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      The Great Agnostic 
It is an old habit with theologians to beat 

the living with the bones of the dead.
Robert G. Ingersoll, 1890

N O SOONER WAS THE GREATEST 
orator of his age, Robert G. Ingersoll, laid to 
rest in 1889 than rumors began circulating 
about a last minute, death-bed conversion.
   The rumors were so rife that Ingersoll’s 
widow, daughter, sister-in-law, and house-
keeper all felt obliged to refute them.
   This brings to mind the reported last words 
of Voltaire: When asked on his deathbed if 
he renounced Satan, the similarly unreligious 
writer-philosopher famously replied, 
“This is no time to be making enemies.”
   The idea that a man like Ingersoll would 
renounce the principles he had espoused for 
an entire lifetime is absurd, and only shows 
how low some religious apologists are 
willing to go to discredit their enemies.   

           Robert G. Ingersoll addressing an audience, 1894

   It has often been said that Robert Green 
Ingersoll may be the most famous American 
that most Americans have never heard of.   
   Among Ingersoll’s many more well-known 
contemporary admirers were Mark Twain 
and Walt Whitman. Ingersoll delivered the 
eulogy at his friend Whitman’s funeral, and 
after hearing Ingersoll speak in 1879, Twain 
called it “the supremest combination of 
words that was ever put together since the 
world began,” and deemed the occasion “the 
most memorable night” of his life. (Twain 
may have regretted the latter words of praise 
upon returning home, having rather callously 
written them in a letter to his own wife.)
   Born in upstate New York in 1833 into an 
a devoutly Christian household, as a young 
man Ingersoll could recite long passages 
from the Bible by heart—ironically, often far 
better than his future clerical detractors. 



   When he was nine years old, Ingersoll’s  
father, an outspoken and unusually tolerant 
Congregationalist minister, was censured 
for his liberal views after a hasty church 
trial and forbidden from preaching, a 
blatantly unjust sentence which probably 
helped turn his son away from the church.
   Admitted to the bar in 1854, Ingersoll 
served as a Union officer in the Civil War, 
and later as Illinois Attorney General. 
Supremely gifted as both a speechwriter and 
an orator, it was likely only his outspoken 
defense of agnosticism that prohibited him 
from obtaining higher office.
   Ingersoll moved to Washington in 1878 
to practice law with his brother, and began 
giving ‘radical’ speeches on religion, 
slavery, woman’s suffrage, and other issues 
of the day to full houses at the National 
Theater and other notable capitol venues.       
The sidewalk outside Ingersoll’s house on 
Lafayette Square was often crowded with 
people praying for him to repent and convert. 
   Despite their spoken length sometimes 
exceeding three hours, Ingersoll committed 
virtually all of his speeches to memory. 
A prolific writer as well as an orator, his 
books were called blasphemous by many 
believers, with one noted detractor, five-
time presidential candidate William Jennings 
Bryant, famously joking that rather than 
read Ingersoll’s popular 1879 essay, Some 
Mistakes of Moses, he “would much prefer 
to hear Moses on the mistakes of Ingersoll.”
   It hardly seems outrageous today to claim 
that one wishes to do away with the idea 
“that thought is dangerous, that intellectual 
courage is a crime” and that “a certain belief 
is necessary to secure salvation”—as 
Ingersoll wrote in Moses—but at the time 
such openly anti-religious sentiments were 
considered highly inflammatory.

  Ingersoll was well versed in many subjects, 
giving lectures and speeches on everything 
from slavery to Shakespeare. But what 
fascinated 19th-century audiences wasn’t so 
much Ingersoll’s wide-ranging intellect or 
his undeniable eloquence as it was his 
unrepentant disbelief, and the negative press 
his frequent attacks on religious bigotry 
engendered only increased his popularity.
   Despite the Constitution’s guarantee of 
freedom of speech and the country’s exalted 
‘separation of Church and State,’ the chief 
judge of the Illinois Supreme Court called 
for a Grand Jury to indict Ingersoll for 
blasphemy, and the head of the Bible 
Society in Pennsylvania threatened his 
arrest under the state’s own blasphemy laws.
   Ingersoll’s advocacy for free-thought and 
humanism was matched only by his support 
for the sanctity and refuge of family. 
(Married in 1862, he raised two daughters, 
the elder of which, not surprisingly, would 
become a renowned feminist and suffragist.)
   Ingersoll died of heart failure in 1899 at 
age 65, but his brother-in-law collected his 
speeches in a 12-volume publication called 
The Dresden Editions after his death, 
ensuring that Ingersoll’s words and ideas 
would be kept alive for future generations. 
   One of Ingersoll’s more incorrigible and 
intolerant detractors wrote, “the rotting 
rebel will have the opportunity to argue his 
skeptical case before the Great Judge of the 
universe on the final day of earth’s history.”
   As if in reply to such small-minded 
religious bigotry, the man known during his 
lifetime as the ‘Great Agnostic’ described 
his personal religion in uncharacteristically 
plain but magnanimous terms: “Happiness 
is the only good. The time to be happy is 
now. The place to be happy is here. The way 
to be happy is to make others so.” ◾


