The Vision of William Penn
On March 4, 1681, King Charles II of England granted William Penn a New World colony as
payment for a debt of 16,000 pounds the King owed to Penn's father, a deceased admiral in
the British Navy. It was a shrewd move on the part of Charles. By giving Penn a colony in
America, he managed to pay off an outstanding debt and at the same time rid his country of
Quakers, a religious sect that constantly challenged English laws and the legitimacy of the
Anglican Church, the nation's established church.
Penn's tract of land consisted of 45,000 square miles of land, an area almost as large as England itself. King Charles
named the new colony, "Penn's woods" in honor of the admiral. Penn called the capital city Philadelphia, meaning the
"City of Brotherly Love," to reflect his desire that his colony serve as a haven for Quakers and other oppressed
Christians seeking religious freedom.
Penn guaranteed the settlers of his new "plantation" freedom of religious worship. This rare offer attracted not only
Quakers, who had been persecuted in England, but also other Europeans who had suffered because of their religious
beliefs. Quakers from the British Isles and Germany, French Huguenots, English and Irish Catholics, Lutherans from
Catholic German states, Swiss Amish, German Mennonites and members of other religious sects all headed to Penn's
refuge. Settlers of many faiths worshipped in private homes, storehouses and barns until they could erect their own
houses of worship.
Penn also extended the principle of religious toleration to the Dutch, Swedes, Finns, Lenape and other indigenous
peoples who already inhabited the land he acquired. To him they all were an integral part of his "Holy Experiment."
For Penn, Indians and European settlers working together, regardless of their faith, would glorify the Almighty.
Rather than simply occupy the land without
consent of the Lenape, Penn wrote letters to
Lenape chiefs, asking permission to "enjoy the
land with your love and consent so that we may
always live together as neighbors and friends."
According to legend, Penn and Lenape sachems
– leaders or chiefs – signed a treaty under a large
The Wampum Belt given to William Penn in 1682 for the Treaty of
elm tree at Shackamaxon that French Amity and Friendship
philosopher Voltaire called the "only treaty
between the Indian nations and the Christians that was not ratified by oath, and was never broken"– at least in Penn's
lifetime.
Penn did not offer settlers religious liberty in the modern sense of the term, for Pennsylvania's charter restricted the
right to vote and to hold political office to Protestants. Pennsylvania denied those rights to Jews and Muslims, who did
not believe in Christ as savior, and to Catholics, who were subservient to the Pope. For these groups, like other nonProtestants in the colony, religious toleration meant that they were free to worship and practice their faith in
Pennsylvania.
Penn did not extend the protections of his charter to enslaved Africans and African-Americans either. Indeed, the
proprietor kept at least three slaves at Pennsbury, his country estate above Philadelphia. The presence of race slavery
in Penn's Holy Experiment would be a source of growing tension among Quakers and other Pennsylvania colonists for
the next hundred years.

To preserve the vision of his Holy Experiment for future generations, Penn established a Friends Public School in 1689
to provide the rudiments of literacy and morality for all Philadelphia's children – Quaker and non-Quaker, rich and
poor, male and female – and to cultivate wise and virtuous citizens to people his just colony. The Friends Public School,
which later evolved into the Philadelphia Public School system, was the first institution in America that emphasized
training in both the educational fundamental and vocational learning.
Penn's colony was also an experiment in a more democratic form of government than that which people had known
in Europe. Pennsylvania's first constitution, the Frame of Government, promised settlers the enjoyment of such
liberties as "a voice in government, the right of trial by jury and the liberty of conscience." To prevent corruption in
government, Penn organized the government into three parts: a governor, a Provincial Council, and a bicameral
legislature, elected by the people, in which the upper house drafted legislation and the lower house voted to approve
or reject it.
(…)
Over the next twenty years, the Quakers who administered the government and the non-Quaker settlers became
embroiled in heated disagreements over land distribution and rental fees, political patronage, the Quaker monopoly
of commerce, and Penn's inability to govern effectively because of his fifteen-year absence from the colony. When
Penn returned in 1699, he was besieged by demands to revise the constitution.
On October 28, 1701, Penn issued a new constitution, called the Charter of Privileges, to salvage his Holy Experiment.
To appease the assembly and quarrelsome settlers, Penn gave a new unicameral legislature powers unknown
elsewhere in the colonies. The charter reaffirmed the assembly's right to draft legislation, choose its speaker and other
officers, and exercise all other powers and privileges of an assembly according to the freeborn subjects of England. It
also reduced the council's role to an advisory capacity and eliminated the governor's power to suspend or dissolve the
Assembly, although he could continue to veto legislation.
No other colonial assembly enjoyed so much power. No other governor was so clearly pitted against a legislative body.
It was the exact opposite of what Penn had wanted when he established Pennsylvania two decades earlier. But the
Charter of Privileges proved to be much less destructive of his Holy Experiment than he feared. The new constitution
enhanced the principle of self-government, and preserved – on paper if not always in practice – Penn's unconditional
commitment to religious toleration.
The Charter of Privileges served as Pennsylvania's constitution until overturned by the American Revolution some
seventy-five years later. But Penn's legacy of toleration can still be seen in the First Amendment's protection of
religious liberty as well as in the many reform organizations that still exist in the Commonwealth today.
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