
Robert Green Ingersoll also known as “The Great Agnostic” 

August 11, 1833 – July 21, 1899

– Civil War Veteran
– Political Leader & Orator
– Agnostic 

[n.    a (without) – gnostic (knowledge esp. spiritual knowledge)] 
→ One who believes that it is impossible to know whether there is 
a God (The Free Dictionary)

“We can be as honest as we are ignorant. If we are, when asked what is beyond the horizon of 
the known, we must say that we do not know.” (Ingersoll at the end of his 1896 lecture Why I Am 
An Agnostic)

“Centennial Oration” (1776) 
– delivered on July 4th, at the 100th Celebration of signing of the Declaration of Independence

“How to Reform Mankind” (1896)
– Lawyer 
– believed in the importance of family life (married, two daughters)

Journal Questions

1. What changes were initiated by the Declaration of Independence regarding the relation of 
government and people? Which religion ought to unite the people? (“Centennial Oration”)

2. How does he characterize the ideal, glorious American man/ soldier? What's the source of 
progress that will lead the nation to its best? (“Centennial Oration”)

3. What do you make of Ingersoll’s representation of Native Americans? How about the legacy 
of chattel slavery in the American south? How does he integrate these events into his 
narrative of American liberty?

4. Compare the two texts: Do you think his concept of individual freedom has changed? What
does he mean when he talks about “becoming civilized”? How is this compatible with
individual freedom and a capitalist society? Consider his thoughts on property.

5. What are the promises of the American flag? (“Centennial Oration”)

6. What's the overall tone of  Ingersoll in “Centennial Oration”? How does his tone change in 
“How to Reform Mankind”?

7. What does Ingersoll say about the punishment/treatment of criminals? What does this imply 
about free will and determination? (“How to Reform Mankind ”)

8. Ingersoll introduces ideas on how marriage and divorce should be dealt with. Which roles 
does he assign to men/women? Discuss. (“How to Reform Mankind ”)

9. What does he consider to be the “real religion”? What are the foundations of this religion 
that should be taught? 


