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Gerrit Smith to General Ashley [Regarding anti-slavery amendment] Peterboro,
February 6, 1865.

GERRIT SMITH TO GENERAL ASHLEY.

THE SPIRIT OF CASTE THE ROOT OF THE EVIL.

KILL THE TREE ON WHICH SLAVERY GROWS.

NEGRO NOR NATION SAFE WITHOUT NEGRO SUFFRAGE.

NO RECONSTRUCTION, NO PEACE, WITHOUT NEGRO SUFFRAGE.

Peterboro February 6th 1865.

Hon. J. M. ASHLEY, M. C.,

My dear Sir,

Many are congratulating me on the success of the Anti-Slavery Amendment in your House. I thank
them. Nevertheless I would remind them that, in my judgment, the Constitution does already forbid
slavery; and that in my judgment Congress has the power to abolish it; and, moreover, that my heart
was set on a far higher and broader work than the abolition of slavery.

1st. I have never denied that some of the framers of the Constitution sought to smuggle slavery
into it. But such a crime could not be smuggled into it. Unless brought into it openly and plainly,
it could not be brought into it at all. This all know who know the canon of legal interpretation. The
honest, unsuspecting masses, who voted the Constitution, are not to be charged with having voted
for abominations concealed in it—since such could not be in it without lying undisguised upon its
surface. But not upon its surface is slavery to be seen; nor below it can any thing be found which can
be legally interpreted to mean slavery.

Nevertheless I was not only not opposed to, but in favor of, an Amendment of the Constitution,
which should in plain, literal terms forbid slavery. The fact that both the Courts and the Legislatures
had, during our whole national existence, perverted the Constitution to the service of slavery, made
such an Amendment proper. I would however have had it so framed as to declare, or at least imply,
that the Constitution is itself against slavery. I am aware that you too, who hold the Constitution to
be clear of slavery, would have preferred an Amendment different from that, which you labored so
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perseveringly and successfully, and with so great and enduring honor to yourself, to carry through
your House.

2d. I do not claim that Congress can permanently abolish slavery. If in the straits of war it become
necessary that we be relieved of it, Congress can then put it away, and put it away far more quickly
than it could be done by amending the Constitution. To the Constitution and the Courts must we
look for the permanent abolition of slavery.

3d. In a printed letter of 5th December last to Senator Sumner I said: “But why should we stop with
an Anti-Slavery Amendment? Immeasurably more needed is an Amendment to the effect that race
or origin shall not work a forfeiture of any civil or political rights. Even an Anti-Slavery Amendment
may not be permanent. A race whilst deprived of rights, which other races enjoy, can have no
reasonable assurance that it will be protected even against slavery. But make it equal with them in
rights, and it will be able to protect itself.” This extract indicates how much higher and broader was
my aim than the mere abolition of slavery.

It is not strictly proper to say that God's bloody and horrid controversy with this nation is because of
her slaveholding. It is because of her contempt of one of the varieties or races of His children. Her
slaveholding is but one of her numberless expressions of this contempt. The exclusion of the negro
from the school, the pew, the cemetery, the car, the table, the witness-stand, the jury-box—these
are but so many manifestations of it. So too, when a State enacts laws against the intermarriage of
blacks and whites, it is but indulging itself in an outbreak of this same spirit. And so is it too when,
in denying the negro a home within its limits, it virtually denies God's child a place on God's earth.
I have sometimes doubted whether it be this denial or slaveholding that is the worst production of
the caste-spirit—the worst of the fruits, which grow upon this tree of caste-contempt.

Our nation is disposed to compound in respect to her debt to the negro. She will liberate him from
slavery, but not from her contempt. God is however showing us, in his terrible judgements upon us,
that He exacts the full payment of this debt. He will not be pacified by our abolition of slavery; nor
indeed by our plucking away any number of the evil fruits, which so thickly cover the wide-spread
branches of this caste-tree. He requires us to cut down the tree; and to cease, not alone from the
infernal outgrowths of our contempt for his children, but from the infernal contempt itself.

I said that our nation is disposed to compound by giving up slavery. But she has'nt it to give up. It
is already virtually dead. It fell in the fall of Sumter. The slaveholders have themselves abolished
slavery. That would have been a proud work in the hands of the abolitionists; and therefore
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God would not let them perform it. In the hands of the slaveholders no other work could be so
humiliating; and therefore He made the slaveholders perform it.

The passing of the Reconstruction Bill now before Congress will justify the continued fear that this
nation is lost. For it will show, not only that she is wicked enough to give up her friends and saviors
to destruction, but that she is infatuated enough to court her own destruction. This Bill not only
shuts out black men from all part in constructing the organic law of the State; but, whilst it permits
the great mass of the disloyal white men to vote under that law, it makes no provision that any black
men, not even such of them as are eminent for loyalty, virtue and intelligence, shall be allowed to do
so. Did ever insanity and ingratitude go farther? To the race, that broke up our nation and that has
murdered hundreds of thousands of us, we propose to accord all political power. But the race, that
sympathises with us, fights for us, saves us, we have the heart to exclude from all political power. In
other words, we propose to throw our friends and saviors helpless at the feet of those who are both
their enemies and ours. What ingratitude on the one hand, and what recklessness of our country's
safety on the other!

Whilst I am writing to you, the Peace Folly, rival of the Reconstruction Folly, is again in full blast. What
will come of it, this time? Just what has always come of it before. In answer to our propositions for
Peace the Southern leaders have always claimed that we shall recognize Southern Independence.
But will not such an answer, if given to the President in person, arouse the North to mightier efforts
for the restoration of the Union? No. Here and there an individual, who has hitherto affected to
believe that the Southern leaders would, under proper appliances, be brought to consent to the
restoration, might now affect to be converted to the opposite view. But his affectations would have
no importance. The people of the North, if not hopelessly stupid, know that the Southern leaders
are tyrants of the most tyran n ical type; that to rule is the law of their existence; that they will never
consent to be ruled; and that they never will be ruled until they are conquered.

I can conceive of no good results from the present repetition of this Peace Folly. Amongst its evil
results is 1st the demoralizing of the people. Especially does it weaken their war spirit, and hold
them back from a prompt, cordial, resolute response to the President's Call for three hundred
thousand more soldiers. 2d. Our national dignity and influence are wasted by this running hither
and thither of volunteers and emissaries, and even of the President and Secretary of State, to inquire
on what terms the Rebels will graciously condescend to be at Peace with us. 3d. This Peace Folly or
Peace Frenzy, as it might also be called, dishonors and damages our country's cause. That cause,
perfectly and sublimely just, forbids all concessions to our foes. But even to treat with them for
Peace is a dishonoring and damaging concession. I much fear however that this is not the only,
nor the greatest, concession we are in danger of. The President and the Secretary of State are
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kind-hearted, and hence they are weary of this great expenditure of treasure and blood. They
are intensely patriotic, and hence are they impatient for the restoration of the Union. In the light
of these and other facts is it that I can but fear that they are making quite too generous offers in
order to tempt the return of the Rebels. What if it shall turn out that they are not exacting a certain,
immediate and entire surrender of slavery, or (, which is worse,) that they are consenting to let the
political power of the South go into the hands of her disloyal whites to the exclusion of her loyal
blacks—would not the holding out of such a bribe, whether it be or be not accepted, go far to reduce
the moral strength of our cause? The bribe would, as in effect I have already argued, be rejected;
—the thorough tyrant yielding to no temptation to come under any other rule than his own. I say
nothing further in this connexion of the President and Secretary of State, both of whom I honor and
am quick to defend, than that I have not been able to perceive what else could prompt their visit
to the Rebels than the purpose of making them offers, which both the honor and the safety of the
nation forbid being made.

I have spoke n disparagingly both of the Peace movement and the Reconstruction movement. They
are both to be condemned, if only for their prematureness. Neither should have been so much as
thought of until the enemy was conquered. Until then the word “Peace” should, if possible, have
been forgotten by us. The unconditional submission of those who without the slightest cause or
provocation made war upon us—the unconditional submission of the savages, who have murdered
tens of thousands of prisoners—should be our only condition of Peace.

The Peace that would come from the unconditional submission of these savages would end the
War. No other will. Such a Peace, as I so strongly fear the President and the Secretary of State are
disposed to consent to, would but prepare the way for a worse War. Oh America, would God that
thou didst know “in this thy day the things which belong unto thy Peace!”

With great regard your friend GERRIT SMITH.
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