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I want to consider the various things that a free-thinker can
be—atheist, libertine, fanatic, scorner, critic, metaphysician,
fatalist, sceptic—but you shouldn’t think that -according to
me- every individual free-thinker is all of these. All I am
saying is that each item on that list characterizes some free-
thinkers. You may think that no free-thinker is an atheist. It
has often been said that although there are admittedly some
atheists who claim to be philosophical theorists, no-one is
really an atheist as a matter of philosophical theory. I know
these things are said; but I am well assured that one of
the most noted writers against Christianity in our times
claims to have discovered a demonstration [= ‘knock-down
proof] that there is no God. If you take the trouble to
consult conversation and books to inform yourself about
the principles and tenets of our modern free-thinkers, I'm
sure you'll find that every item on my list is true to life.

I am not writing only against books. Don’t think that
the free-thinking authors are being misrepresented if every
notion of Alciphron or Lysicles is not found precisely in what
the authors have written. We can expect that a man in
a private conversation will speak more openly than others
write, to *improve on the hints given by authors of books,

and *draw conclusions from their principles.

Whatever they may claim, I believe that all those who
write either explicitly or by insinuation against the dignity,
freedom, and immortality of the human soul can on that
account be fairly accused of unsettling the principles of
morality and destroying the means of making men rationally
virtuous. We can expect from that direction a lot that is
harmful to the interests of virtue. A certain admired writer
has expressed the view that *the cause of virtue is likely to
suffer less from *those who mock it than from °*those who
tenderly nurse it, because the nurses are apt to bundle it
up too warmly and kill it with excess of care and cherishing,
and also make it a mercenary thing by talking so much of its
rewards.

I leave it to you to decide whether this is a fair statement
of the situation.

[The Dialogues are reported in a long letter written to a friend by a
fictional gentleman named Dion—all the names are Greek. His opening
words echo Berkeley’s situation when composing this work: he was in
Rhode Island, facing the probable failure of his plan to start a college in
Bermuda. The Dialogues, however, are located in a quietly rural part of
England.]
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1. I was optimistic enough to believe that by now I'd
have been able to send you an agreeable account of the
success of the plan that brought me to this remote corner
of the country. But all I could report are the details of
how it went wrong; and I prefer instead to entertain you
with some amusing incidents that have helped to soothe me
during the inevitable and unforeseeable difficulties that I
have encountered. Events are not in our power; but we can
always make good use even of the worst. And I have to admit
that the way this affair went, and the outcome of it, gave
me an opportunity for reflections that help to compensate
for my great loss of time and my trouble and expense.... A
mind that is free to reflect on its own processes, if it doesn’t
produce anything useful to the world, usually manages to
entertain itself. For the past several months I have enjoyed
that kind of freedom and leisure in this distant place, far
from that great whirlpool of business, struggle, and pleasure
that is called the world. And my enjoyment of this peaceful
place has been greatly increased by the conversation and
good qualities of my host, Euphranor—he’s a philosopher
and a farmer, two roles that are not so inconsistent in nature
as you might think.

From the time he left the university, Euphranor has
lived in this small town where he has a good house with a
hundred acres of land adjoining it; after the work he has put
into improving the land, it provides him with a comfortable
income. He has a good collection of books, mainly old ones
left to him by a clergyman uncle who brought him up. And
the business of his farm doesn’t hinder him from making
good use of it. He has read much, and thought more; his
health and strength of body helping him not to become

mentally weary. He thinks he can carry on his studies better
in the field than in his study, and his mind is seldom idle
while he prunes the trees, follows the plough, or looks after
his flocks.

In the house of this honest friend I became acquainted
with a wealthy and distinguished friend of Euphranor’s
named Crito. His (-‘Anglican:) parish church is in our
town. One Sunday last summer when he was dining at
Euphranor’s, I asked after his guests, whom we had seen at
church with him the previous Sunday. ‘They are both well,’
said Crito, ‘but having dropped in at the church that one
time, just to see what sort of congregation our parish could
provide, they had no further curiosity about the church, and
so chose to stay at home.” ‘What!" said Euphranor, ‘are they
Presbyterians?’ ‘No,’ replied Crito, ‘they are free-thinkers.’
Euphranor, who had never met any member of that species
or sect of men, and knew little of their writings, wanted to
know what their principles were, what system they accepted.
‘That is more than I can tell you’, said Crito. ‘Their writers
have different opinions. Some go further, and state their
position more openly than others. But the best way to learn
about the current ideas of the sect is to talk with those who
declare themselves to be free-thinkers. Your curiosity could
now be satisfied if you and Dion would spend a week at my
house with these guests of mine, who seem very ready to
declare and propagate their opinions. Alciphron is in his
forties, and is no stranger to men or to books. I knew him
first when we were both training as lawyers in London. When
he came into a rich inheritance, he gave up his law studies
and travelled through the civilized parts of Europe. After
his return he lived among the amusements of London, but
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he began to find them stale and insipid, which threw him
into a sort of irritable laziness. My other guest, Lysicles
[pronounced Lie-suh-clees], is a near relative of mine. He is
a quick and clever young gentleman, with some general
knowledge about bookish matters. After he had completed
his formal education and seen a little of the world, he became
friends with men of pleasure and free-thinkers [Berkeley’s exact
phrase], which I fear has greatly harmed his health and his
fortune. But what I regret most is the corruption of his
mind by a set of harmful principles that he won’t ever be
cured of. They have survived the passions of youth, so
there’s no chance of his losing them now. These two would
be agreeable enough if only they didn’t fancy themselves
free-thinkers. Because of this, frankly speaking, they make
it a little too obvious that they think themselves wiser than
the rest of the world. I would like it if my guests met
with their match where they least expected it, in a country
farmer!” Euphranor replied: Tm not offering to do more than
merely inform myself about their principles and opinions. So
tomorrow I'll assign my workers their work for a week, and
accept your invitation, if Dion is willing.” I gave my consent.
‘Meanwhile,” said Crito, T1l prepare my guests, telling them
that an honest neighbour would like to talk with them about
their free-thinking. TI'll be surprised if they don’t like the
prospect of leaving a convert behind them, even in a country
village!’

Next morning Euphranor rose early and spent the morn-
ing putting his affairs in order. After lunch we took our walk
to Crito’s, which lay through half a dozen pleasant fields. . ..
After walking for about an hour we came to Crito’s house,
which stands in the middle of a beautiful little park. ... At
the door we met a servant carrying a small basket of fruit to
a grove, where he said his master was with his two guests.
We found the three of them sitting in the shade. And after

the usual preliminaries for people meeting for the first time,
Euphranor and I sat down by them.

We chatted about the beauty of this rural scene, the fine
season of the year, and some improvements—new methods
of agriculture—that had been introduced recently in the
adjacent county. This gave Alciphron an opening to remark
that the most valuable improvements came latest. ‘I wouldn’t
be much tempted’, he said, ‘to live in a place where men don’t
have polished manners or cultivated minds, however greatly
its land has been improved. I realised long ago that there is a
gradual progress in human affairs. The first care of mankind
is to (1) satisfy the cravings of nature; next they (2) attend
to the conveniences and comforts of life. But (3) subduing
prejudices and acquiring true knowledge—that Herculean
labour!—comes last, because it requires the most perfect
abilities and all other advantages prepare the way for it.’
‘Right!” said Euphranor, ‘Alciphron has mentioned our true
defect. It has always been thought that as soon as we had (1)
provided subsistence for the body our next concern should
be to (3) improve the mind. But (2) the desire for wealth
steps between, and occupies men’s thoughts.’

2. Alciphron: We're told that thought is what distin-
guishes man from beast; -to which I add that: freedom of
thought makes just as much difference between man and
man. It's the noble upholders of this privilege and perfection
of human kind—the free-thinkers I mean, who have sprung
up and multiplied in recent years—to whom we are indebted
for all those important discoveries, that ocean of light, that
has broken in and poured through in spite of slavery and
superstition.

Euphranor, who is a sincere enemy to both slavery and
superstition, expressed his admiration for the good people
who had saved their country from being ruined by them,
having spread so much light and knowledge over the land. He
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added that he liked the name ‘free-thinker’ and approved of
people’s being free thinkers; but in his sense of the term every
honest inquirer after truth in any age or country was entitled
to it. So what about this sect that according to Alciphron had
recently ‘sprung up?’ What were their tenets? Euphranor
wanted to know. What were their discoveries—the ones
through which they brought benefits to mankind? He would
be grateful if Alciphron would inform him about all this.

‘That will be no trouble’, replied Alciphron, ‘because I
myself am one of them, and some of the most consider-
able free-thinkers are close friends of mine.” And seeing
that Euphranor was listening respectfully, he went on very
fluently: ‘The mind of man is like a piece of land. What
uprooting, ploughing, digging, and harrowing is to the land
is what thinking, reflecting and examining is to the human
mind. There’s a right way to cultivate each. Land that is
allowed to stay waste and wild for a long time will be choked
with brush-wood, brambles, thorns, and other plants that
are neither useful nor beautiful. Similarly, in a neglected
uncultivated mind many prejudices and absurd opinions
will sprout up, owing their origin partly to the °soil itself
(the passions and imperfections of the mind of man) and
partly to *seeds that happen to have been scattered there by
every wind of doctrine that is raised up by the cunning of
politicians, the eccentricities of pedants, the superstition of
fools, or the dishonesty of priests. What can we expect the
human mind to be like today, after so many ages of being
vulnerable to the frauds of dishonest men and the follies
of weak ones? Its prejudices and errors—what strong deep
roots they must have! What a hard job it will be to tear them
out! But this difficult glorious work is what the modern
free-thinkers are undertaking.” Alciphron paused and looked
around his listeners.

‘Indeed,’ I said, ‘a very praiseworthy undertaking!’

‘People generally think’, said Euphranor, ‘that it is praise-
worthy to clear and subdue the earth, to tame brute ani-
mals,. . . .to provide nourishment for men’s bodies, and cure
their illnesses. But what is all this in comparison to the most
excellent and useful undertaking of freeing mankind from
their errors, and improving and adorning their minds?’. . ..

‘These days’, replied Alciphron, ‘people are fools enough
not to be able to tell their best benefactors from their worst
enemies. They have a blind respect for those who enslave
them, and regard their deliverers as dangerous men who
want to undermine accepted principles and opinions.’

Euphranor: It would be a pity if such worthy and able men
were to meet with any discouragement. It seems to me that a
man who spends his time in such a laborious, impartial
search for truth is a better friend to mankind than the
greatest statesman or hero. The good that they do is confined
to a small part of the world and a short period of time,
whereas a ray of truth can enlighten the whole world and
carry on into future ages.

Alciphron: I'm afraid the common herd won’t soon come to
think like you about this. But the better sort, educated
men with good abilities, are properly respectful of those who
support light and truth.

Euphranor: No doubt the clergy are always ready to help and
applaud your worthy endeavours.

Upon hearing this Lysicles could hardly stifle his laughter,
and Alciphron, with an air of pity, told Euphranor: ‘I see
that you don’t know what these men are really like. Surely
you must realise that of all men living the clergy are our
greatest enemies. They would (if they could) extinguish the
light of nature itself, turn the world into a dungeon, and
keep mankind for ever in chains and darkness.’
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Euphranor: | never imagined anything like this of our Protes-
tant clergy, particularly the Anglican ones, whom I would
have expected—going by what I have seen of them and their
writings—to be lovers of learning and useful knowledge.

Alciphron: Believe me, priests of all religions are the same:
where there are priests there will be priestcraft; and where
there is priestcraft there will be a persecuting spirit. You
can depend on them to exercise their full persecutory power
against anyone who *has the courage to think for himself
and who °refuses to be hoodwinked and shackled by his
reverend leaders. Those great masters of hair-splitting and
jargon have fabricated various systems—which [this is added
sarcastically] are all equally true and equally important for the
world. Everyone is wedded to his own sect, and furiously
attacks all those who disagree with it. [The next sentence speaks
of ‘the magistrate’, a term that will occur several more times in these
dialogues. It is a kind of short-hand for ‘judges and anyone else who is
involved in the enforcement of the law of the land’. Sometimes, as on
page 8, it seems to cover also law-makers.] The chief vices of priests
and churchmen all over the world are cruelty and ambition,
so they do their best to get the upper hand over the rest of
mankind; and the magistrate—having a joint interest with
the priest in subduing, confusing and scaring the people—too
often lends a hand to the church authorities, who always
think that their authority and possessions aren’t safe until
those whose opinions are different from their own are de-
prived of their rights, including the rights belonging to their
social status and even their rights as human beings. Picture
to yourselves a monster or ghost made up of superstition
and fanaticism, the offspring of statecraft and priestcraft,
rattling chains in one hand, and with the other brandishing
a flaming sword over the land and threatening destruction
to all who dare to follow the dictates of reason and common
sense. Just think about this, and then say if our undertaking

isn’t dangerous as well as difficult! And yet, because of
the noble ardour that truth inspires, our free-thinkers are
neither overcome by the difficulty nor daunted by the danger.
In spite of both, we have already made so many converts
among people of the better sort. .. .that we hope to be able
-eventually- to carry all before us, beat down the walls of
secular and ecclesiastical tyranny, break the fetters and
chains of our countrymen, and restore the original inherent
rights, liberties, and privileges of mankind.

Having said all this in a highly emotional way, Alciphron
paused to get his breath back. But nobody answered him
(Euphranor was staring at him, mouth open); so Alciphron
went on. Turning to Euphranor, he spoke less excitedly: ‘The
more innocent and honest a man is, the more vulnerable he
is to being taken in by the plausible claims of other men. You
have probably encountered writings by our theologians that
discuss grace, virtue, goodness, and such matters—writings
that are fit to confuse and deceive a simple, honest mind.
But however much they may whitewash their designs, they
are all basically engaged in the same selfish project. I don’t
deny that -among °the theologians- there may be here and
there a poor half-witted man who means no harm; but
I don’t hesitate to say that all the men of sense among
*them are fundamentally driven by ambition, avarice, and
vengefulness.’

4. While Alciphron was speaking, a servant came to tell
him and Lysicles that some men who were about to set off
for London were waiting to receive their orders. So they
both got up and went towards the house. As soon as they
were gone, Euphranor remarked to Crito that he thought
the poor gentleman must have been made to suffer greatly
because of his free-thinking, because he seemed to speak
with the passion and resentment natural to men who have
been treated very badly.
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‘I don’t believe it’, answered Crito. ‘In members of his
sect—-i.e. free-thinkers-—I have often noticed two conver-
sational faults, namely *high-flown rhetoric and °teasing,
depending on whether their mood of the moment is tragic or
comic. Sometimes they work themselves into high passions
and are then frightened by the ghosts they have created.
When they are having one of those fits, every assistant
parson of a little country church is seen as an inquisitor. At
other times they adopt a sly joking manner, using hints and
allusions, saying little but insinuating much, and over-all
seeming to amuse themselves at the expense of the subject
and of their adversaries. If you want to know what they
really believe, you’ll have to get them to speak up and not
to ramble off the topic. They tend to go on about being
persecuted for free-thinking; but they have no good reason
for this, because everyone is perfectly free to think what
he pleases; I don’t know of any persecution in England for
opinion, intellectual attitude, or thought. But I suppose that
in every country some °care is taken to restrain obscene
speech, and to discourage an outward contempt for what the
public holds sacred, whatever the person’s inward thoughts
may be. Whether this *care in England has recently become
so excessive as to distress the subjects of this formerly free
and easy government, whether the free-thinkers can fairly
complain of any hardship suffered because of conscience or
opinion, you'll be better placed to judge when you hear their
account of the numbers, progress, and notions of their sect.
I'm sure they will tell you all this fully and freely, provided
nobody present seems shocked or offended, for in that case
they may tone things down out of sheer good manners.’

‘I am never angry with any man for his opinion’, said
Euphranor. ‘Whether he’s a Jew, Turk, or idol-worshipper,
he can speak his mind freely to me without fear of offending.
I would even be glad to hear what he has to say, provided

he says it in an honest open manner. Whoever digs in the
mine of truth is my fellow-labourer, I think; but if while I am
trying hard he amuses himself by teasing me and flinging
dust in my eyes, I'll soon be tired of him.

5. In the meantime, Alciphron and Lysicles, having
settled their bit of business, returned to us. Lysicles sat
down in the same place as before. But Alciphron stood in
front of us, with his arms folded and his head leaning on
his left shoulder in the posture of a man meditating. We sat
silent, so as not to disturb his thoughts, and after two or
three minutes he said ‘Oh truth! Oh liberty!” After which he
went on musing.

At this point Euphranor ventured to interrupt him.
‘Alciphron’, he said, ‘it isn’t fair to spend your time in
silent soliloquies. In this corner of the world we don’t
often get a chance to have a conversation with learned and
well-informed men, and the opportunity you have put into
my hands is too valuable for me not to make the best use of
it.’

Alciphron: Are you, then, a sincere devotee of truth? And
can you stand the freedom of a fair inquiry?

Euphranor: That's what [ want more than anything.

Alciphron: What? on every subject? On the notions that
you first took in with your mother’s milk, and that have ever
since been fed to you by other ‘nurses’—parents, pastors,
tutors, religious assemblies, books of devotion, and other
such devices for taking hold of men’s minds?

Euphranor: I love information on all subjects that come my
way, and especially on those that are most important.

Alciphron: Well, then, if you are in earnest, stay fair and
stand firm while I probe your prejudices and wipe out your
principles—while I pull from your heart your hoary old wives’
tales’ [he says this in Latin, quoting the poet Persius]. Whereupon
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Alciphron frowned, paused, and then launched forth: ‘If we
take the trouble to dig down to the bottom of things, and
analyse the basic principles on which opinions rest, we’ll find
that the opinions that are thought to be the most important
have the flimsiest bases, being derived either from the casual
customs of the country where we live, or from indoctrination
that we were subjected to before we could tell right from
wrong, true from false. [Alciphron is about the speak of the ‘vulgar’,
and to say what he means by that word. Broadly speaking, its sense
at that time was ‘common, ordinary, run-of-the-mill, not very educated,

not possessed of serious intellectual interests'—something along those

lines; it didn’t have the sense of ‘rude, crude, bad-mannered’ or the like.

In the present work, ‘vulgar’ is sometimes used as a term of disdain or
condescension to refer to people who wouldn’t have counted as ‘vulgar’ is
the sober, strictly literal sense of the word.] The vulgar—meaning all
the people who don’t make a free use of their reason—tend
to regard these prejudices as sacred and unquestionable,
believing them to be *imprinted on the hearts of men by
God himself, or *conveyed by revelation from heaven, or *so
intrinsically clear and evident that one can’t help accepting
them without any inquiry or examination. In this way the
shallow vulgar have their heads full of fancies, principles
and doctrines—religious, moral and political—all of which
they maintain with a level of energy that is proportional to
their lack of reason! On the other hand, those who properly
used their faculties in the search for truth are especially
careful to weed out of their minds any notions or prejudices
that were planted in them before they were old enough to
use reason freely and completely. Our modern free-thinkers
have actually done this: as well as shrewdly dissecting the
generally accepted systems -of belief-, they have traced every
established prejudice to its source—the real reasons why
people believe what they believe. And in the course of doing
this—and getting a comprehensive overview of the various

parts and ages of the world—they have been able to observe
an amazing variety of *customs and rites, of °*religious and
civil institutions, of *ideas and beliefs that are very unlike
(and even contrary to) one another, which conclusively shows
that they can’t all be true. Yet each of them is maintained
by its supporters with the same air of confidence, the same
energetic earnestness, and when they are examined they
all turn out to have the very same foundation—namely, the
strength of prejudice! With the help of these observations
and discoveries, they have broken the chains of popular
custom, and, having freed themselves from fraud, they now
generously lend a hand to their fellow-subjects, to lead them
into the same paths of light and liberty.

‘That is a quick summary of the views and projects of
the so-called free-thinkers. If anything that I have said
or anything I'll say later is contrary to your preconceived
opinions, and therefore shocking and disagreeable to you,
you’ll pardon the openness and plainness of a philosopher,
and remember that whenever I displease you in that way
I am doing it out of °respect for the truth, and *obedience
to your own commands. I'm well aware that eyes long kept
in the dark can’t bear a sudden view of noonday light, and
must be brought to it by degrees. For that reason, the able
free-thinkers proceed gradually, starting with the prejudices
to which men are least attached, and then moving on to
undermine the rest by slow and imperceptible degrees, till
they have demolished the whole fabric of human folly and
superstition. But I don’t have time here to come at things
in that roundabout way; I'll have to proceed directly and
plainly—more so, perhaps, than will be thought prudent and
well-mannered.’

We assured him he was entirely free to speak his mind
concerning things, persons and opinions, without holding
anything back.
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‘That is a freedom’, Alciphron replied, ‘that we free-
thinkers are as willing to give as we are to take it. We
like to call things by their right names, and we can’t bear
having truth suffer because people politely let falsehoods
pass without challenge. So let us settle this in advance:
no-one will take offence at anything whatsoever that is said
on either side.” We agreed to this.

6. ‘Well, then,” said Alciphron, ‘let us start our pursuit of
the truth by supposing that I have been brought up in—let’s
say—the Church of England, -the Anglican church-. When I
reach maturity of judgment, and think about the particular
forms of worship and opinions of this Church, I don’t remem-
ber when or how they first took possession of my mind; as
I look back, I find them to have been in my mind for as far
back as my memory of anything stretches. Then, looking at
the upbringing of children as a basis for a judgment about
how my own upbringing went, I see them being instructed in
religious matters before they can reason about them; so that
all such instruction is nothing but filling the tender mind
of a child with prejudices. This leads me to reject all those
religious ideas, regarding them as on a par with the other
follies of my childhood. I am confirmed in this attitude when
I widen my view and see Roman Catholics and various sects
of Protestants which all agree in a general profession of belief
in Christ, but differ vastly one from another regarding details
of faith and worship. Then I widen my view still further so
as to take in Jews and Moslems: I see that they agree a little
with Christians—in that they all believe in one God—but each
of these religions has its own special laws and revelations,
for which it expresses the same respect as the others have
for their laws and revelations. Looking further afield still,
to examine heathen and idolatrous nations, I discover an
endless variety, not only in *details of doctrine and *forms of
worship, but even in *the very notion of a God, in which they

differ widely from one another and from all the other sects I
have mentioned. The bottom line is that instead of simple
and uniform truth, I see nothing but discord, opposition,
and wild claims, all springing up from the prejudices of
upbringing. From reflecting on and thinking about these
facts, thoughtful men have concluded that all religions are
false—are fables. The reason why one man is a Christian,
another a Jew, a third a Moslem, a fourth a heathen idolater
is that each happened to be brought up in that particular
sect. So: just as each of these contending parties condemns
the rest, so an unprejudiced bystander will condemn and
reject them en bloc, seeing that they all originate from the
*same error-rich source, and are kept going by *the same
techniques, to meet the *same purposes of the priest and the
magistrate [see note on page 5].

7. Euphranor: So you think that the magistrate goes
along with the priest in misleading the people?

Alciphron: I do; and so must everyone who considers things
in a true light. For you must know that the magistrate’s main
aim is to keep the people under him in awe. Now, the public
eye restrains men from *open offences against the laws and
government. But, to prevent °®secret crimes, a magistrate
finds it expedient that men should believe that God’s eye
is watching over their private actions and designs. And to
intimidate those who might otherwise be drawn into crimes
by the prospect of pleasure and profit, he tells them that
whoever escapes punishment in this life will be sure to find
it in the after-life—where it will be so heavy and long-lasting
that it infinitely outweighs any pleasure or profit that he got
from his crimes. So it has come about that the beliefs that

*there is a God,

*the soul is immortal, and

*there is a future state of rewards and punishments
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have been valued as useful engines of government. These
are rather notional airy doctrines, and the rulers need them
to impress themselves on people’s senses, and to be retained
in their minds; and so the rulers of the various civilized
nations of the earth have skillfully devised temples, sacrifices,
churches, rites, ceremonies, clerical clothing, music, prayer,
preaching, and other such ‘spiritual’ foolery, all of which
helps the priest to prosper in his career, and satisfies the
magistrate by frightening and subduing the people. That’s
the source of

°the alliance between Church and State,

°religion established by law, and

*the rights, immunities and incomes of priests all over

the world.
Every government wants you to fear God, so that you'll
honour the king or civil power. ...’

Crito and I heard this speech of Alciphron’s with the
utmost attention but without looking surprised—and indeed
for us there was nothing new or unexpected in it. But
Euphranor, who had never before been present at such
conversation, couldn’t help showing some astonishment;
and Lysicles, who noticed it, asked him brightly how he liked
Alciphron’s lecture. ‘I think it’s the first you ever heard of
that kind,” he said, ‘and you’ll have needed a strong stomach
to digest it.’

Euphranor: [ admit that I don’t have the quickest digestion;
but it has sometimes gradually been able to assimilate things
that at first seemed indigestible. Right now, I admire Alci-
phron’s free spirit and eloquence; but frankly I'm astonished
by his opinions rather than convinced of their truth. What!
(he said, turning to Alciphron)—can you really not believe in
the existence of a God?

Alciphron: To be plain with you, I do not.

8. But this is what I thought would happen: a flood of
light let in on the mind all at once is more likely to dazzle
and disorder the mind than to enlighten it. If I weren’t short
of time, I would have begun in the regular way:

first describing the features of religion that aren’t
essential to it;

*then attacking the mysteries of Christianity;

eafter that proceeding to what Christianity teaches
about conduct; and

*finally wiping out the belief in a God,

this last being the first taught of all the religious prejudices,
and the basis of the rest, so that it has taken the deepest
root in our minds. I'm not surprised that you still have this
belief, this prejudice, because I have known a number of
very able men who had trouble freeing themselves from it.

Euphranor: Not everyone has the same speed and energy of
thinking as you do. I, for one, find it hard to keep up with
you.

Alciphron: To help you, I'll go back a little, and pick up
the thread of my reasoning. (1) First, I must tell you that
having thought hard about the idea of truth, I have found
truth to be stable, permanent, and uniform—not various and
changeable, like modes or fashions, or matters of taste. (2)
In the next place, having observed many sects and splinters
from sects adopting very different and contrary opinions
while all professing Christianity, I rejected any doctrine on
which they didn’t all agree, and kept only the one that was
agreed to by all; and so I became a Latitudinarian [= roughly:
‘someone who is a “Christian” in a broad sense, with no interest in the
details of doctrine, church government, forms of worship etc. that divide
branches of Christianity from one another]. (3) After going on to
attend to more of the facts, I saw that Christians, Jews,
and Moslems have their different systems of faith, agreeing
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only in the belief that there is one God; and so I became
a Deist [= roughly: ‘someone who rejects miracles, revelation, anything
supernatural, and has no interest in any organized church or form of
worship, but believes that natural evidence points to there being a God’].
(4) Lastly, I extended my view to all the many nations that
inhabit this globe, and found that they didn’t agree—with
one another or with any of the sects I have mentioned—on
any point of faith, not even on the notion of a God. ... So I
became an atheist; because I think that a man of courage
and good sense should follow his argument wherever it
leads him, and that nothing is more ridiculous than to be a
free-thinker by halves! I approve of the man who does the job
thoroughly—not merely lopping off the branches but pulling
up the root from which they grew.

[Regarding this next bit: (1) The ‘grand arcanum’ was the mythical
‘philosopher’s stone’, which was reputed to ®transform lead into gold
and/or perform other wonders. Alciphron’s ironical use of the term may
be meant to indicate that atheism ®transforms large parts of one’s belief-
system. (2) In Berkeley’s day, calling someone ‘a genius’ was stronger
than merely calling him clever, but had less force than ‘genius’ does in

our day.]

9. So you see that atheism—which frightens women
and fools—is the very peak and perfection of free-thinking.
It is the grand arcanum to which a true genius naturally
rises—perhaps gradually, perhaps as a sudden intellectual
break-through—and without it he can never have absolute
freedom and peace in his soul. To become thoroughly
convinced about this central point, just examine the notion
of a God with the same freedom that you would examine
any other prejudice. Track it back to its source, and you
won't find that you acquired it through any of your senses,
though these are in fact the only true means of discovering
what is real and substantial in nature. You'll find it lying
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among other old lumber in some obscure corner of your
imagination, the proper dumping-ground for visions, fancies,
and prejudices of all kinds; and if you are more attached
to this -bit of lumber- than you are to the rest, that’s only
because it is the oldest. That is all. Take my word for it,
and not just mine but that of many of the ablest men of
our times, whose views about God are the same as mine.
They really are, though some of these people think they
should go more gently in declaring to the world their opinion
on this matter than on most others. And I have to admit
that in England there are still too many people who retain
a foolish prejudice against the label ‘atheist’. But that is
lessening every day among people of the better sort; and
when it—i.e. the prejudice against the word ‘atheist—has
faded to nothing, our free-thinkers can then, at last, be
said to have given the death-blow to religion; because it’s
obvious that so long as people think that God exists, religion
must survive in some shape or other. But once the root
has b