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Summary
The Meaning of Abolitionists’ “Immediatism”

Tadashige Shimizu

v

This paper seeks to grasp the meaning of abolitionists’ “immediatism,” which was based on the doctrine of
the “immediate and unconditional emancipation” in the ante-bellum slavery controversy.

The features of immediatism in one's understanding of the character of southern slavery can be made
clear when they are contrasted with those of gradualism. And the doctrine of gradualism may be classified
into the three following definite types. The first type is one that represents slavery not as a sin but a calam-
ity which has no relationship with human intentions. Here the problem is kept out of the moral domain and
slavery is regarded as an amoral thing. The second type is one that admits the monstrous injustice of the
“origin” of slavery, but at the same time makes an apology for the “continuance” of the existing institution. It
is often affirmed here that “the original sin” of capturing slaves in Africa and bringing them to America be-
longs to England and that the slavery has been just entailed upon the present southerners by former genera-
tions. The third type is one that denies the “continuance” as well as the “origin” of slavery, but forgives the
sin of southern slave-holders. Though the institution of slavery is regarded as atrocious and cruel, the
southerners are seen to be kind, innocent and warm-hearted.

The immediatists’ stand-point is totally against gradualists’ assertions. For the immediatists, slavery is
not an economic and political institution, but a subjective and moral problem ; it is not a mere physical evil
but a moral evil for which man should repent instantly. While the gradualists content themselves with de-
nunciations of the institution and with excuses for the sinner “as a creature of circumstances, the victim of
ancestral transgressions,” the immediatists accept no excuses of the southerners and try to identify the indi-
vidual criminal. The strong inclination toward individual moralism and personal criticism together with se-
vere invectives constitute the distinguishing features of the abolitionists of this category.
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