
Persuasion — Sometimes One Man at a Time
(From the Servant as Leader by Robert Greenleaf)

Leaders work in wondrous ways. Some assume great institutional burdens, others quietly deal 
with one man at a time. Such a man was John Woolman, an American Quaker, who lived 
through the middle years of  the eighteenth century. He is known to the world of  scholarship for 
his journal, a literary classic. But in the area of  our interest, leadership, he is the man who almost 
singlehandedly rid the Society of  Friends (Quakers) of  slaves.

It is difficult now to imagine the Quakers as slaveholders, as indeed it is difficult now to imagine 
anyone being a slaveholder. One wonders how the society of  200 years hence will view "what 
man has made of  man" in our generation. It is a disturbing thought.

But many of  the eighteenth century American Quakers were affluent, conservative slaveholders 
and John Woolman, as a young man, set his goal to rid his beloved Society of  this terrible 
practice. Thirty of  his adult years (he lived to age 52) were largely devoted to this. By 1770, 
nearly 100 years before the Civil War, no Quakers held slaves.

His method was unique. He didn't raise a big storm about it or start a protest movement. His 
method was one of  gentle but clear and persistent persuasion. Although John Woolman was not 
a strong man physically, he accomplished his mission by journeys up and down the East Coast by 
foot or horseback visiting slaveholders — over a period of  many years. The approach was not to 
censure the slaveholders in a way that drew their animosity. Rather the burden of  his approach 
was to raise questions: What does the owning of  slaves do to you as a moral person? What kind of 
an institution are you binding over to your children? Man by man, inch by inch, by persistently 
returning and revisiting and pressing his gentle argument over a period of  thirty years, the 
scourge of  slavery was eliminated from this Society, the first religious group in America formally 
to denounce and forbid slavery among its members. One wonders what would have been the 
result if  there had been fifty John Woolmans, or even five, traveling the length and breadth of  the 
Colonies in the eighteenth century persuading people one by one with gentle non-judgmental 
argument that a wrong should be righted by individual voluntary action. Perhaps we would not 
have had the war with its 600,000 casualties and the impoverishment of  the South, and with the 
resultant vexing social problem that is at fever heat 100 years later with no end in sight. We know 
now, in the perspective of  history, that just a slight alleviation of  the tension in the 1850's might 
have avoided the war. A few John Woolmans, just a few, might have made the difference. 
Leadership by persuasion has the virtue of  change by convincement rather than coercion. Its 
advantages are obvious.

John Woolman exerted his leadership in an age that must have looked as dark to him as ours does 
to us today. We may easily write off  his effort as a suggestion for today on the assumption that the 
Quakers were ethically conditioned for this approach. All men are so conditioned, to some extent 
— enough to gamble on.


