Handout #5 What was life like as a Pennsylvania Colonist?

The second generation of Quakers was inevitably different from the pioneers who had fled persecution. Quakerism was the dominant religion, and they were comfortable in their peaceful lives and Quaker routines. They mixed with non-Quakers, absorbing some of their ideas, and some left, or were forced to leave when they married non-Quakers. They were challenged for their relaxed approach as early as 1690, by George Keith, headteacher of the new school, and many of the hundred or so missionaries who visited over the years commented on the relative complacency they saw, and challenged it, sometimes with success. In 1758, for example, John Woolman appealed for an end to slavery amongst Quakers, catalysing real action at last. By 1776 no Pennsylvanian Quakers were involved.

Quakers such as James Logan, Thomas Story and others, were prominent in public life. They were often faced with awkward challenges imposed by the Crown, such as oath taking requirements for public officials, and military conflicts in which they wanted no part.  Some coped by withdrawing from office. Others ceased to be Quakers.  But for half a century many found ways of accommodating their principles while remaining in office, and the legislature remained largely in Quaker hands until the 1750s. The end of their involvement finally came as the independence movement grew. Their refusal to fight was seen as supporting the status quo, and the choice was stark and unavoidable. Either way, Quaker dominance in Pennsylvania politics came to an end.

Colonial Pennsylvania was a great success story in many ways. Its openness and freedoms made it a wonderful place for new ideas to develop. Science flourished (including many Quakers such as botanist John Bartram), and the American Philosophical Society and the University of Pennsylvania were founded. The economy prospered, with much international trade, and their currency was always sound. Pennsylvania became a major power amongst the colonies. It was in Philadelphia that the Declaration of Independence was crafted. The constitution of the new United States owed much to Penn’s vision of ‘inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’. Quakerism arose as a form of Christianity in England in the mid-1600s, when George Fox–who was not a trained minister but instead an uneducated shoemaker and son of a weaver–made an essential rediscovery: that God lives within and talks directly to people. “Great things did the Lord lead me into, and wonderful depths were opened unto me, beyond what can by words be declared”* – were the words he used to record a mystical experience in his Journal. It became apparent to Fox that something of the Divine is planted in each human being. He made it his life’s work to direct people to “the Spirit that gave forth the Scriptures, by which they might be led into all truth,”* becoming an itinerant evangelist.

England was ready for Fox’s message: It was in the throes of the Reformation, where the rituals, tithes and worldly habits of the established church were besieged by an explosion of fervor for the basic teachings of Jesus. More than any other factor, it was the availability of the Bible now being printed in English–scriptures that they could finally read for themselves without priestly intermediation and manipulatation–that primed the populace for Fox. By the end of his life in 1691 approximately 20% of the English population had become Quakers.

