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I SHALL NOT BEG FOR MY RIGHTS
Henry MacNeal Turner

B

efore proceeding to argue this question upon its intrinsic merits, I

wish the members of this house to understand the position that I take.
I hold that I am a member of this body. Therefore, sir, I shall neither
fawn or cringe before any party, nor stoop to beg them for my rights.
Some of my colored fellow members, in the course of their remarks,
took occasion to appeal to the sympathies of members on the opposite
side, and to eulogize their character for magnanimity. It reminds me
very much, sir, of slaves begging under the lash. I am here to demand
my rights. . . .
The scene presented in this house, today, is one unparalleled in the
history of the world. . . . Never has a man been arraigned before a body
clothed with legislative, judicial, or executive functions, charged with
the offense of being of a darker hue than his fellow men . . . charged
with an offense committed by the God of heaven himself. Cases may
be found where men have been deprived of their rights for crimes and
misdemeanors; but it has remained for the State of Georgia, in the very
heart of the nineteenth century, to call a man before the bar, and there
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charge him with an act for which he is no more responsible than for the
head he carries upon his shoulders. . . .
Whose legislature is this? Is it a white man’s legislature, or is it a
black man’s legislature? Who voted for a constitutional convention, in
obedience to the mandate of the Congress of the United States? Who
first rallied around the standard of Reconstruction? Who set the ball of
loyalty rolling in the State of Georgia? And whose voice was heard on
the hills and in the valleys of his state? It was the voice of the brawnyarmed Negro, with the few humanitarian-hearted white men who came
to our assistance. I claim the honor, sir, of having been the instrument
of convincing hundreds—yea, thousands—of white men, that to
reconstruct under the measures of the United States Congress was the
safest and the best course for the interest of the state.
Let us look at some facts in connection with this matter. Did half the
white men of Georgia vote for this legislature? Did not the great bulk
of them fight, with all their strength, the Constitution under which
we are acting? And did they not fight against the organization of this
legislature? And further, sir, did they not vote against it? Yes, sir! And
there are persons in this legislature today who are ready to spit their
poison in my face, while they themselves opposed, with all their power,
the ratification of this Constitution. They question my right to a seat in
this body, to represent the people whose legal votes elected me. . . . We
are told that if black men want to speak, they must speak through white
trumpets; if black men want their sentiments expressed, they must be
adulterated and sent through white messengers, who will quibble, and
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equivocate, and evade, as rapidly as the pendulum of a clock. If this be
not done, then the black men have committed an outrage, and their
representatives must be denied the right to represent their constituents.
The great question, sir, is this: am I a man? If I am such, I claim the
rights of a man. Am I not a man because I happen to be of a darker hue
than honorable gentlemen around me?
We have pioneered civilization here; we have built up your country;
we have worked in your fields, and garnered your harvests, for two
hundred and fifty years! And what do we ask of you in return? Do we
ask you for compensation for the sweat our fathers bore for you—for the
tears you have caused, and the hearts you have broken, and the lives you
have curtailed, and the blood you have spilled? Do we ask retaliation?
We ask it not. We are willing to let the dead past bury its dead; but we
ask you now for our rights.
You have all the elements of superiority upon your side; you have
our money and your own; you have our education and your own; and
you have your land and our own, too. We, who number hundreds of
thousands in Georgia, including our wives and families, with not a foot
of land to call our own—strangers in the land of our birth; without
money, without education, without aid, without a roof to cover us while
we live, nor sufficient clay to cover us when we die! . . .
You may expel us, gentlemen, but I firmly believe that you will
someday repent it. The black man cannot protect a country, if the
country doesn’t protect him; and if, tomorrow, a war should arise, I
would not raise a musket to defend a country where my manhood is
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denied. The fashionable way in Georgia when hard work is to be done
is for the white man to sit at his ease while the black man does the
work; but, sir, I will say this much to the colored men of Georgia, as if I
should be killed in this campaign, I may have no opportunity of telling
them at any other time: never lift a finger nor raise a hand in defense of
Georgia, unless Georgia acknowledges that you are men and invests you
with the rights pertaining to manhood. . . .

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
•

Why does Turner say, “The great question, sir, is this: am I a man?” (3)

•

What reason does Turner have for emphasizing his own military service?

•

For Turner, what is the difference between claiming a right and begging
for one?

•

What right is Turner claiming? To whom or what is Turner appealing when
he claims it?

•

What is a right? How are rights different from personal preferences? What
are some examples of rights?

•

Who has the responsibility for deciding which rights exist?

•

Do rights require protection? Who has the responsibility for protecting them?

•

Is there any relation between rights and duties? If so, what are some examples of how this relation works?
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