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African Methodist Episcopal minister and later Bishop Henry McNeal Turner
emerged immediately after the Civil War as one of the most ardent defenders of
African American rights. Turner was also among the first group of Reconstruction-
era African American elected officials. In July 1868, Turner was among the two state
senators and twenty-five black Republican state representatives elected to serve in
the Georgia legislature. Less than two months later, Georgia Democrats, the
majority of the legislature, boldly expelled all of the black members. On September
3, 1868, Turner stood before the assembled representatives and denounced the
legislators who had refused to seat the African American senators and
representatives. That speech appears below.

Mr. Speaker: Before 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 nor 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 and to hurl
thunderbolts at the men who would dare to cross the threshold of my
manhood. There is an old aphorism which says, “fight the devil with fire,”
and if I should observe the rule in this instance, I wish gentlemen to
understand that it is but fighting them with their own weapon.

The scene presented in this House, today, is one unparalleled in the history
of the world. From this day, back to the day when God breathed the breath of
life into Adam, no analogy for it can be found. Never, in the history of the
world, has a man been arraigned before a body clothed with legislative,
judicial or executive functions, charged with the offense of being a darker hue
than his fellow men. I know that questions have been before the courts of this
country, and of other countries, involving topics not altogether dissimilar to
that which is being discussed here today. But, sir, never in the history of the
great nations of this world never before has a man been arraigned, 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 charge him
with an act for which he is no more responsible than for the head which he
carries upon his shoulders. The Anglo Saxon race, sir, is a most surprising
one. No man has ever been more deceived in that race than I have been for
the last three weeks. I was not aware that there was in the character of that
race so much cowardice or so much pusillanimity. The treachery which has
been exhibited in it by gentlemen belonging to that race has shaken my
confidence in it more than anything that has come under my observation
from the day of my birth.

What is the question at issue? Why, sir, this Assembly, today, is discuss—ing
and deliberating on a judgment; there is not a Cherub that sits around God’s
eternal throne today that would not tremble even were an order is—sued by
the Supreme God Himself to come down here and sit in judgment on my
manhood. Gentlemen may look at this question in whatever light they
choose, and with just as much indifference as they may think proper to
assume, but I tell you, sir, that this is a question which will not die today.
This event shall be remembered by posterity for ages yet to come, and while
the sun shall continue to climb the hills of heaven.



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 this
state? It was the voice of the brawny armed 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 act-ing? 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 Con-stitution. They
question my right to a seat in this body, to represent the people whose legal
votes elected me. This objection, sir, is an unheard of monopoly of power. No
analogy can be found for it, except it be the case of a man who should go into
my house, take possession of my wife and chil-dren, and then tell me to walk
out. I stand very much in the position of a criminal before your bar, because I
dare to be the exponent of the views of those who sent me here. Or, in other
words, 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
equivocate and evade as rapidly as the pen—-dulum 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? Let me see whether I am or not. I want to
convince the House today that I am entitled to my seat here. A certain
gentleman has argued that the Negro was a mere development similar to the
orangoutang or chimpanzee, but it so happens that, when a Negro is
examined, physiologically, phrenologically and anatomically, and I may say,
physiognomically, he is found to be the same as persons of different color. I
would like to ask any gentleman on this floor, where is the analogy? Do you



find me a quadruped, or do you find me a man? Do you find three bones less
in my back than in that of the white man? Do you find fewer organs in the
brain? If you know nothing of this, I do; for I have helped to dissect fifty
men, black and white, and I assert that by the time you take off the mucous
pigment the color of the skin you cannot, to save your life, distinguish
between the black man and the white. Am I a man? Have I a soul to save, as
you have? Am I susceptible of eternal development, as you are? Can I learn
all the arts and sciences that you can? Has it ever been demonstrated in the
history of the world? Have black men ever exhibited bravery as white men
have done? Have they ever been in the professions? Have they not as good
articulative organs as you? Some people argue that there is a very close
similarity between the larynx of the Negro and that of the orangoutang. Why,
sir, there is not so much similarity between them as there is between the
larynx of the man and that of the dog, and this fact I dare any member of this
House to dispute. God saw fit to vary everything in nature. There are no two
men alike no two voices alike no two trees alike. God has weaved and tissued
variety and versatility throughout the boundless space of His creation.
Because God saw fit to make some red, and some white, and some black, and
some brown, are we to sit here in judgment upon what God has seen fit to
do? As well might one play with the thunderbolts of heaven as with that
creature that bears God’s image God’s photograph.

The question is asked, “What is it that the Negro race has done?” Well, Mr.
Speaker, all I have to say upon the subject is this: If we are the class of people
that we are generally represented to be, I hold that we are a very great
people. It is generally considered that we are the children of Canaan, and the
curse of a father rests upon our heads, and has rested, all through history.
Sir, I deny that the curse of Noah had anything to do with the Negro. We are
not the Children of Canaan; and if we are, sir, where should we stand? Let us
look a little into history. Melchizedek was a Canaanite; all the Phoenicians all
those inventors of the arts and sciences were the posterity of Canaan; but, sir,
the Negro is not. We are the children of Cush, and Canaan’s curse has
nothing whatever to do with the Negro. If we belong to that race, Ham
belonged to it, under whose instructions Napoleon Bonaparte studied
military tactics. If we belong to that race, Saint Augustine belonged to it.
Who was it that laid the foundation of the great Reformation? Martin Luther,
who lit the light of gospel truth alight that will never go out until the sun
shall rise to set no more; and, long ere then, Democratic principles will have
found their level in the regions of Pluto and of Prosperpine. ...



The honorable gentleman from Whitfield (Mr. Shumate), when arguing this
question, a day or two ago, put forth the proposition that to be a
representative was not to be an officer “it was a privilege that citizens had a
right to enjoy.” These are his words. It was not an office; it was a “privilege.”
Every gentleman here knows that he denied that to be a representative was to
be an officer. Now, he is recognized as a leader of the Democratic party in
this House, and generally cooks victuals for them to eat; makes that
remarkable declaration, and how are you, gentlemen on the other side of the
House, because I am an officer, when one of your great lights says that I am
not an officer? If you deny my right the right of my constituents to have
representation here because it is a “privilege,” then, sir, I will show you that I
have as many privileges as the whitest man on this floor. If I am not
permitted to occupy a seat here, for the purpose of representing my
constituents, I want to know how white men can be permitted to do so. How
can a white man represent a colored constituency, if a colored man cannot do
it? The great argument is: “Oh, we have inherited” this, that and the other.
Now, I want gentlemen to come down to cool, common sense. Is the created
greater than the Creator? Is man greater than God? It is very strange, if a
white man can occupy on this floor a seat created by colored votes, and a
black man cannot do it. Why, gentlemen, it is the most shortsighted
reasoning in the world. A man can see better than that with half an eye; and
even if he had no eye at all, he could forge one, as the Cyclops did, or punch
one with his finger, which would enable him to see through that.

It is said that Congress never gave us the right to hold office. I want to know,
sir, if the Reconstruction measures did not base their action on the ground
that no distinction should be made on account of race, color or previous
condition? Was not that the grand fulcrum on which they rested? And did
not every reconstructed state have to reconstruct on the idea that no
discrimination, in any sense of the term, should be made? There is not a man
here who will dare say No. If Congress has simply given me a merely
sufficient civil and political rights to make me a mere political slave for
Democrats, or anybody else giving them the opportunity of jumping on my
back in order to leap into political power I do not thank Congress for it.
Never, so help me God, shall I be a political slave. I am not now speaking for
those colored men who sit with me in this House, nor do I say that they
endorse my sentiments, but assisting Mr. Lincoln to take me out of servile
slavery did not intend to put me and my race into political slavery. If they
did, let them take away my ballot I do not want it, and shall not have it. I
don’t want to be a mere tool of that sort. I have been a slave long enough
already.



I tell you what I would be willing to do: I am willing that the question should
be submitted to Congress for an explanation as to what was meant in the
passage of their Reconstruction measures, and of the Constitutional
Amendment. Let the Democratic Party in this House pass a resolution giving
this subject that direction, and I shall be content. I dare you, gentlemen, to
do it. Come up to the question openly, whether it meant that the Negro might
hold office, or whether it meant that he should merely have the right to vote.
If you are honest men, you will do it. If, however, you will not do that, I
would make another proposition: Call together, again, the convention that
framed the constitution under which we are acting; let them take a vote upon
the subject, and I am willing to abide by their decision...

These colored men, who are unable to express themselves with all the
clearness and dignity and force of rhetorical eloquence, are laughed at in
derision by the Democracy of the country. It reminds me very much of the
man who looked at himself in a mirror and, imagining that he was addressing
another person, exclaimed: My God, how ugly you are!” These gentlemen do
not consider for a moment the dreadful hardships which these people have
endured, and especially those who in any way endeavored to acquire an
education. For myself, sir, I was raised in the cotton field of South Carolina,
and in order to prepare myself for usefulness, as well to myself as to my race,
I determined to devote my spare hours to study. When the overseer retired at
night to his comfortable couch, I sat and read and thought and studied, until
I heard him blow his horn in the morning. He frequently told me, with an
oath, that if he discovered me attempting to learn, that he would whip me to
death, and I have no doubt he would have done so, if he had found an
opportunity. I prayed to Almighty God to assist me, and He did, and I thank
Him with my whole heart and soul...

So far as I am personally concerned, no man in Georgia has been more
conservative than I. “Anything to please the white folks” has been my motto;
and so closely have I adhered to that course, that many among my own party
have classed me as a Democrat. One of the leaders of the Republican party in
Georgia has not been at all favorable to me for some time back, because he
believed that I was too “conservative” for a Republican. I can assure you,
however, Mr. Speaker, that I have had quite enough, and to spare, of such
“conservatism”. ..

But, Mr. Speaker, I do not regard this movement as a thrust at me. Itis a
thrust at the Bible a thrust at the God of the Universe, for making a man and
not finishing him; it is simply calling the Great Jehovah a fool. Why, sir,



though we are not white, we have accomplished much. 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 our land and your 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! It is
extraordinary that a race such as yours, professing gallantry and chivalry and
education and superiority, living in a land where ringing chimes call child
and sire to the church of God a land where Bibles are read and Gospel truths
are spoken, and where courts of justice are presumed to exist; it is
extraordinary that, with all these advantages on your side, you can make war
upon the poor defenseless black man. You know we have no money, no
railroads, no telegraphs, no advantages of any sort, and yet all manner of
injustice is placed upon us. You know that the black people of this country
acknowledge you as their superiors, by virtue of your education and
advantages...

You may expel us, gentlemen, but I firmly believe that you will some day
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 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, until Georgia acknowledges that you are men
and invests you with the rights pertaining to manhood. Pay your taxes,
however, obey all orders from your employers, take good counsel from
friends, work faithfully, earn an honest living, and show, by your conduct,
that you can be good citizens.

Go on with your oppressions. Babylon fell. Where is Greece? Where is
Nineveh? And where is Rome, the Mistress Empire of the world? Why is it



that she stands, today, in broken fragments throughout Europe? Because
oppression Kkilled her. Every act that we commit is like a bounding ball. If you
curse a man, that curse rebounds upon you; and when you bless a man, the
blessing returns to you; and when you oppress a man, the oppression also
will rebound. Where have you ever heard of four millions of freemen being
governed by laws, and yet have no hand in their making? Search the records
of the world, and you will find no example. “Governments derive their just
powers from the consent of the governed.” How dare you to make laws by
which to try me and my wife and children, and deny me a voice in the making
of these laws? I know you can establish a monarchy, an autocracy, an
oligarchy, or any other kind of ocracy that you please; and that you can
declare whom you please to be sovereign; but tell me, sir, how you can clothe
me with more power than another, where all are sovereigns alike? How can
you say you have a republican form of government, when you make such
distinction and enact such proscriptive laws?

Gentlemen talk a good deal about the Negroes “building no monuments.” I
can tell the gentlemen one thing: that is, that we could have built monuments
of fire while the war was in progress. We could have fired your woods, your
barns and fences, and called you home. Did we do it? No, sir! And God grant
that the Negro may never do it, or do anything else that would destroy the
good opinion of his friends. No epithet is sufficiently opprobrious for us now.
I saw, sir, that we have built a monument of docility, of obedience, of respect,
and of self control, that will endure longer than the Pyramids of Egypt.

We are a persecuted people. Luther was persecuted; Galileo was persecuted;
good men in all nations have been persecuted; but the persecutors have been
handed down to posterity with shame and ignominy. If you pass this bill, you
will never get Congress to pardon or enfranchise another rebel in your lives.
You are going to fix an everlasting disfranchisement upon Mr. Toombs and
the other leading men of Georgia. You may think you are doing yourselves
honor by expelling us from this House; but when we go, we will do as
Wickliffe and as Latimer did. We will light a torch of truth that will never be
extinguished the impression that will run through the country, as people
picture in their mind’s eye these poor black men, in all parts of this Southern
country, pleading for their rights. When you expel us, you make us forever
your political foes, and you will never find a black man to vote a Democratic
ticket again; for, so help me God, I will go through all the length and breadth
of the land, where a man of my race is to be found, and advise him to beware
of the Democratic party. Justice is the great doctrine taught in the Bible.



God’s Eternal justice is founded upon Truth, and the man who steps from
justice steps from ‘Ruth, and cannot make his principles to prevail.

I have now, Mr. Speaker, said all that my physical condition will allow me to
say. Weak and ill, though I am, I could not sit passively here and see the
sacred rights of my race destroyed at one blow. We are in a position
somewhat similar to that of the famous “Light Brigade,” of which Tennyson
says, they had

Cannon to right of them, Cannon to left of them, Cannon in front of them,
Volleyed and thundered.

I hope that our poor, downtrodden race may act well and wisely through this
period of trial, and that they will exercise patience and discretion under all
circumstances.

You may expel us, gentlemen, by your votes, today; but, while you do it,
remember that there is a just God in Heaven, whose All-Seeing Eye beholds
alike the acts of the oppressor and the oppressed, and who, despite the
machinations of the wicked, never fails to vindicate the cause of Justice, and
the sanctity of His own handiwork.



