
The Political History of 
Pennsylvania 

How was Pennsylvania’s government 
started? 

 

What important contributions did 
Pennsylvania make to our country’s 

government as a whole? 



How was Pennsylvania founded? 

•  Pennsylvania was 
founded in 1681 
–  William Penn 

–  King Charles II 

•  Prior to Penn: 
–  Swedes (1630’s) 

–  Dutch (1670’s) 

–  Native Americans 



King Charles II allowed William Penn to have his colony because he 
owned Penn’s father a large sum of money from the English Civil War 



A picture of the original deed for the colony of Pennsylvania at the 
Pennsylvania State Archives 



What type of government did William 
Penn create for Pennsylvania? 

•  PA’s first written 
constitution, the Frames of 
Government 
–  First version: 1682 
–  Second version: 1693 

•  Very progressive for the 
time 
–  Religious freedom 
–  Trial by jury 
–  Freedom of the press 
–  Limited use of death penalty 



Penn hoped to use his land in the 
New World as a religious safe 

haven from religious persecution  



Penn hoped that his 
efforts with the Frames of 

Government would 
encourage religious and 
ethnic tolerance between 

his settlers. 

 

He claimed he wanted to 
create a “holy 

experiment” to see if 
people for multiple 

backgrounds could live 
together. 



Enlightenment philosopher 
Voltaire praised Penn’s Frame 
of Government as an “example 

for all people” 



Penn’s plans for the Pennsylvania State House, where his new 
government would meet.  



The Pennsylvania Council chamber at Independence Hall where 
the colony’s executive council met and held business 



The PA Frames of Government 

•  First Version (1682) 
–  Council  

•  propose bills 

–  General Assembly 
•  vote on bills 

–  Governor  
•  veto power / advisor to 

the Council 

•  Ability to amend: 
–  7/8ths of the Assembly 
–  Governor's consent 

•  Later  Versions (1693 -1701) 
–  Governor is weakened 

•  Looses advisor role 
•  Looses consent for 

amending 

–  General Assembly slowly 
becomes more powerful 

–  A “bill of rights” 
•  Charter of Privileges 



The original Penn copy of the Charter of Privileges, Pennsylvania’s first 
“bill of rights” from the Pennsylvania State Archives  



On the fourth anniversary 
of the Charter of 
Privileges, the 
Pennsylvania legislature 
order the casting of a 
new bell for the 
Pennsylvania State 
House. 

The bell that arrived in 
1751 in Philadelphia has 
become known as “the 
Liberty Bell 



One artist’s depiction of the Liberty Bell’s first note. The bell was seen 
even before the Revolution as a symbol of liberty for Pennsylvanians. 



What political issues did colonial 
Pennsylvania face? 

•  Multiple Issues: 
–  Territorial issues 
–  Indian problems 
–  Foreign invaders 
–  Ethnic problems 

•  Biggest Issue 
–  Differences between 

Eastern & Western 
Pennsylvania 



Pennsylvania had to fight off multiple claims from other colonies that their land 
was actually promised to them 



During the French and Indian War, Pennsylvania became the 
target of a massive French invasion, that ended in defeat 



Pennsylvania had to deal with multiple Indian wars that resulted in 
the torture, capture, and death of thousands of Pennsylvanians. 



In 1763, a gang of vigilante Pennsylvanians known as the Paxton 
Boys massacred a group of peaceful Indians in the Lancaster jail 



The Paxton Boys later marched on Philadelphia hoping to take over the 
government. Benjamin Franklin led a peace delegation to defuse the rebellion 
with little violence.  



The remains of the 
Lancaster County jail is 
today part of the Fulton 

Opera House 



Political cartoon from the Pennsylvania Gazette pointing out the 
fact that while PA’s western settlers die, the eastern Quakers 
reap the rewards 



How did Pennsylvania’s government 
change during the American Revolution? 

•  At the start of the war, 
Pennsylvania was 
engulfed in a political 
civil war 
–  The Penn family 
–  The colonial Assembly 

•  Both were overthrown in 
1776 by angry citizens 
–  The Constitution of 1776 



What is the Constitution of 1776? 

•  The Constitution of 
1776 was the first real 
American constitution in 
the colonies 
–  September, 1776 

•  Considered the “most 
radical” and the “most 
democratic” in the world 



Delegates to the state Constitutional convection, met across the 
hall from the Continental Congress in 1776 and were presided 

over by Benjamin Franklin 



When the French Revolution started in the 1790’s, many French 
leaders looks to the Constitution of 1776 for inspiration 



How did Pennsylvania’s government 
change during the American Revolution? 

•  New freedoms: 
–  Annual elections 

–  Open meetings 

–  Rotation of Officers 

–  Universal suffrage 
(for all white men) 

•  New government: 
–  A single state legislature 

–  Supreme Executive 
Committee 

•  Veto-less governor 

–  Independent judiciary 

–  Committee of Censors 



How did Pennsylvania help to influence the 
creation of the American government? 

•  The Constitution of 
1776 was a 
forerunner of the 
Articles of 
Confederation 

•  Many of its 
freedoms were 
included in the US 
Constitution 



What type of Constitution does 
Pennsylvania have today? 

•  Since becoming a 
Commonwealth in 
1776, Pennsylvania 
has had five 
constitutional 
conventions 

•  The Constitution of 
1968 is the current 
PA Constitution 


