead. However Ambrose (4th century CE), was the very first to use 
the expression ‘cardinal virtues’ noting: ‘And we know that there are four cardinal virtues of temperance, 
justice, prudence, fortitude’

The writings of St Paul introduced another dimension to Christian understanding. In his 1st Corinthians (13:13), 
he had identified three theological values – ‘faith, hope, charity [love], these three; but the greatest of these 
is charity’. The mediaeval Christian Church later decided to add these three to Ambrose’s four cardinal virtues 
to assemble seven virtues mirroring the ‘seven deadly sins’. 

NB: It is of interest that on the First Degree Tracing Board, the Hermetic development of Freemasonry 
identified the seven rungs of Jacob’s Ladder with all seven virtues. Most earlier 18th century explanations had 
named only three, Faith, Hope and Charity.

Meaning: Having established that four cardinal virtues had been generally accepted by diverse societies, 
faiths and philosophies across the Western World when seeking to live moral lives, it is perhaps time to 
reflect on their meaning or relevance today. These might be summarised as:

•	 Prudence: This is an ability to discern the most appropriate course of action to be taken in a given 
situation at a given time.  It can also mean being discreet and worldly-wise. 

•	 Courage: This may be taken to embrace fortitude, strength, endurance and the ability to overcome fear, 
uncertainty and intimidation.

•	 Temperance: Temperance might be best described as self-control, discretion and moderation. A sound 
mind controlling a sound body.

•	 Justice: This is generally understood today as a sense of fairness.
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NB. A fuller and more philosophical exploration of modern day Masonic virtues is contained in that magisterial 
book on Freemasonry, A Celebration of the Craft by Robert Gilbert and John Hamill (Mackenzie 1992). 
Interestingly they select five virtues: Tolerance, Achievement, Charity, Integrity and Fidelity.

Afterthoughts: Diverse Western societies, across the Near East and Europe, for over three thousand 
years have united in identifying the importance of the ‘The Four Cardinal Virtues’ as aims for Mankind’s 
moral improvement.

When coupled with those ‘truly Masonic ornaments... Benevolence and Charity’ these four cardinal virtues 
may be considered as the essential signposts for Masonic contemplation in order to live a happy, meaningful 
and truly balanced life.
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Recommended use of Papers
Papers offer a simple, direct means of advancement in a particular aspect of Masonic knowledge. They can 
be used in a variety of ways:

•	 Read at home for private study

•	 Shared for pre-reading by members of a discussion group

•	 Read aloud in Lodge or Chapter, or in an LOI/COI/new members forum
▫▫ Followed by ‘any questions’

▫▫ As a precursor to a discussion (in which case much more time is needed, possibly more than 		
	 double that allocated to the paper itself)

▫▫ Supported by audio-visual aids, if necessary

They can be delivered by a single person or split into bite-sized pieces and read by multiple presenters (in 
which case, the speaker(s) should have read and practiced the delivery of the paper beforehand).

*Note: All biblical passages are taken from the Authorized King James version unless otherwise specified.

If the paper is to be used to introduce a discussion, the presenter will need to have thought about the 
material, done a little research, and prepared some open questions to engage with the audience. Kipling’s 
dictum can be of help in preparing open questions, which should begin with one of his ‘serving men’, as 
follows: ‘I keep six honest serving men (they taught me all I knew). Their names are, What and Why and 
When and How and Where and Who’. Rudyard Kipling

If used as part of an event, the paper should be advertised and promoted by way of trailers, flyers and 
announcements, in summonses, letters, emails, notice boards, and on social media. 

For further papers and other learning materials visit Solomon at http://solomon.ugle.org.uk
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