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WILLIAM PENN’S
VISION: THE
FOUNDING OF A
HOLY EXPERIMENT

T h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e
H i s t o r y  O f  T h e
Pennsylvania Colony
begins not with a royal
decree,  but  with  a
debt.  In  1681,  King
Charles  II  of  England
granted a vast tract of
land in the New World
to  Wi l l iam  Penn,  a
prominent  Quaker,  to
settle  a debt owed to
Penn’s  father,  Admiral
Sir  William Penn.  This
l a n d ,  n a m e d
" P e n n s y l v a n i a "
(meaning  "Penn’s

Woods"), was destined
to become one of the
m o s t  u n i q u e  a n d
influential  of  the
o r i g i na l  t h i r t een
colonies.
W i l l i a m  P e n n
e n v i s i o n e d
Pennsylvania  as  a
"Holy  Experiment,"  a
place  where  religious
t o l e r a n c e  a n d
democratic governance
would  flourish.  Unlike
many  other  colonies
founded  for  strictly
commercial reasons or
religious  exclusivity,
Pennsy lvania  was
designed  from  the
ground up as a haven
for  those  persecuted
for  their  beliefs.  Penn
himself was a member
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of the Religious Society
of Friends, or Quakers,
a  group  that  faced
severe  discrimination
in  England  for  their
pacifist  beliefs  and
refusal to pay tithes to
the Church of England.
Penn’s  v is ion  was
radical for its time. He
b e l i e v e d  i n  t h e
inherent  dignity  of  all
people  and  sought  to
create a society based
on principles of peace,
equality,  and  justice.
This foundational ethos
w o u l d  s h a p e  t h e
political,  social,  and
economic development
o f  t h e  c o l o n y  f o r
generations  to  come.
The  colony’s  first
Frame  of  Government
(1682) and subsequent
Charter of Privileges
(1701)  established  a
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e
assembly,  protected
the  rights  of  property
o w n e r s ,  a n d
guaranteed  religious

freedom  to  al l  who
believed in one God.

THE SEEDS OF
LIBERTY:
RELIGIOUS
TOLERANCE AND
CIVIC STRUCTURE

A Refuge
for the
Persecute
d
The  History  Of  The
Pennsylvania Colony
is inseparable from its
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
rel igious  freedom.
While  many  colonies
mainta ined  s t r ic t
rel ig ious  tests  for
political  participation,
P e n n s y l v a n i a
welcomed  a  diverse
array  of  groups.  This
inc luded  not  on ly
Quake r s  bu t  a l so
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Mennonites,  Amish,
L u t h e r a n s ,
P r e s b y t e r i a n s ,
Catholics,  and  Jews.
This  open-door  policy
created  a  remarkably
pluralistic  society  for
the  17th  and  18th
centuries.
This  religious diversity
h a d  p r a c t i c a l
consequences .  I t
a t t rac ted  sk i l l ed
artisans,  hardworking
f a r m e r s ,  a n d
enterprising merchants
from  across  Europe,
particularly  from  the
German  states  (often
referred  to  as  the
Pennsylvania  Dutch,  a
c o r r u p t i o n  o f
"Deutsch").  These
immigrants  brought
with  them  advanced
farming  techniques,
craftsmanship,  and  a
strong work ethic that
fueled  the  colony’s
rapid economic growth.

The
Legacy of
the
Charter
of
Privileges
T h e  C h a r t e r  o f
Privileges, enacted in
1701, was the colony’s
final  and  most
enduring  constitution.
I t  e s t a b l i s h e d  a
unicameral  legislature
(the  Pennsylvania
General  Assembly)
e l e c t e d  b y  m a l e
proper ty  owners ,
granted  the  assembly
the  power  to  initiate
laws,  and  explicitly
guaranteed  religious
liberty.  This  charter
became  a  model  for
l a t e r  s t a t e
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const i tut ions  and
influenced  the
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f
American  democratic
thought.  The  principle
of  separating  church
and state, so central to
the later United States
Constitution,  found  its
ear l ies t  and  most
robust  expression  in
William  Penn’s  colony.

BUILDING A
PROSPEROUS
COMMONWEALTH:
ECONOMY AND
SOCIETY

The
Breadbas
ket of
British

America
The  geography  o f
Pennsy lvania  was
exceptionally favorable
for  agriculture.  The
fe r t i l e  so i l  o f  the
Delaware  Valley  and
the  Piedmont  region
produced  abundant
harvests  of  wheat,
co rn ,  and  bar ley .
Wheat,  in  particular,
became  the  colony’s
primary  cash  crop.
Pennsylvania  exported
so  much  grain  and
flour to the West Indies
and  Europe  that  i t
earned  the  nickname
"the  Breadbasket  of
British  America."  The
colony  also  developed
a  thriving  livestock
industry,  with  cattle,
hogs, and sheep raised
for  meat,  hides,  and
wool.
Beyond agriculture, the
Pennsylvania  economy
w a s  r e m a r k a b l y
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diversified.  The  city  of
Philadelphia,  founded
b y  P e n n  i n  1 6 8 2 ,
quickly  grew  into  the
l a rges t  and  mos t
important  city  in  the
American  colonies,
serving as a major port
and  commercial  hub.
The  colony  boasted  a
strong  manufacturing
sector,  including:

Shipbuilding:
Philadelphia’s
shipyards
produced vessels
for trade and
fishing.
Iron
Production:
Pennsylvania’s
abundant forests
provided
charcoal for iron
furnaces, making
it a leading
producer of iron
products.
Textiles and
Crafts: A skilled
workforce
produced

everything from
fine furniture and
glassware to
clothing and
tools.

A Society
of
Farmers
and
Artisans
Despite  the  wealth
g e n e r a t e d  b y
c o m m e r c e ,
Pennsylvania remained
a  predominantly  rural
soc ie ty .  The  vas t
majority  of  colonists
were  smal l  fami ly
farmers  who  owned
their  own  land.  This
w i d e s p r e a d  l a n d
ownership  fostered  a
sense of independence
and equality  that  was



6

6 History Of The Pennsylvania
Colony

2023-04-24

less  common  in  the
more  h ierarchical
societies of Virginia or
South  Carolina.  The
H i s t o r y  O f  T h e
Pennsylvania Colony
is  largely  the story of
these  industr ious
farming  communities,
who valued hard work,
sel f - re l iance,  and
c o m m u n i t y
cooperation.

RELATIONS WITH
NATIVE PEOPLES:
A DIFFERENT PATH

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
d i s t i n c t i v e  a n d
admirable  aspects  of
the  History  Of  The
Pennsylvania Colony
was  its  relationship
with  Native  American
tribes,  particularly  the
L e n n i  L e n a p e
(Delaware)  and  the
S u s q u e h a n n o c k .
William  Penn  insisted
that all land purchases
be  conducted  through
f a i r  a n d  o p e n

nego t i a t i ons .  He
learned  the  Lenape
language,  respected
their  customs,  and
t r e a t e d  t h e m  a s
equals.
This policy was codified
in  Penn’s  "Treaty  of
Friendship"  with  the
L e n a p e  i n  1 6 8 2 ,
famously  praised  by
the French philosopher
Voltaire  as  "the  only
treaty  never  sworn  to
and never broken." For
severa l  decades ,
Pennsylvania enjoyed a
per iod  o f  re lat ive
p e a c e  w i t h  i t s
indigenous  neighbors,
a stark contrast to the
bloody  conflicts  that
plagued other colonies.
This peace allowed the
colony  to  grow  and
prosper  without  the
constant  threat  of
frontier  warfare.
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The
Walking
Purchase
and Its
Aftermat

h
Unfortunately,  this
policy  of  fair  dealing
did not endure forever.
After Penn’s death, his
sons, Thomas and John
P e n n ,  w e r e  l e s s
scrupulous.  In  1737,
they  orchestrated  the
infamous  "Walking
Purchase," a fraudulent
land  grab  that  forced
the Lenape to  cede a
vast  territory  in  the
Lehigh  Valley.  The
Penns hired runners to
"walk" the boundary of
the  land,  covering  far
more ground than the

L e n a p e  h a d
anticipated. This act of
betrayal  shattered the
trust  that  had  been
b u i l t  a n d  l e d  t o
decades of tension and
conflict,  culminating  in
Lenape participation in
the French and Indian
War on the side of the
French.

PENNSYLVANIA
AND THE ROAD TO
REVOLUTION

The
Crucible
of
American
Independ
ence
As  tensions  between
Great  Britain  and  her
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American  colonies
grew in the 1760s and
1770s,  Pennsylvania
found  i tsel f  at  the
center  of  the  storm.
The city of Philadelphia
became  the  meeting
place for the First and
Second  Continental
C o n g r e s s e s .  T h e
D e c l a r a t i o n  o f
Independence  was
drafted  by  Thomas
Jefferson  and  debated
a n d  a d o p t e d  i n
P h i l a d e l p h i a ’ s
Independence  Hall  in
1776.
Pennsylvania’s  role  in
the  Revolution  was
complex.  While  the
colony was a hotbed of
r e v o l u t i o n a r y
sentiment, it also had a
strong Loyalist faction,
particularly among the
Quaker elite who were
both  pacifists  and
economically  tied  to
Britain.  The  colony’s
political leadership was
divided.  However,  the

radical  faction,  led  by
figures  like  Benjamin
Franklin  and  Joseph
Reed ,  u l t ima te l y
prevailed.

The
Pennsylv
ania
Constituti
on of
1776
In  1776,  Pennsylvania
adopted  a  new  state
constitution  that  was
the  most  radical  and
democratic  of  any  of
the  newly  fo rmed
American  states.  It
abolished  the  office  of
governor, concentrated
power in a unicameral
l e g i s l a t u r e ,  a n d
extended  the  right  to
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vote  to  all  taxpaying
men,  regardless  of
property  ownership.
Th i s  cons t i tu t ion
reflected  the  deep
democratic  currents
that had been present
in  Pennsylvania  since
its founding, even as it
proved  too  radical  for
m a n y  a n d  w a s
replaced  in  1790.

KEY FIGURES IN
THE HISTORY OF
PENNSYLVANIA

Understanding  the
H i s t o r y  O f  T h e
Pennsylvania Colony
requires  recognizing
the  individuals  who
shaped  it:

William Penn
(1644-1718):
The founder and
visionary, whose
principles of
religious
tolerance and
fair governance
formed the

bedrock of the
colony.
Benjamin
Franklin
(1706-1790):
Perhaps the most
famous
Pennsylvanian,
Franklin was a
printer, inventor,
scientist,
diplomat, and
founding father
who personified
the industrious
and enlightened
spirit of
Philadelphia.
James Logan
(1674-1751):
Penn’s secretary
and later chief
political figure in
the colony,
Logan was a
scholar,
diplomat, and
key figure in the
colony’s early
development,
though his role in
the Walking
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Purchase
remains a stain
on his legacy.
Thomas Penn
(1702-1775):
William Penn’s
son, who
managed the
colony as a
proprietary
owner. His more
commercial and
less idealistic
approach marked
a departure from
his father’s
vision.
John Dickinson
(1732-1808):
Known as the
"Penman of the
Revolution,"
Dickinson was a
Pennsylvania
lawyer and
politician who
wrote influential
essays arguing
for colonial
rights, though he
refused to sign
the Declaration

of Independence.

A LEGACY OF
LIBERTY AND
ENTERPRISE

The  History  Of  The
Pennsylvania Colony
i s  a  r i c h  a n d
multifaceted  story.
From its founding as a
"Holy  Experiment"  in
religious  tolerance  to
its  emergence  as  the
" B r e a d b a s k e t  o f
America," and from its
role  as  the  cradle  of
A m e r i c a n
independence  to  its
development  into  a
diverse and prosperous
society,  Pennsylvania
was a unique and vital
part  of  the  colonial
tapestry.
The colony’s legacy is
p r o f o u n d .  I t s
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
religious  freedom  laid
the groundwork for the
First  Amendment  to
the  U.S.  Constitution.
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I t s  t r a d i t i o n  o f
d e m o c r a t i c
governance,  embodied
i n  t h e  C h a r t e r  o f
Privileges,  influenced
t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f
A m e r i c a n
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e
g o v e r n m e n t .  I t s
economic  dynamism,
fueled  by  agriculture,
trade,  and  industry,
made  it  a  engine  of
colonial prosperity. And
its  complex and often
tragic relationship with
Nat ive  Amer icans
serves as a reminder of
the  moral  challenges
i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e
settlement of the New
World.

CONCLUSION

The  History  Of  The
Pennsylvania Colony is
far more than a simple
chronicle of dates and
e v e n t s .  I t  i s  a n
enduring testament to

the power of an idea —
the idea that a society
could  be  built  on  the
principles  of  peace,
justice,  and  tolerance.
While  William  Penn’s
experiment  was  not
perfect,  and its  ideals
were  not  always  lived
up  to,  the  foundation
he  l a i d  c rea ted  a
colony that was, for its
time,  remarkably  free,
p r o s p e r o u s ,  a n d
diverse.  The  spirit  of
P e n n s y l v a n i a  —
i n d e p e n d e n t ,
industrious,  and  open
to the world — helped
shape the character of
a nation and continues
to resonate in the state
i t  b e c a m e .
Understanding  this
history is  essential  for
anyone  seeking  to
grasp the deeper roots
of  American  identity
a n d  t h e  o n g o i n g
struggle  to  bui ld  a
more perfect union.


