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ABSTRACT 
 

 
John Woolman was an influential Quaker who lived in pre-revolutionary America. He is best 
known for his autobiography, the Journal of John Woolman, first published in 1774. However, 
far more than just offering a glimpse into the time-period of colonial America, John Woolman’s 
life is an example of the potential for a single individual to bring about true reform. This paper 
will examine the life of John Woolman (1720-1772) and his efforts, both private and public, to 
stand up against slavery in the colonial United States. Woolman was a Quaker minister who was 
one of the early voices to speak out against slavery in America. He was influential in laying the 
groundwork for the unification of the Friends against slavery. This paper will chart John 
Woolman’s influence in the Quaker abolition movement, and the further legacy of his 
accomplishments.  
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Few will have the greatness to bend history itself; but each of us can work to change a small 
portion of events, and in the total of all those acts will be written the history of this generation. 

 
-Robert F. Kennedy 

 
 
 
 

In the last analysis, the essential thing is the life of the individual. This alone makes history; here 
alone do the great transformations take place and the whole future, the whole history of the 
world, ultimately spring as a gigantic summation from these hidden sources in individuals. 

 
-Carl Jung 
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Introduction 

“I have often felt a motion of love to leave some hints in writing of my experience of the goodness of God, 
and now, in the thirty-sixth year of my age, I begin this work.  I was born in Northampton, in Burlington 
County, West Jersey, in the year 1720. Before I was seven years old I began to be acquainted with the 
operations of divine love…”1John Woolman2 
 

One of the most comprehensive books about the Quakers in America is entitled The 

Quakers, by Hugh Barbour and J. William Frost. In the back of the book there is, of course, an 

index. And in that index under the subject, “Slavery;” at the very end of the list of page numbers, 

there is an entry that reads: “See also Woolman, John.”3 It is a fitting testimony to the 

importance of the man who spent his life fighting against slavery. 

John Woolman is probably best known for his work, the Journal of John Woolman, 

which is considered a classic of English literature and has been continuously in print since it was 

first published in 1774. Aside from the Bible, it is the only piece of Colonial American literature 

that has been continuously in print since publication. However, far more than just offering a 

glimpse into the time-period of colonial America, John Woolman’s life is an example of the 

potential for a single individual to bring about true reform. The life behind the journal is far more 

fascinating than the words left behind. 

My interest in John Woolman was indirectly stoked by the attention given last year to the 

200th anniversary of the abolition of the British slave trade. William Wilberforce, a key figure in 

the British abolition movement, has long been one of my favorite historical figures, and it was 

while I was reading a paper about him that I first came across the name John Woolman. He was 

referenced as an American colonist whose work against slavery had parallels to Wilberforce’s. 

                                                            
1 John Woolman, The Journal and Major Essays of John Woolman, edited by Phillips P. Moulton 

(Richmond, IN: Friends United Press, 1989), 1. (These are the beginning words of John Woolman’s journal.)  
2 All of the quotations that follow the section headings are from the writings of John Woolman. 
3 Hugh Barbour, and J. William Frost. The Quakers (New York: Greenwood Press, 1988), 405. 
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My interest was immediately piqued, and I began to search for more information about John 

Woolman.   

Woolman’s efforts against slavery are less well known then Wilberforce’s, particularly 

considering the explosion of information written about Wilberforce upon the bicentennial 

anniversary of the abolition of the British slave trade in 2007. Nonetheless, there has been some 

valuable work done about Woolman’s life and history. I was able to find a total of four full 

length biographies on Woolman, including two recent works; one published in 1999 and one 

published in 2008.4 Some of this material focuses more on the religious aspects of Woolman’s 

life; aside from his work against slavery, Woolman still was a central figure among the Friends 

of his day.  Similarly, Woolman’s name appears in a number of works about Quaker history, and 

I have found numerous references that cite his influence on the Quaker organization, although 

not all of these discuss his specific impact on Quaker abolitionism.  

 The secondary sources I read were in agreement about the magnitude of Woolman’s 

influence. Jean R. Soderlund writes in Quakers and Slavery, “John Woolman was ultimately 

successful in convincing the Yearly Meeting leaders that the Society should ban slaveholding.”5 

She also comments, “[He] is probably the best-known Quaker abolitionist and has been credited 

by a number of historians for persuading the Yearly Meeting to prohibit slave owning.”6 

Margaret Bacon writes, “It was John Woolman…who chiefly awakened the friends in America 

to the need to clear themselves of slave-owning.”7 Winthrop D. Jordan in his work White Over 

                                                            
4 Thomas P. Slaughter, The Beautiful Soul of John Woolman, Apostle of Abolition (New York: Hill and 

Wang, 2008); David Sox, John Woolman: Quintessential Quaker, 1720‐1772 (Richmond, IN: Friends United Press, 
1999); Paul Rosenblatt, John Woolman, (New York: Twayne Publisher, 1969); Edwin H. Cady, John Woolman: The 
Mind of the Quaker Saint, (New York: Washington Square Press, 1966). 

5 Jean R. Soderlund, Quakers and Slavery: A Divided Spirit (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 9. 
6 Ibid, 26. 
7 Margaret H. Bacon, The Quiet Rebels: The Story of the Quakers in America (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 

1969), 96. 
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Black describes Woolman as “the man who as much as any other galvanized the Quakers into 

action.”8 These and similar sentiments were common in writings about the Friends and slavery. 

Several of these sources, most notably Slaughter and Soderlund, provided detailed descriptions 

of Woolman’s actions against slavery and his labor for Quaker abolition. This paper seeks to 

expand on those efforts with an in-depth study of why Woolman’s efforts were successful and 

what were the consequences of the Quaker’s early stance against slavery.  

This paper will examine the life of John Woolman (1720-1772) and his efforts, both 

private and public, to stand up against slavery in the colonial United States.  More than that, it 

will also examine the ripple effect his work had by examining the legacy Woolman left behind. 

John Woolman served a critical role in laying the groundwork for the unification of the Quakers 

against slavery; his efforts preceded the more widespread antislavery movement that would 

develop soon after, in both the United States and Great Britain. In this way, I will chart the 

ramifications of Woolman’s work both during his life and after his death.  

In many respects Woolman was an everyman; his journal only serves as emphasis in this 

regard. Yet the sum total of his life was extraordinary. And in this he leaves behind an example 

that is worth discovering, which is why the life of John Woolman is a story that needs to be 

retold. It reminds us of what one man, with merely his conscience as a guide, can achieve, even 

when faced with a seeming unmovable institution. Willard Sperry wrote about Woolman’s 

influence: 

By the end of the eighteenth century slaveholding had ceased among Quakers. The New 
England Yearly Meeting for 1782 could report no slaves known to be held in the 
Meeting. By 1784 only one slave was known to be left in the Philadelphia Yearly 
Meeting. It would be too much to say that John Woolman single-handed had wrought this 
change. Yet, during the formative and decisive years, he more than any other was the 

                                                            
8 Winthrop D. Jordan, White over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550‐1812 (Kinsport, TN: 

Kinsport Press, 1968), 272. 
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articulate voice of the uneasy conscience of the Society of Friends, and his witness gave 
direction to their action.9 
 

The abolition of slavery is not an event that can belong to one person. At the same time, every 

reform movement owes its beginning to one person, somewhere, making a stand and not backing 

down. Speaking out when people did not yet want to hear.  

A voice. A conscience. A witness. John Woolman’s life and his legacy. 

 

Historical Context 

I saw in these southern provinces so many vices and corruptions, increased by this trade and this way of 
life, that it appeared to me as a dark gloominess hanging over the land; and though now many willingly 
run into it, yet in future the consequence will be grievous to posterity.10 (1746) 
 

It is hard to have any discussion of the abolition movement without at least referencing 

the Quakers. They were the first religious group not only to require all members to free any 

slaves they held, but also were the first to publicly denounce slavery.11 In 1688, the Germantown 

Quakers Monthly Meeting wrote America’s first public protest against slavery, which then was 

sent to the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting. It read in part, “There is a liberty of conscience here 

which is right and reasonable, and there ought to be likewise a liberty of the body, except for evil 

doers, which is another case. But to bring men hither, or to rob and sell them against their will, 

we stand against.”12  

This was not a common sentiment during the eighteenth century. In 1770, there were 

almost a half million slaves in British North America, out of a total population of a little over 

                                                            
9 Willard L. Sperry, Strangers and Pilgrims: Studies in Classics of Christian Devotion (Boston: Little, Brown 

and Company, 1939), 163. 
10 John Woolman, The Journal and Essays of John Woolman, edited by Amelia Mott Gummere (New York: 

The MacMillan Company, 1922), 167. 
11 Barbour and Frost, The Quakers, 119. 
12 J. William Frost, ed., The Quaker Origins of Antislavery (Norwood, PA: Norwood Editions, 1980), 69. 
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two million.13 In order to understand fully the significance of John Woolman’s work, it is 

necessary to put the issue of slavery in its historical context. Woolman lived from 1720-1772, 

and during his lifetime saw the growth of both the American colonies and also the institution of 

slavery within those colonies. In the Chesapeake Bay region there were close to 43,000 slaves in 

1720; by 1770 there were almost 323,000. And in the North there were 14,000 slaves in 1720 

and nearly 48,000 in 1770.14 Throughout this period slavery was growing in significance in the 

American colonies. During the eighteenth century African slaves were the single largest group of 

immigrants to British North America, and by the time of the American Revolution the number of 

slaves in North America was greater than the number in the British Caribbean. Between 1750 

and 1775 alone, 900,000 slaves underwent the Middle Passage to the American colonies, as 

opposed to 143,000 voluntary immigrants from the British Isles.15  

The slave trade was a fundamental force of the global economy, and had similar impact 

on the colonial economy. As an institution, then, slavery was a simple fact of life for most people 

living in the American colonies, almost all of which had created legal frameworks for slavery by 

1730.16 Pennsylvania enacted “An Act for the Better Regulation of Negroes” in 1725-26; this 

law further expanded restraints on blacks from a 1700 statute.17  Historian Donald Robinson 

gives a reminder, “Between 1765 and 1780, no leading politician was brooding much about 

Negro slavery, or seriously at work on plans to loosen its hold on the nation’s life.”18 Slavery as 

                                                            
13 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970 

(Washington, D.C., 1975), 2:1168. 
14 Ira Berlin, Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press , 1998), 369‐71. 
15 Thomas P. Slaughter, The Beautiful Soul of John Woolman, Apostle of Abolition (New York: Hill and 

Wang, 2008), 6‐7. 
16Jordon, White over Black, 44. 

17Aloyisus Leon Higginbotham, In the Matter of Color: Race and the American Legal Process: The Colonial Period 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 282‐3. 

18 Donald L. Robinson, Slavery in the Structure of American Politics, 1765‐1820 (New York: W. W. Norton, 
The Norton Library, 1971), 54‐55. 
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an issue was simply not on the national conscience. It is this historical framework that John 

Woolman labored beneath. 

Quaker Organizational Structure19 

I had occasion to consider that it is a weighty thing to speak much in large meetings for business, for 
except our minds are rightly prepared, and we clearly understand the case we speak to, instead of 
forwarding, we hinder business, and make more labor for those on whom the burden of the work is laid. If 
selfish views or a partial spirit have any room in our minds, we are unfit for the Lord's work; if we have a 
clear prospect of the business, and proper weight on our minds to speak, we should avoid useless 
apologies and repetitions.20 (1758) 
 

It is necessary to be aware of the Society of Friends organizational structure in the 

eighteenth century in order to understand the framework in which John Woolman’s actions took 

place. At the heart of the Society of Friends was the meeting. The meeting served several 

different functions in Friends society; there were meetings for worship and also meetings for 

business. The lowest level of the hierarchy of meetings was the local meetings for worship, 

which met at least twice a week and functioned much like a typical church service. These 

meetings were the foundation of Friends society, and every Friend attended a local meeting. 

At the next level was the monthly meeting for business, which served a wide variety of 

functions, including discipline, charitable work, financial matters, marriages, managing the 

schools, and other issues that affected the community of Friends. A monthly meeting was 

comprised of several local meetings, and any adult member in good standing could take part.  

Additionally, there was a quarterly meeting, which was composed of representatives from 

all the monthly meetings, and the yearly meeting, to which each quarterly meeting sent 

delegates. In essence, the higher level meetings served to solve problems that could not be 

resolved at the lower level meetings. Additionally, if an issue was considered important enough 

                                                            
19 The information contained in this section was mined from several books I read about the Quakers, most 

notably The Quakers, by Barbour and Frost; and the appendix “Quaker Organization and Discipline” in Quakers and 
Slavery by Jean Soderlund. 

20 Woolman, Journal and Essays, MacMillan edition, 219. 
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to be discussed by the entire Society of Friends, it could be sent as an inquiry to the higher level 

meeting.  

The Friends in these meetings, whether monthly, quarterly or yearly, reached decisions 

on all matters by coming to a “sense of the meeting.” There was no vote or other such counting 

of majority opinion. Rather, the Friends discussed a subject until a consensus could be reached 

by everyone in the meeting. Then the clerk of the meeting (the presiding officer) wrote down the 

decision that had been made. If complete accord could not be had, then the issue was postponed 

or a compromise was made in order to try to gain agreement.  

The Yearly Meeting was the central decision making body of the Friends, and when they 

instituted a new policy it was up to the lower level meetings to implement the change. However, 

there was not an overarching disciplinary power. Instead, it was up to the monthly meetings to 

enforce the decisions of the Yearly Meeting and to discipline Friends who strayed. This 

enforcement did not always transpire, but for the most part the meetings followed the guidance 

of the Yearly Meeting, although from meeting to meeting the response time varied in following 

the directives of the central body, as well as the rigorousness with which they were enforced. 

One final note on the Society of Friends organizational structure concerns the “overseers 

of the press,” whose influence directly intertwined with John Woolman’s life. The Friends in 

charge of the Society printing press had a very important role. They decided which writings of 

Society of Friends members should be published. They could also change a work they felt did 

not adequately reflect the views of the Friends. Members could of course print outside the 

Society of Friends press, but doing so would lead to discipline if such an action was seen as 

hindering unity among the Friends. The authority of the press thus served as a litmus test for the 

changing attitudes about slavery within the Society of Friends. 
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The Character of John Woolman 

To consider Mankind otherwise than Bretheren, to think Favours are peculiar to one Nation and exclude 
others, plainly supposes a darkness in the Understanding. For, as God’s Love is universal, so where the 
Mind is sufficiently influenced by it, it begets a Likeness of itself, and the Heart is enlarged towards all 
Men.21 (1754) 
 

Woolman was a quintessential Quaker, whose beliefs molded and influenced his words 

and actions. More than most, however, Woolman’s actions remained remarkably consistent with 

the words he spoke and the principles in which he espoused belief. Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

wrote in 1797, “I should almost despair of that man who could peruse the life of John Woolman 

without an amelioration of [their] heart.”22 Amelioration means “to make better”, and this is a 

description that completely captures John Woolman’s life. 

Woolman has been described by several historians as the decisive social thinker and 

activist in America.23  Woolman’s social conscience was in large part due to the breadth of 

sympathy he was able to engender for even the most unlikely of persons. In 1761, Woolman 

traveled to Pennsylvania’s Wyoming Valley on a mission to visit the Indians in the area. (These 

were likely the Munsee Indians, although this is not specifically referenced in Woolman’s 

Journal.) During 1761 there had been a great deal of tension between Indians and whites.  In fact, 

while Woolman was traveling he received reports of Indians taking a fort in an area westward of 

where they were going, and news came that supposedly war had been declared by another group 

on Indians on the English.  

Despite these fears, in his journal Woolman gives the following account after arriving in 

the village of Wyalusing: 

                                                            
21 Woolman, Some Considerations in Journal and Essays, MacMillan edition, 338. 
22 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge: 1785‐1800, edited by Earl Leslie 

Griggs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 178. 
23 Charles A. Beard and Mary R. Beard, The Rise of American Civilization (New York: MacMillan, 1930), 161; 

Slaughter, The Beautiful Soul, 5‐6; Sperry, Strangers and Pilgrims, 155.   
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Our guides took us to the house of a very ancient man. Soon after we had put in our 
baggage, there came a man from another Indian house some distance off. Perceiving 
there was a man near the door I went out; the man had a tomahawk wrapped under his 
match-coat out of sight. As I approached him he took it in his hand; I went forward, and, 
speaking to him in a friendly way, perceived he understood some English. My companion 
joining me, we had some talk with him concerning the nature of our visit in these parts; 
he then went into the house with us, and, talking with our guides, soon appeared friendly, 
sat down and smoked his pipe. Though taking his hatchet in his hand at the instant I drew 
near to him had a disagreeable appearance, I believe he had no other intent than to be in 
readiness in case any violence were offered to him.24 
 

This ability to see the good in others was a large part of why Woolman was so successful in his 

personal efforts to bring about social reforms. This tremendous sense of empathy marked 

Woolman as a continuous defender of the oppressed and marginalized. He wrote specifically 

about individuals under the burden by slavery, “Let us calmly consider their circumstance; and, 

the better to do it, make their Case ours.”25 

Early on his journal, Woolman recounts a definitive moment in his life: he was asked by 

his employer to write a bill of sale for the employer’s slave. (At this time, Woolman was a clerk 

for a small store in Mount Holly, NJ, his hometown.) Woolman, although conflicted, did so. He 

writes:  

The thing was sudden, and though the thoughts of writing an instrument of slavery for 
one of my fellow creatures felt uneasy, yet I remembered I was hired by the year, that it 
was my master who directed me to do it, and that it was an elderly man, a member of our 
Society, who bought her; so through weakness I gave way and wrote it, but at the 
executing [of] it I was so afflicted in my mind that I said before my master and the Friend 
that I believed slavekeeping to be a practice inconsistent with the Christian religion. This 
in some degree abated my uneasiness, yet as often as I reflected seriously upon it I 
thought I should have been clearer if I had desired to be excused from it as a thing against 
my conscience, for so it was.26 (1743) 
 

                                                            
24 Woolman, Journal and Essays, 129‐30. 
25 John Woolman, Some Considerations in Journal and Essays, 338‐39. 
26 Woolman, Journal and Essays, 32‐33. 
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That experience solidified Woolman’s personal crusade against slavery. From that time onward 

he resolved to never again write bills of sales involving slaves, and this ethical determination 

soon blossomed outward into other actions reflecting his antislavery stance.  

 Woolman’s personal convictions and conscience were what allowed him to become such 

an antislavery champion among the Quakers. Winston Osmond writes, “There can be no doubt 

that Woolman considered himself as being guilty of the crime of slavery because he lived in a 

slave-holding society and he did not consider himself as separate from or above the slave owners 

who inflicted such suffering.”27 It was this crisis of conscience that drove Woolman forward in 

his endeavors against slavery. Osmond continues on, “The full drama of Woolman’s life is a 

reflection of the inner drama—the history of the tender conscience.”28 Woolman did not consider 

merely abstaining from the practice of slavery to be enough, but instead was driven to do his 

utmost to right what he saw as a great evil.  

 Woolman’s most important characteristic was that he never waited for others to lead, or 

waited for others to provide opportunities for change. Rather, he did whatever he possibly could 

himself. Once convinced of the evil of an action, he became a force to bring about its end. With 

slavery, this meant that long before Quaker leadership was even close to seriously considering 

the matter of abolition, John Woolman was already taking actions against the practice and 

propagation of slavery. 

 Additionally, as will be discussed in further detail in the next section, Woolman was such 

a forceful influence because of the tactics he used in attacking slavery. He wrote, “My 

                                                            
27 Winston Stanley Osmond, “The Influence of John Woolman on the Quakers Antislavery Position” 

(master’s thesis, Acadia University, 1998) 
www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/obj/s4/f2/dsk2/tape15/PQDD_0033/MQ27587.pdf (accessed March 23, 2009), 61.  

28 Ibid., 62. 
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inclination is to persuade and entreat, and simply give hints of my way of thinking.”29 Woolman 

avoided giving offense, but instead would converse with slaveholders and traders, giving his 

viewpoint and seeking to persuade them by appealing to a greater standard than himself. For 

example, Woolman relates the following conversation, which took place on a 1757 journey 

through Virginia and Maryland: 

On the 11th, we crossed the rivers Patowmock [sic] and Rapahannock [sic], and lodged at 
Port Royal. On the way we had the company of a colonel of the militia, who appeared to 
be a thoughtful man. I took occasion to remark on the difference in general betwixt a 
people used to labour moderately for their living, training up their children in frugality 
and business, and those who live on the labour of slaves; the former, in my view, being 
the most happy life. He concurred in the remark, and mentioned the trouble arising from 
the untoward, slothful disposition of the negroes, adding that one of our labourers would 
do as much in a day as two of their slaves. I replied that free men, whose minds were 
properly on their business, found a satisfaction in improving, cultivating, and providing 
for their families; but negroes, labouring to support others who claim them as their 
property, and expecting nothing but slavery during life, had not the like inducement to be 
industrious. 

After some further conversation I said, that men having power too often 
misapplied it; that though we made slaves of the negroes, and the Turks made slaves of 
the Christians, I believed that liberty was the natural right of all men equally. This he did 
not deny, but said the lives of the negroes were so wretched in their own country that 
many of them lived better here than there. I replied, "There is great odds in regard to us 
on what principle we act"; and so the conversation on that subject ended.30  
 

John Woolman was not at all shy about sharing his beliefs about slavery and other matters, but 

he did so with respect and humility. He did not lecture others on these issues, or argue with them, 

but placed his faith in the ability of the truth to convict and to transform. The gentleness with 

which he spoke the truth went a long way in softening the stances of individuals who disagreed 

with the words Woolman spoke.  

 Also notable in this encounter is the argument Woolman employs against slavery; he 

contends that free individuals would make better workers than slaves. This economic line of 

                                                            
29 Woolman, Some Considerations in Journal and Essays, MacMillan edition, 345. 
30 Ibid., 190.  
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reasoning was a common refrain by abolitionists during the 1840s and 1850s. One century 

earlier, however, Woolman’s words were remarkably perceptive for their time.31 

A Long Road to Abolition 

In the difficulties attending us in this life nothing is more precious than the mind of truth inwardly 
manifested; and it is my earnest desire that in this weighty matter we may be so truly humbled as to be 
favored with a clear understanding of the mind of truth, and follow it; this would be of more advantage to 
the Society [of Friends] than any medium not in the clearness of Divine wisdom. The case is difficult to 
some who have slaves, but if such set aside all self-interest, and come to be weaned from the desire of 
getting estates, or even from holding them together, when truth requires the contrary, I believe way will 
so open that they will know how to steer through those difficulties.32 (1758) 
 
 John Woolman was not the first Quaker abolitionist, but he was the first to couch the 

message of abolition in moderate language that reached a wider audience. Previous Quaker 

abolitionists were seen as much more radical. For example, Benjamin Lay, Woolman’s 

predecessor and one of the earliest abolitionists, was known for his eccentricities. While 

attending a Yearly Meeting in 1738, Lay stood up and denounced slavery before taking off his 

cloak to reveal a military uniform, and declared, “It would be as justifiable in the sight of the 

Almighty…if you should thrust a sword through their hearts [of slave owners] as I do through 

this book.” He then thrust his sword into a book in which he had hidden a bag filled with red 

juice, splattering “blood” onto the people around him.33  

This direct confrontational method did not work well in the hierarchy of Quaker 

meetings, wherein reform was a process that took some time. Change was a decision that could 

not be decided by just one person; it had to come from the entire group of Friends, and unity was 

at the heart of Quaker beliefs. John Woolman’s success came from working within the structure 

of the Meeting, and gradually building support for the antislavery movement until such a time 

that change was possible.  

                                                            
31 Jordon, White over Black, 275. 
32 Woolman, Journal and Essays, MacMillan edition, 216. 
33 Roberts Vaux, Memoirs of the Lives of Benjamin Lay and Ralph Sandiford (Philadelphia: 1815), 26‐27. 
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And the Quaker’s road to abolition was neither quick nor easy.  In 1696, the Philadelphia 

Yearly Meeting first issued an official statement on slavery, essentially taking a neutral position 

on the issue by “suggesting” that Friends not encourage the importation of slaves.34 Practically, 

this had no effect on members’ dealings with either slavery or the slave trade. The issue was 

raised again in 1729, when the Chester Quarterly Meeting sent a query to the Philadelphia Yearly 

Meeting, asking that since Friends were not supposed to import slaves (from the 1669 statement), 

should they also not buy slaves after someone else imported them? The Yearly Meeting 

considered the matter and in 1730 asked all the Quarterly Meetings to make a response.  

This involvement of the Quarterly Meetings points to a divided opinion on the matter. 

Most of the rural Quarterly Meetings were supportive of changing the statement to also restrict 

the purchase of slaves, but the two most powerful Quarterly Meetings—Philadelphia and 

Burlington (NJ)—opposed the change.35  Because no general consensus could be reached, it was 

not until 1743 that the Yearly Meeting changed its official statement on slavery to discourage 

Friends from importing slaves or from buying them after they were imported.  

This reform in 1743 demonstrated an antislavery current that was growing in Quaker 

society. During the 1740s and 1750s the number of slaves held by Quakers declined, even as the 

number of slaves in Pennsylvania increased.36 (See Figure 1) This growing surge of abolition 

sentiments created a stage on which John Woolman was able to act. 

The Case against Slavery 

The love of ease and gain are the motives in general of keeping slaves, and men are wont to take hold of 
weak arguments to support a cause which is unreasonable…37 (1757) 
 

                                                            
34 Frost, ed., Quaker Origins, 74. 
35 Ibid., 131‐32 
36Soderlund, Quakers and Slavery, 34, 47, 112. 
37 Woolman, Journal and Essays, MacMillan edition, 190.  
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In 1754, Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes was approved for publication 

by the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting. John Woolman had written this essay in 1746, but it would 

have been unlikely to have been approved at this earlier time. Before 1753, any papers against 

slavery were prohibited by the Quakers in charge of the printing press, because of the lack of 

unity on the issue within Quaker society. And any attempt to publish antislavery pamphlets 

outside of the meeting was viewed as a breach of unity and could lead to the individual 

responsible being disowned.  

This was essentially what happened to Benjamin Lay, who was disowned by the Quakers 

in 1738 after his extreme actions at the Yearly Meeting. Lay had published a book the previous 

year entitled All Slave-Keepers, That Keep the Innocent in Bondage, Apostates, and it too was 

repudiated by the Friends.38 As admirable as were the intentions of the radical reformers such as 

Benjamin Lay and his contemporary Ralph Sandiford, the structure of Quaker society ensured 

that their attempts at reform would not be successful. It required individuals like Woolman who 

were willing to work within the organization to ultimately bring about an end to slavery among 

the Quakers. 

Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes is an example of the practice of patient 

reform. By 1753, the membership of the Quaker committee overseeing the press had changed 

significantly from what it was in 1746, as new leaders who did not own slaves finally joined with 

longtime antislavery members to shift the center of control.39  Woolman’s father, on his 

deathbed, asked his son to offer his essay for publication to the Quaker Press. Both of these 

factors contributed to Woolman’s decision to submit the tract, and the end result was success.  

                                                            
38 Soderlund, Quakers and Slavery, 16. 
39 Soderlund, Quakers and Slavery, 27. (Philadelphia Yearly Meeting Minutes 15‐19/9M/1753)  
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Considerations on Keeping Negroes also provides a representative look at the nature of 

Woolman’s efforts against slavery. He did not directly attack slaveholders. Instead, Woolman 

charged Friends to work for the good of others, not for their own self-interest. But Woolman’s 

pamphlet was not just a tract of religious expressions. Woolman rightfully recognized the 

devastating effects that slavery had on those who were enslaved, writing: 

Placing on Men the ignominious Title, SLAVE, dressing them in uncomely Garments, 
keeping them to servile Labour, in which they are often dirty, tends gradually to fix a 
Notion in the Mind, that they are a Sort of People below us in Nature, and lead us to 
consider them as such in all our Conclusion about them.40  
 

It is important to note that Woolman realized the psychological effects of slavery not only on 

individuals who are enslaved, but also on slaveholders. He understood that the institution of 

slavery was perpetuated because the social belief that slavery was somehow justified only grew 

stronger as time went on.  And he realized the importance of confronting those people who 

considered slaves to be “sub-human” and deserving of their position.  

Not only did Woolman understand the connection between the institution of slavery and 

the behavior of slaves, he also was very aware of the racial underpinnings that held up slavery. 

He wrote that if a white child, born to even the poorest of parents, was given to an individual 

who tried to keep that child as a slave, “Men would account him an unjust man in doing so,” yet 

no such outcry is raised in the case of black people. Woolman goes on to write, “This is owing 

chiefly to the idea of slavery being connected with the black colour, and liberty with the white: 

and where false ideas are twisted into our minds, it is with difficulty we get fairly 

disentangled.”41 He did not shy away from the dynamics of racial slavery, taking to task the self-

interest on the part of slave owners and everyone effected, directly or indirectly, that resulted in 

the perpetuation of the system.  
                                                            

40 Woolman, Journal and Essays, 288. 
41 Woolman, Some Considerations in Journal and Essays, 366‐68. 
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Perhaps even more significantly, Woolman argued that the oppression of slavery went 

both ways. He wrote: 

When self-love presides in our minds, our opinions are biased in our own favour; and in 
this condition, being concerned with a people so situated that they have no voice to plead 
their own cause, there is danger of using ourselves to an undisturbed partiality, until, by 
long custom, the mind becomes reconciled with it, and the judgment itself infected.42  
 

Woolman realized how deeply slavery was entrenched into society: “The ideas of negroes and 

slaves are so interwoven in the mind, that they do not discuss this matter with that candour and 

freedom of thought, which the case justly calls for.” Much of Considerations on Keeping 

Negroes was an effort to expose how weak a foundation the rationalizations for slavery was 

based upon, and to expose the system for the oppression it truly was. 

At present time, forty years removed from the peak of the modern civil rights movement 

and some one hundred and fifty years removed the Civil War, arguments like John Woolman’s 

seem obvious, understandable and self-evident. Placed in the mid-eighteenth century, however, 

and Woolman’s insights are remarkably self-aware. He was the first to clearly and thoroughly 

write about the difficulties in the American colonies’ relationship with slavery.43  Many of his 

arguments would quickly become commonplace in the antislavery movement as the campaign 

against slavery became more widespread in the late 1700s leading into the 1800s, a further  

testament to the importance and prescience of Woolman’s thoughts. Most importantly, Woolman 

recognized that slavery was more than just a physical institution: it was the ideological and 

philosophical underpinnings that perpetuated the system that he would have to remove in order 

to be successful in his efforts to persuade the Friends to abandon slavery. 

Above all, Woolman’s persuasiveness was a result of his sincerity. In his writing there is 

no hint of judgment or of anger, but rather of love and empathy. And it would be impossible to 
                                                            

42 Ibid., 342‐43. 
43 Jordon, White over Black, 272. 
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read any of Woolman’s works without uncovering the great strength of his belief.  In his journal 

Woolman wrote about those captured by slavery: 

These are the people by whose labor the other inhabitants are in a great measure 
supported, and many of them in the luxuries of life. These are the people who have made 
no agreement to serve us, and who have not forfeited their liberty that we know of. These 
are the souls for whom Christ died, and for our conduct towards them we must answer 
before Him who is no respecter of persons.44 
 

Again, this casual acceptance of slaves as human beings deserving of the same rights as whites 

does not seem remarkable in the present time, but in the 1750s many wholeheartedly disagreed 

with Woolman’s ideas. The road to total abolition among the Quakers would not be entirely 

smooth or easy. 

The Move to Abolition 

The work is wrong from the beginning…If I purchase a man who hath never forfeited his liberty, the 
natural right of freedom is in him.45 (1754) 
 
 Although the publication of Woolman’s tract in 1754 indicated a change in Quaker 

attitude towards slavery, it did not lead immediately to more extensive reforms. In 1955, the 

Friends published an antislavery pamphlet of their own, entitled, An Epistle of Caution and 

Advice, Concerning the Buying and Keeping of Slaves. In some ways this publication was even 

more noteworthy than John Woolman’s tract the previous year, because it marked a significant 

shift in the Quaker policy on slavery. In writing the paper, the Yearly Meeting for the first time 

suggested to its members that slave owning, and not just the importation and trade of slaves, was 

wrong.46  

 Also in 1755 the Yearly Meeting revised its query concerning slaves. (Queries were in 

essence the positions of the Yearly Meeting on a variety of different topics.)  It now read: “Are 

                                                            
44 Woolman, Some Considerations, Journal and Essays, 95. 
45 Ibid., 203; 204. 
46 Soderlund, Quakers and Slavery, 27. 
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Friends clear of importing and buying Negroes and do they use those well which they are 

possessed of by Inheritance or otherwise endeavoring to train them up in the Principles of the 

Christian Religion?” 

 It is important to note, however, that despite these increased signs of concern from 

Quaker leadership on the subject of slavery, as yet there was no official policy on how to publish 

offenders, or even what kinds of offenses were included within the directive. Initially, this 

decision was left up to the monthly meetings, but events would soon make it apparent that a 

clearer prohibition was needed.  

 In the summer of 1758, several Philadelphia Quakers purchased slaves in direct violation 

of the 1755 query. Not only that, but they also asked that the prohibition on buying slaves be 

removed from Quaker guidelines. This led to the subject of slavery once again being raised at the 

1758 Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, and proponents on both side of the issue attended the 

meeting. In the interceding years the question of how to deal with the slavery issue had built, and 

at the 1758 Meeting there was a great deal of debate about the matter. Defenders of slavery, 

mindful that Quaker tradition was critical of slavery, did not attempt to openly justify its 

practice. Instead, they couched their argument in terms of unity and patience, contending that 

because the issue was still controversial among the Society of Friends, no action on it should be 

taken as of yet. 

This was traditionally a successful tactic against reformers in all different areas because 

of the centrality with which unity and community were held among Quakers. Woolman’s 

response to their argument of unity was: “Many slaves on this continent are oppressed, and their 

cries have reached the ears of the Most High. Such are the purity and certainty of his judgments, 
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that he cannot be partial in our favor.” He then went on to urge the Meeting that doing what is 

right should not be hindered by “friendships which do not stand on an immutable foundation.”47 

Woolman wrote about the 1758 Philadelphia Yearly Meeting that, “The love of truth in a 

good degree prevailed.”48 And indeed, the results of the Meeting marked a starting point at 

which the sanctions against slavery within Quaker society grew increasingly more stringent.  The 

Meeting decided that Quakers who imported, bought or sold slaves would be disciplined by their 

monthly meetings. Those who were slave traders would be partially disowned, meaning they 

could not go to business meetings, give funds to the Society, or serve in a leadership position or 

as a representative. However, they would still be members. Local meetings would be in charge of 

deciding what discipline to invoke against those involved in buying or selling slaves.  

Notably, the meeting did not ban slaveholding entirely, nor did it remove slave owners 

from positions of authority (although local meetings did have this ability concerning slave 

traders). However, as the minutes report, “An unanimous concern [prevailed] to put a stop to the 

increase of the practice of Importing buying selling or keeping Slaves for term of life or 

purchasing them for such a Number of Years as manifest.”49 The 1758 meeting unequivocally 

denounced slavery and official Quaker policy urged Friends to free their slaves. No longer was 

there any question as to what direction the Quakers were moving in regards to slavery. 

An important part of this process was the work done by a committee established at the 

1758 meeting. This committee, consisting of John Woolman, John Churchman, John 

Scarborough, John Sykes, and Daniel Stanton, was responsible “to visit and treat with all such 

Friends who have any slaves,” and to encourage them “obtaining that purity, which it is 

                                                            
47 Woolman, Journal and Writings, 120. 
48 Ibid., 120. 
49 Frost, ed., Quaker Origins, 170. 

22 
 



 
 

evidently our duty to press after.”50 This was a service that these men had volunteered to 

perform, and in Woolman’s case it was merely the continuation of work he had already been 

doing.  

After 1758, John Woolman continued traveling and continued taking the cause of 

abolition to others, whether they were slaveholders whose farms he passed by or to Quaker 

meetings that he attended. Woolman had been recognized as a minister by the Quakers in the 

1743, and over the next twenty-nine years he made thirty journeys through the eastern American 

colonies; traveling north to Massachusetts, down through the colonies of Rhode Island, New 

York, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas, as well as in his own province of 

West Jersey. Woolman may well have been the most widely traveled antislavery reformer of the 

18th century.51  

Despite his efforts from 1758 onward, it was almost 20 years before the Quakers 

completely prohibited any forms of slaveholding. John Woolman had been dead for two years, 

and his journal just published when, in 1774, the Yearly Meeting decided to totally disown any 

Quaker who bought, sold, or traded slaves. Anyone owning slaves who did not free them was 

subject to questioning before the Yearly Meeting. Then, in 1776, the Philadelphia Yearly 

Meeting determined to disown entirely any Quaker who refused to manumit their slaves.  

John Woolman did not live to see the end result of his efforts, and yet the actions taken 

by Quaker leadership would not have been possible without the foundation laid by John 

Woolman and the efforts of other Quaker abolitionists who followed him. With this achievement 

in 1776, abolitionists were able to turn their sights further afield, rather than focusing all their 

                                                            
50 A Brief Statement of the Rise and Progress of the Testimony of the Religious Society of Friends, Against 

Slavery and the Slave Trade, Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, 1758: 
http://www.archive.org/details/briefstatementofthe00soci (accessed March 23, 2009). 

51 Osmond, “The Influence of John Woolman,” 103. 
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efforts on the Quaker community.  Quaker abolitionists soon became a force in the larger 

antislavery community that developed in the years leading up to the Civil War.   

An Enduring Legacy 

 I have sometimes felt a necessity to stand up, but that spirit which is of the world hath so much prevailed 
in many, and the pure life of truth hath been so pressed down, that I have gone forward, not as one 
travelling in a road cast up and well prepared, but as a man walking through a miry place in which are 
stones here and there safe to step on, but so situated that one step being taken, time is necessary to see 
where to step next…  In this journey a labor hath attended my mind, that the ministers among us may be 
preserved in the meek, feeling life of truth, where we may have no desire but to follow Christ and to be 
with him, that when he is under suffering, we may suffer with him, and never desire to rise up in 
dominion, but as he, by the virtue of his own spirit, may raise us.52 (1772) 
 
 Woolman’s greatest legacy was not in what he accomplished, but when. Long before 

Britain abolished the slave trade, let alone slavery itself, and long, long before the United States 

fought a war over the issue, Woolman’s efforts led the Quakers to prohibit slave trading in 1758, 

and slaveholding in 1776. By 1784 the last Quakers had agreed to free their slaves.53 The legacy 

this provided for abolitionists to follow should not be taken lightly, as Willard Sperry points out: 

Nor should we underestimate [John Woolman’s] wider and longer influence. He is 
known to have wrought powerfully on the minds of Brissot the French Girondist, and of 
Thomas Clarkson the English antislavery agitator. In our own land, William Lloyd 
Garrison was enlisted in the cause by a disciple of Woolman's. There were apparently no 
limits to the silent changes wrought in men's minds and hearts by the effort of this single 
sensitive spirit to clear himself of all complicity in the unnecessary suffering which 
greedy and lazy societies had imposed upon the negro.54 

 
In 1774, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Virginia, and North Carolina all 

banned the slave trade. And in 1780, the state of Pennsylvania abolished slavery, the first 

legislative body to do so anywhere in the world.55 This law was in actuality a very conservative 

piece of legislation, providing only for the gradual emancipation of slaves, ostentatiously for 

owners to be able to recoup the cost of raising them. However, even with the highly symbolic 
                                                            

52 Woolman, Journal and Essays, MacMillan edition, 315. (This quotation contains the final words in John 
Woolman’s journal.) 

53 Bacon, The Quiet Rebels, 95. 
54 Sperry, Strangers and Pilgrims, 163 
55 Slaughter, The Beautiful Soul, 387. 
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nature of this law, such an action cannot be disregarded. Historians Gary Nash and Jean 

Soderlund write, "Of the states south of New England, slavery died first in Pennsylvania and it 

died there the fastest."56 The number of slaves in Pennsylvania peaked in the early 1780s at 

6,855. By 1810 this number had dropped to 795.57   

All the northern states had passed gradual emancipation acts by the year 1804. Then, in 

1807, the slave trade was abolished throughout the British Empire, followed by a similar act that 

went into effect in the United States in 1808.58 Reform was slow and treacherous, but it had 

begun.  

What was significant about Woolman’s work was not the words he spoke, but when he 

spoke them. His arguments against slavery and his efforts to end the practice among the Quakers 

presaged the larger movement against slavery that would follow close behind his efforts. Viewed 

from the present, the antislavery efforts that began in the late eighteenth century seem inevitable, 

but in Woolman’s time the work was by no means certain and the outcome was definitely not 

assured. All of the great social conscience movements in history required in the beginning 

someone, somewhere, standing up and saying, “This is not right.” It is not too much of a stretch 

to say that John Woolman, in the case of slavery in America, was that individual. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
56 Gary Nash and Jean Soderlund, Freedom by Degrees: Emancipation in Pennsylvania and its Aftermath 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), xv. 
57 Nash and Soderlund, Freedom by Degrees, 5. 
58 The British Quakers and their American counterparts were still closely intertwined during the period of 

Woolman’s lifetime. Woolman in fact traveled to England in 1772 to visit the Friends there, and died in York. 
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Conclusion 

Conduct is more convincing than language…59 (1757) 
 

 John Woolman was certainly not the first abolitionist, nor would he be the last. But he 

remains a significant figure in the history of social reform primarily because of the centrality he 

holds in the American Quaker antislavery movement. The Quakers were the first group in the 

western hemisphere to ban slavery, and this is a detail that cannot be discounted.60 Before the 

actions of the Quakers there were certainly individuals who would speak out against slavery, 

despite slavery’s hold in many of the western nations and their colonies. But never before had 

these protestors mounted enough of a movement to generate permanent strictures, in any form, 

against slavery. Before the 1750s, the Quakers, too, had their share of reformers working to bring 

an end to the slave trade and to slavery. But never had a movement created enough influence to 

permanently affect change. 

 John Woolman changed that. He was in the right time and the right place, but he was also 

the right man. His words on slavery reflected a level of thought and self-awareness that was 

unique to that time, but his arguments would soon be echoed by the larger antislavery movement 

that began to develop heading into the nineteenth century. What is perhaps most unique about 

Woolman is that he did not wait for the change to take place, but first did his utmost by his own 

actions to protest the wrong of slavery. His method was simplicity and gentleness, which only 

served to make his example all the more powerful. John Woolman never tried to “make” the 

Quakers abolish slavery, but in seeking to live out his beliefs he set a powerful and persuasive 

example to those he interacted with.   

                                                            
59 Woolman, Journal and Essays, MacMillan edition, 188. 
60 Thomas P. Slaughter, The Beautiful Soul of John Woolman, Apostle of Abolition (New York: Hill and 

Wang, 2008), 107. 
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 The MacMillan edition of “The Journal and Essays of John Woolman” has a quotation by 

William Wordsworth on the title page that reads: That best part of a good man’s life / His little, 

nameless unremembered acts / of kindness and love.61 The more I learned about John Woolman, 

the more I came to see that the larger historical picture, so important to scholars, cannot tell the 

entire story of John Woolman’s life. Rather, Woolman’s story is the tale of many small acts of 

conscience and kindness that created a man who was able to change history.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
61 John Woolman, The Journal and Essays of John Woolman, edited by Amelia Mott Gummere (New York: 

The MacMillan Company, 1922), iii. 
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