
 

 

 1 

Simon Middleton, "Inventing Money in Early Pennsylvania." 
 

 

 

The first sensible analysis of exchange value as labor-time, made so clear as to seem almost 

commonplace, is to be found in the work of a man of the New World where the bourgeois 

relations of production imported together with their representatives sprouted rapidly in a soil 

which made up its lack of historical tradition with a surplus of humus. That man was Benjamin 

Franklin, who formulated the fundamental law of modern political economy… [and] declares it 

necessary to seek another measure of value than the precious metals, and that this measure is 

labour.     

 

Karl Marx, Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy, (1859) 

 

One of the first economists, after William Petty, to have seen through the nature of value, the 

famous Franklin, says this: Trade in general being nothing else but the exchange of labour for 

labour, the value of all things is… most justly measured by Labour... Franklin is not aware that in 

measuring the value of everything "in labour" he makes abstraction from any difference in the kinds 

of labour exchanged — and thus reduces them all equal human labour. Yet he states this without 

knowing it. 

 

Karl Marx, Capital, volume one (1867; London, 1976),142, note 18 

 

 

Introduction.    

 

On 10 April 1729, the twenty-three year old Benjamin Franklin published A Modest Enquiry into 

the Nature and Necessity of a Paper-Currency, a pamphlet advocating for an additional issue of 

paper money to lift Pennsylvania out of the latest recession in its trade, chiefly with the Caribbean 

plantation colonies.
1

 Pennsylvania issued its first public bills in 1723, in response to the credit 

crunch brought on the collapse of the South Sea Bubble (1720-21). The debate over the 

introduction of supplementary issues of paper money divided the province for the next six years.
2
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Franklin made two, related arguments in favor of a new issue. First, that the recent collapse of land 

values and farming incomes showed that a provincial prosperity depended on there being “a 

certain proportional quantity of money” in circulation regardless of its form.  Second, that as long 

as the notes were backed by provincial land and labor their value need not depreciate or “sink.” 

This was true of the “nature of value and money in general” which “Men have invented" to provide 

“a Medium of Exchange.” Although traders had long been “fixed upon gold and silver” as this 

medium, such metals were of no more “certain permanent value” than Pennsylvanian corn sold at 

its “natural price.” Indeed, the riches of any country ultimately depending upon the labor which 

produces the commodities upon which their commerce depended, and trade being no more than 

the exchange of labor for labor, “the value of all things is… justly measured by labour. 

 Modest Enquiry was the longest, single text that Franklin had published to date, and his 

first substantive foray into political economy.
3

 He likely took his understanding of the labor theory 

of value from William Petty, especially A Treatise of Taxes and Contributions (1662).
4

 The notion 

that labor inputs during production endow commodities with value which is later realized in 

exchange was taken up by subsequent political economists, including Adam Smith and David 

Ricardo and early socialists, such as Robert Owen and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. Franklin's 

reference to labor and value earned him a couple of mentions by Karl Marx, given in the header 

quotes. By the late nineteenth century, however, scholars schooled in theories of marginal utility 

were keen to stifle any association between Franklin and what they regarded as the "socialistic" 

conception of labor value.
5

 Marginal theorists equated value with buyers' wants and desires which 

could be calculated mathematically and plotted on graphs showing movements in supply, demand, 

and prices. It was this level of specificity -- regarding the "transformation" of  production inputs to 

exchange value measured by price -- that eluded labor theories and burnished the marginalists' 
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claims to a scientific approach.
6

 With this in mind, pioneer Franklin scholars emphasized his 

reliance on Petty as the earliest advocate of "Political Arithmetick" located within an emerging 

liberal political economy. In 1905 Max Weber bolstered this characterization, opening his 

influential essay, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, with a selection of the printer's 

maxims concerning the virtues of self-reliance, punctuality, and repute in money making. After 

1930, and publication of the first English edition of Weber's essay, it was this Franklin -- 

calculating, aphoristic, and the embodiment of the Calvinist work ethic -- who predominated in the 

scholarly and popular mind.
7

 It was an image that sat well with an impression of the era as witness 

to emergence of an ideology of possessive individualism and the foundations of modern liberal 

democracy.
8

 

 In the last half century or so Franklin's reputation -- as an exemplary American striver, 

founding father, racist enslaver -- has risen and fallen depending on the tenor of historiographical 

debate.
9

 However, his earliest writing on money and political economy has largely rested where it 

was laid at the turn of the twentieth century. Recent considerations of Modest Enquiry emphasize 

Franklin's youthful experience of the Massachusetts' currency debates and the influence of pro-

paper advocates such as the Reverend John Wise, a puritan supporter of a private bank scheme 

led by "Landed Men, and Great Merchants." Franklin's broader intellectual grounding, and his faith 

in self-interest and a society founded on mutual needs and interests, continues to be associated 

with the big names of early English political economy, such as Thomas Mun, William Petty, John 

Lock to name but a few. The labor theory of value is less prominent and, until recently, was 

considered to be so comprehensively discredited that even Marxist commentators wondered if 

there was anything worth salvaging from what was once presumed a central tenet of Marx's account 
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of the expropriation of workers' surplus value.
10

 Franklin is firmly located within an emerging 

discourse of "early modern liberalism," connecting him to David Hume, Adam Smith and, 

according to some, even John Maynard Keynes and modern approaches economic stimulus.
11

 The 

more Modest Enquiry becomes enveloped in this liberal tradition, however, the more we are 

diverted from considering Franklin in his immediate context, his audience, and why he made the 

arguments he did, including the emphasis on the labor theory of value which caught Marx's 

attention more than a century later. 

 Marx's mentions of Franklin were more than gratuitous, surviving years of tortuous 

manuscript revisions to make it into his published work. Moreover, although these references have 

usually been read as admiring, they had a critical edge.
12

 In 1859, Marx criticized Franklin's 

conception of labor value as derived from naturalized inputs of time and effort, rather than his own 

more abstract conception of "exchange value as labor-time." Eight years later Marx wrote 

approvingly of Franklin's identification of value with labor, but again noted the young printer's lack 

of understanding of the wider implications of his observations. In this second citation, in Capital 

volume one, Marx included Franklin's observations within a broader discussion commodities, 

value, and the myth of self-reliant individualism rendered in Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe 

(1719), which Marx used to parody classical political economists' simplistic accounts of labor value 

and de-socialized individuals. Charting the rise of this homo economicus, Marx argued, these 

accounts were equivalent to fiction in the way in which they obscured the real history of primitive 
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accumulation -- the enclosures of common land, the terrors of colonization and slavery -- that 

preceded the development of capitalism. Marx's key concern was distinguishing between the 

violence required to exploit peasants and enslaved workers, and the extraction of surplus from 

formally free workers who were the legal equals of their employers. The distinction was crucial to 

the related question that vexed Marx and his predecessors in classical political economy: how was 

profit and extraction of surplus value consistent with the principle of system-wide value equivalence 

of market exchanges? Marx's answer was that the commodification of labor power under 

capitalism produces a new and distinctive form of surplus, the aforementioned "exchange value as 

labor time." It is this form of value which exceeded the cost of deploying nominally free labor 

power and which, in the process of competitive production, accumulation, and investment, was 

transformed into capital.
13

 Thus Marx credits Franklin's identifying the salience of a labor theory of 

value in his colonial context, but he pairs him with Defoe as an advocate of an emerging and 

unconsciously violent perspective of bourgeois economics.  

 Recent historians have offered differing interpretations of arguments concerning political 

economy in the early eighteenth century. One influential perspective also considers the era as 

witness to a shift in economic ethics associated with market activities, emphasizing the anxieties 

associated with public credit, paper wealth, and what many considered a break with longstanding 

identification of civic virtue and moral personality with land based personal independence. This 

was especially evident in the 1720s, and the attacks by John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, in 

Cato's Letters, and country party Tories, such as Henry St John 1st Viscount Bolingbroke, on 

political corruption and immorality.
14

 More recently, a recasting of the liberal narrative has 

described the triumph of a Whig political economy, which was inspired rather than cowed by the 

new commercial society, and which advocated an expansive economic vision based on labor, 
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manufacturing, and the market in national and imperial economies.
15

 There are traces of both 

these interpretations in Pennsylvania's paper money controversy and Franklin's resort to the labor 

theory of value in Modest Enquiry. However, the literature that best captures the character of the 

colonial debate sits somewhere between the two and features historical subjects who were 

impatient with the old order and interested in pursuing new opportunities, while often unable to 

break free of the thrall of longstanding ethical rationales concerning legitimate and illicit gains.
16

 

This moral ambiguity was evident from early on in Pennsylvania, which was settled in 1682 

by Quakers boasting high-minded religious principles and activism. However, settlers and their 

wealthy governing elite soon clashed over what constituted legitimate gain and, briefly, even the use 

of enslaved labor. In the early eighteenth century these differences were dampened by the rise of a 

provincial oligarchy, mostly off the back of the fur trade with Native American traders and 

Pennsylvania's supply trade to the plantation colonies and the West Indies. However, when the 

South Sea Bubble broke it exposed the colony's underlying commercial frailties and reawakened 

earlier controversies regarding commerce and the Christian duties, this time in the context of the 

debate concerning the introduction of a paper currency.
17

 In the 1720s, however, the increasingly 

hackneyed debate between proprietary and provincial merchant versions of mercantilism were 

enlivened by a disruptive governor, William Keith, who weaponized popular resentment in favor 

of paper money and against the provincial elite. This inflamed tensions and prompted an 

unprecedented print war. By 1728-29 the province was deeply divided and needed a rationale for 

the expansion of paper money that could neutralize popular resentment and proprietary over-

reach, while restoring the dominance of a conservative provincial Quaker oligarchy. It was in this 

context that Franklin's Modest Enquiry, and advocacy of paper money based on the value of 

provincial labor, struck a chord. 
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Benjamin Franklin arrived in Pennsylvania in 1723 and after an eighteen month sojourn to 

London in 1724-1726, returned to Philadelphia in the midst of the dispute concerning paper 

money. His pamphlet appeared at the end of this lengthy dispute during which Franklin was 

mostly focused on securing the patronage necessary to make his start as a printer.  His emphasis 

on the labor theory of value as a secure foundation for public finance and trade reworked 

mercantilist views of provincial potential in ways that allowed him to advocate for increasing the 

money supply to a level at which all freeborn European colonists could pursue their interests. This 

had radical overtones, and gestured towards Pennsylvania's earlier religious mission, implying that 

ordinary settlers and their ventures would explore and justifiably exploit the colony's providential 

possibilities and limits. By advocating for the local management of money, Franklin also articulated 

a powerful sense of provincial autonomy within the empire, the implications of which became 

apparent over the next generation. However, as Marx discerned, Modest Enquiry also articulated a 

conservative, bourgeois vision, holding at its center a fictive and desocialized colonial subject 

similar to the eponymous Crusoe and subsequent classical political economy. Franklin's optimism 

regarding the future cultivation of the seemingly endless supply of land took did not register the 

claims and occupancy of Indigenous communities. Just as his valorization of Pennsylvania's 

farmers and artisans work took no account of the value produced by enslaved workers in the 

Caribbean which provided the markets for Pennsylvanian produce and the real underpinning for 

the value of their paper currency.  

 

Value and usury in Penn's "Holy Experiment." 

 

             Arguments concerning the production and distribution of value in Pennsylvania began 

soon after the colony's founding, on the basis of the charter granted to William Penn, on 4 March 

1681. Proprietary charters endowed holders with privileges to govern limited only by the proviso 

that their administration be not “repugnant” to the laws of England.
18

 Penn was in his late thirties 

and considered a crusading figure in the Quaker movement, within which piety implied more than 

just an inward devotional experience, and depended greatly on friends' ongoing interactions with 
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each other and neighboring outsiders.
19

 The prospect of a New World colony attracted attention 

across European pietist communities and Penn plunged into his role as the architect of a colonial 

"Holy Experiment." He promised that ordinary freeholders would be able to vote and qualify for 

public offices, and live as "sober and industrious People" in a community "govern'd by laws of yr 

makeing." In this way, the spiritual knowledge and “love and harmony” made possible by the 

indwelling spirit would be communicated and experienced within a well-regulated community.
20

 

Earning money from work and investments that served the community was a Christian and 

virtuous act, but Quakers were also cautioned against too great a focus on worldly affairs. Thus 

George Fox taught that when a man "wrongs his neighbors he wrongs himself" and all should "do 

unto others as he would they should do unto him." By the 1680s lending at interest was no longer 

considered usurious in English law, but many, and especially communities of zealous protestants, 

subscribed to a broader sense of the term which counselled against benefitting from cynical 

management and manipulation of future outcomes. As the gospel of Luke reminded believers, "if 

you lend only where you expect to be repaid, what credit is there in that? Even sinners lend to 

each other to be repaid in full."
21

 At the outset, William Penn warned against covetousness, noting 

“the Love of Money or Riches... is the Root of all Evil.”
22

 

 The problem was that the new colonial proprietor was also determined to supplement his 

already considerable personal fortune with colonial quitrents, and this required financial backers 

with ambitions of their own. Between July - October 1681 Penn awarded 30,000 acres to 300 or so 
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 In the preceding decade or so, Penn had suffered abuse and imprisonment, authored fifty books, 

pamphlets, and broadsides and travelled to Europe where he became something of a celebrity amongst Dutch and 

German pietists. Patrick Erben, "William Penn. German Pietist (?)," in Andrew R. Murphy and John Smolenski, The 

Worlds of William Penn (Rutgers, 2019), 232-248; Richard Alan Ryerson, ‘‘William Penn’s Gentry Commonwealth: 

An Interpretation of the Constitutional History of Early Pennsylvania, 1681–1701,’’ Pennsylvania History 61 (1994), 

393–428. 

 
20

 Penn Papers, 2: 84; Scharf, History of Philadelphia, 88-89; Hazard, Annals, 30-32; Smolenski, Friends, 42 

and ch 2 passim. 

 

 
21

 George Fox, Journal of George Fox (London, Thomas Ellwood, ed, 1696), 26-27, cited in Alfred L. 

Brophy, " 'Ingenium Est Fateri Per Quos Profeceris:' Francis Daniel Pastorius’ Young Country Clerk’s Collection and 

Anglo-American Legal Literature, 1682-1716,” The University of Chicago Law School Roundtable, vol. 3, issue 2, 

(1996); Dwight Codr, Raving At Usurers: Anti-Finance and the Ethics of Uncertainty in England, 1690-1750 

(Charlottesville, 2016), 2. New Testament in Luke 6: 34 – 35. 

 
22

 William Penn, A Discourse DISCOURSE Shewing the Nature and Discipline Of the HOLY Cross of 

Christ,  2d. ed., (London, 1682), 245, 244–72.  



 

 

 9 

investors, mostly land-owning gentry and merchants some of whom were established in Barbados 

and regarded Pennsylvania as a suitable extension of their New World interests. These wealthy 

Quakers envisioned themselves at the head of a social hierarchy sustained by deferential farmers 

and artisans whose role was to produce the crops necessary to provide for marketable surpluses 

with which the province would pay for imported necessaries. In 1682 and 1683 twenty-three ships 

brought 3000 colonists who were seeking a new start, 600 of whom settled at Philadelphia. Around 

the same time, the First and Second Frames of Government were issued, reflecting the more 

socially-conservative vision.
 23

 New clauses diluted earlier commitments to popular sovereignty, 

favoring a council elite officials who possessed of the necessary "Wisdom, Virtue, and Ability."
24

 In 

the spring of 1684 Penn returned to London to defend his title in boundary disputes with 

neighboring Maryland. Once home, he became embroiled in the controversies surrounding the 

Exclusion Crisis and then the Glorious Revolution, preventing his return for fifteen years. In the 

interim the colony boomed under the leadership of an increasingly self-regarding Quaker oligarchy 

led by Thomas Lloyd, a gentlemen and graduate in medicine and law from Jesus College, Oxford. 

Keen to realize what they regarded as just gains, Lloyd and his associates disregarded Penn's 

idealistic, communitarian land schemes, took up the choicest tracts of land, and subdivided them 

into dispersed and unequal farms and smallholdings.  

 The prioritizing of spiritual practices soon yielded to economic interests and the search for 

gain. Just as in early New England, the availability of land in Pennsylvania drew migrants flush with 

coin from the pre-departure asset sales, creating lively markets for supplies. Independent merchant 

importers disregarded the commercial privileges awarded to pioneering bodies, such as the Society 

of Traders, creating resentments that endured for decades.
25

 Provincial administrators and 

investors recognized the potential for grain and commodities to find "a good market in Barbados, 

Jamaica, and the Carib Islands," and like other northern colonies Pennsylvania's business model 

largely depended on earning specie and trade value in Caribbean markets. The authorities 
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introduced monetary innovations to foster the development of local production and markets, 

manipulating exchange rates of foreign coins to attract "money to promote trade, and make 

payments more easy."
 26

 Observing that in the "infancy of things" it was necessary that local crops 

"pass in lieu of money," they designated hemp and flax as "Current pay, be-twixt Man and Man" at 

four and eight pence per pound; other grains and provisions served as similar commodity 

substitutes "accompted as Current pay" at market prices.
27

 Contracts agreed at other rates risked 

been held as void in local courts which provided legal remedies for colonists, knitting dispersed 

communities together as part of a shared monetary and legal culture.
28

 Speculators bought up land 

and settled newcomers with bare reference to the proprietor, whose quitrents went uncollected or 

were settled with commodity "current money" leading to civil suits. Thus one Quaker yoeman, 

John Simcock, who had gone to jail in England rather than pay unjust tithes, insisted that since 

"country produce" was made lawful pay Penn and his collectors would have to accept his payment 

in corn or find a local jury that would make him pay in specie.
29

 

 Migrants arrived from England and across Europe and wrote home in the hope of 

attracting others to join the venture. In 1683, Franz Daniel Pastorius, a highly-educated lawyer and 

writer from Windsheim in Franconia, led a group to settle at Germantown near Philadelphia. His 

letters and commonplace book give a sense of the settlers' piety, hopes, and ambitions. 

Philadelphia's sat on the banks of two navigable rivers, Pastorius wrote to correspondent back 

home, making it ideal for trade links with nearby settlements but also markets in London, 

Rotterdam, and down the Rhine to Frankfurt on the Main, Wesel, and Duisburg. From just 

thirteen households in 1683, he reported, the community had grown to fifty in five years; new 

arrivals could expect to secure fifty acres at a minimum quitrent which was theirs to keep "as if he 

had purchased the land in perpetuity for himself and his heirs."
30

 Craftsmen were in demand and 
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could expect good wages; servants who completed their terms and children who came of age also 

received fifty acres and citizenship. Pastorius looked forward to economic self-sufficiency. It was 

true, he noted, that early on there was "nothing but wilderness" and they had to "pay rather dearly 

of our own money to have food supplies brought over from [New] Jersey." However, now they 

could provide for themselves and even "serve neighboring communities" with what they produced. 

There was enough to send their surplus grain and cattle to the Caribbean in exchange for "for 

brandy, sirup, sugar and salt" and to trade with Native American suppliers for high quality furs 

which they sent back to England. They held annual trade fairs although "not for the sake of profit 

or grievous usury," but "in order to keep our money in the province" and "enable any of those 

among us to purchase whatever another has produced beyond his own needs," so that need not sail 

"over to neighboring islands, carrying their money with them."
31

  

 Other accounts emphasize the struggle to achieve Pastorius's vision. Thomas Tryon, a 

London-based shepherd turned hatter and mystic, whose vegetarianism and writings later 

influenced a young Benjamin Franklin, warned migrants not to focus on attempts to "enrich 

ourselves" and to concentrate on building houses, trade, and manufactures that were "Temples of 

Holiness and Righteousness."
32

 In a similar vein Thomas Budd, a Quaker trader, published a 

comprehensive review of Pennsylvania's geography, climate, and flora, and the commodities that 

could be sold to the West Indies and England and ensure the "Planters enrichment," the 

"Merchants advantage," and the "benefit of the Inhabitants in general."
33

 Budd also outlined a 

monetary scheme, seemingly based on Virginia tobacco notes, in which a public store took in 

harvests of hemp, flax and linen and issued the producers notes which could then "pass from one 

man to another all one as Money." This "Bank of Monies and Credit" would enhance liquidity by 
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facilitating the assigning of notes, bonds, and bills of exchange, and providing mortgages for 

families wishing to purchase a few thousand acres. In this way, Budd set out in a long and detailed 

text, the income from interest on loans could provide for public schools so that the children of "the 

poor and Indians" would receive "like learning with the Rich People."
34

 Neither Tryon nor Budd 

underestimated the challenges facing the colonists, but both considered their plans achievable if 

only there was "a good understanding to those that are in authority amongst us" and those who 

already had a "great store of Money" invested in their co-religionists now living in a "distressed 

Condition."
35

  

 By the late 1680s the powerful Quaker oligarchy and wealthy settlers' single-minded pursuit 

of their own interests seemed to many to the jeopardize the religious ideals and the general good. 

Those who could afford to do so took on indentured servants or hired laborers to produce grain 

and other saleable commodities, leading to the lively local markets for servants, wage and price 

inflation, and disagreements concerning commodity money substitutes. Debtors who could not 

settle their obligations were subject to a term of compulsory service.
36

 Their status approaching that 

of enslaved people imported by wealthy Quakers, prompting criticism from those who opposed 

slavery. Leading Quakers, including William Penn, had been active as enslavers since the 

Barbadian sugar boom in the 1660s. They took the view that their African bondspeople were 

natural slaves who could be legitimately coerced to work and disciplined, as long as they also 
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received instruction on Christianity.
37

 However, Tryon and others denounced the enslavers and 

also the growing inequalities between richer, middling, and poorer families which allowed some to 

enjoy illicit gains and live comfortable and respectable family lives, while others were unable to 

maintain households and parent their children according to accepted mores.
38

 In 1688 Pastorius 

and the residents of Germantown issued a formal protest against slavery on moral and political 

grounds, connecting it to usurious practices in the colony.  

 

 If in Christian Doctrine we abide, then God is surely on our side; But if we Christ's 

 Precepts transgress, Negroes by Slavery oppress, And white ones grieve by usury (Two 

 evils, which to Heaven cry), We've neither God, not Christ his son, But straightaways travel 

 Hellwards on. 

 

The Yearly Meeting rejected the Germantown protest for having "so General a Relation to many 

other Prts," but discontent grew with what many regarded as a dispiriting focus on gain and 

perversion of the original vision.
39

  

 In 1688, Penn, re-asserted his authority in Pennsylvania by appointing a non-Quaker 

lieutenant governor from outside the provincial clique. John Blackwell was a Cromwellian military 

veteran, who had left for New England following the revocation of his Irish properties at the end of 

the Civil Wars. Shortly after arriving, he noted the exorbitant wages and prices and the exploitation 

of the local population by Quaker merchant importers and creditors, quipping that the "hosts of 

Musqueetos are worse than armed men" but the "men without Armes worse than they... each 

praying with his neighbor on First Days, and the preying on him the other six."
40

 Blackwell 
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recommended a public land bank and paper money scheme, adapted from a plan first proposed 

in Massachusetts, as a more amenable foundation for provincial commerce.
41

  But the concerted 

opposition of Lloyd and his associates ensured Blackwell's departure after only eighteen months. 

The Quaker oligarchy's administration appeared unassailable. However, in 1691 an influential 

minister, George Keith, provoked a dispute concerning the practice of faith which galvanized 

opposition to the provincial elite. The theological disagreement concerning the conception of Jesus 

Christ as both God and a man and his relationship to the Inner Light was so arcane that Keith's 

opponents accused him "specious pretence" and modern historians still puzzle over the details.
42

 

However, while the recondite detail of the dispute concerning faith was likely lost on the majority, 

Keith's challenge to Pennsylvania's leadership drew considerable support from discontented 

middling farmers and artisans and divided the colony on questions of economic justice and slavery 

through the 1690s. In the absence of the kind of administration and monetary schemes imagined 

by Budd, Blackwell and others, the ambition to build a new Jerusalem on the banks of the 

Delaware had fallen victim to the power and interests of a merchant oligarchy.
43

   

 In 1699 Penn returned, once again seeking to restore his authority and interests. Pennsylvania's 

population had quadrupled to fifteen thousand, many were internal migrants escaping the wars in New 
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England and New York. Initially Penn sought to confirm the crown's and so his prerogative. When this 

failed he switched to advocating on behalf of provincial rights. A 1701 Charter provided for a provincial 

governor, appointed by the proprietor, and an elected Assembly of twenty-six representatives drawn 

from Philadelphia but mostly the Quaker dominated three rural counties. The governor's council could 

offer advice but, unlike other colonies, had no status as an upper house and did not validate laws 

proposed by the Assembly. Philadelphia also got a new corporate charter, providing for a self-

perpetuating common council which served as a municipal and judicial authority. The reforms 

established the ground for decades of political wrangling between advocates for provincial and 

proprietary rights.
44

 By 1712 Penn's prospects looked so poor that he began negotiations to sell his 

interest to the crown for £12,000, but was thereafter incapacitated by a stroke.
45

 The colony's fortunes 

improved following the Treaty of Utrecht (1713-15) and the rise of West Indian supply trade. 

Prosperity calmed political discontents, and entrenched the authority of  the Quaker merchants and 

landowners whose self-serving mercantilist vision prevailed. Pennsylvania competed with New York 

and Massachusetts, who laid duties on their exports and cried up local exchange rates to draw their 

specie away.
46

 Still Pennsylvania boomed, drawing thousands of Scots-Irish and German migrants in 

search of land, and making Philadelphia the fastest-growing city in the British Empire.
47

 In 1718 Penn 

died, penniless.  Penn's passing launched a decade-long dynastic struggle between his first and second 

families, during which the colony confronted divisive issues relating to over land sales, frontier security, 

and the introduction of paper money following the collapse of the South Sea Bubble.
48

    

 

Jacobite mercantilism. 
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 One of Penn's last acts was to appoint William Keith as lieutenant-governor in 

Pennsylvania. Keith was from a minor branch of a venerable Highland family, who  

had served for six centuries as retainers to the kings of Scotland. Unsurprisingly, Keith followed 

James II into exile in Paris after the Glorious Revolution, but had to return to London in 1703-4 

owing to diminished family fortunes. Keith was a Jacobite, who identified with a conservative 

Enlightenment: he was interested in new knowledge and innovation, but committed to the 

legitimate monarch as the strongest bulwark against threats from foreign powers, political 

corruption, and declining public morals.
49

 By 1713 he had trained as a lawyer, married well, and 

through a connection to the Tory minister, Robert Harley, secured the post of Surveyor-General 

of Customs for the southern American colonies at five hundred pounds per annum. He was a 

vigorous crown official, brushing aside challenges to his collection of the customs revenues in 

Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, the Carolinas, Bahamas, and Jamaica.
50

 Keith considered 

England's American colonies as subaltern territories dedicated to producing primary crops and 

providing markets for domestic manufacturers. In 1715, he lost his position to a Whig purge of 

Tory appointees, but managed to land the job of Lieutenant Governor in Pennsylvania arriving in 

Philadelphia in 1717. For a time he worked well with the proprietors’ representatives and allies, 

including  James Logan, who had come to Pennsylvania as Penn's secretary in 1699 and thereafter 

rose to prominence as the family's leading representative on the provincial council, while also 

serving as mayor of Philadelphia and making his fortune in the fur and merchant trade. Isaac 

Norris, Logan's ally and also a prominent merchant, considered Keith a man "of Sense and 

Humanity" although early on he observed that his "way of living" might require greater 

"maintenance" than previous incumbents. Little did either man imagine just how much 

maintenance Keith would require.
51
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 Pennsylvania had suffered periodic specie dearth before, but nothing prepared the 

province for the collapse of the South Sea Bubble which deprived them of currency they 

considered “Sinews of life and Trade."
52

 In Philadelphia shipyards fell silent, and the number of 

vessels clearing the port plummeted from 130 to 79 in 1721-23. Farmer and artisans' incomes and 

land values collapsed and debt litigation soared.
53

 While the Penn family in London bickered over 

the division of the estate, Keith saw an opportunity for the himself and the crown. Like other 

colonial officials, he favored a more unified administrative approach to the Indian trade and 

defense against the French in the west. He was particularly critical of provincial merchants, whose 

pursuit of their own "trading interests" and determination to "crush their neighbours" hampered 

effective governance. Keith was fond of observing that "unanimity is the life of business," and he 

had no qualms about combining his private ventures with public projects, for example surveying 

lands not yet ceded by their Native occupants as sites for future ironworks and gristmills.
54

 He also 

relished his social status. In 1721, he inherited his father's title, dropped the “Esq” from his 

signature, and thereafter signed his letters as the “Baronet and Governor of the Colony of 

Pennsylvania.”
55

 He issued executive proclamations that handed monopolies to supporters, 

removed the Penn's official appointees, and provided a charter of incorporation to the City of New 

Castle in the Lower Counties.
56

 His critics suspected Keith “to be very much in a state of 
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independency," and in the aftermath of the bubble he confirmed their worst fears when he 

launched a scheme to take-over of the colony.  

 Keith's support for provincial paper money was crucial to his plan, and for a time it won 

him important allies, not least the Quaker merchant, Francis Rawle. Rawle was nearing sixty when 

the recession hit, and had a long history of antagonism with Keith's chief opponents in the 

proprietary party and ruling oligarchy. Rawle was a constitutional conservative, who considered the 

original 1683 Frame of Government as the legitimate foundation of provincial authority. So much 

so, that when William Penn had briefly lost his charter in 1692, Rawle favored royal rule under the 

Tory governor, Benjamin Fletcher, over the claim of the provincial Quaker leadership led by 

Thomas Lloyd.
57

 Through marriage and family connections, Rawle became involved in the defense 

of the Society of Traders. He also joined the Keithians in the schism of the 1690s. Rawle was the 

kind of Quaker who took cautions concerning the combination of commerce and spiritual life to 

heart. His support for the introduction of paper currency was revealing. In 1721, writing as a "lover 

of the country, Rawle diagnosed provincial ills as the result of a specie dearth resulting from a 

balance of trade deficit, which he blamed on the poor quality of Pennsylvanian flour (compared to 

New York’s) and the wanton import of rum and molasses, which was consumed as rum and used 

as a commodity money substitute. This had led to disorderly commerce and reliance on the 

“scandalous custom…of endless trust and beggarly discount.” He recommended inspections to 

improve the quality of exports and duties to reduce imports. Echoing schemes first set out by 

Budd thirty years previously, he also called for a limited issue of money backed by land and 

“public authority," arguing that it did not matter whether the money be made of "pewter, silver, 

spelter, brass or paper" as long as it made "pay… more ready and punctual.” This would free 

Pennsylvania of its dependence on credit and commodity money substitutes which ruined "the 

common people" their “Trades and Callings discouraged and valued at nought" and the province at 
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large which was regarded "by all Foreigners, as a Country beggarly and scandalous, not worth 

Trading with.”
58

 

 Pennsylvania held annual Assembly elections, usually in early October, and they were often 

rambunctious affairs. The poll in 1721 was especially vigorously contested and provincial voters 

ousted thirteen, mostly wealthy, assemblymen associated with the proprietary party, and put in 

relative political novices representing rural and artisanal constituencies. Jonathon Dickinson and 

Isaac Norris, who between them boasted a dozen Assembly terms, were replaced by William 

Tidmarsh, a Quaker smallholder from the outskirts of Philadelphia, elected his first and only term, 

and Benjamin Vining, an Anglican sea captain and shipbuilder in his late thirties, who had 

previously only served one term as a city representative.
59

 Thereafter the new Assembly received 

petitions from “sundry Merchants, Traders," and “considerable Number of Inhabitants," seeking 

relief from the credit squeeze. In response, the legislators offered various, populist measures, most 

of which were described in Rawle's pamphlet: they reduced port and legal fees and millers’ 

charges, restricted the hiring out of slaves, and introduced annual elections for tax assessors; they 

raised duties on imported liquors and molasses and on exported deer skins, lowered interest rates 

from 8 to 6 per cent, monetized hemp as a commodity substitute, and cried-up local coin values.
60

 

They held back from issuing paper money although the pressure grew, not least Keith who 

advocating for lower interest rates and take the side of provincial debtors over their impatient 

creditors, declaring that it was not “the Great, the Rich, nor the Learned that compose the Body of 

any People” but the "poor laborious and Industrious Part of Mankind."
61

 In December 1722 he 

wrote to the Board of Trade, making the case for a public currency that would restore colonial 

markets for British manufactures and which was only opposed by a handful of lawyers and those 
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he cast as "a few rich usurers here," who were "violently bent on opposing the people's inclination to 

paper money."
62

  

 Despite Keith's populist advocacy and a growing lobby within and beyond the Assembly, 

the case for paper money remained far from clear cut. Early on a majority of assemblymen were 

clearly intent on trying the usual remedies for the decline in trade, sticking with tried and trusted 

monetary fixes such as expanding current money commodity substitutes to include wheat, beef, 

pork, hemp, and flax which would "pass on all Occasions as ready Money."
63

 Moreover, those who 

would end up as the most vociferous opponents of paper money -- such as James Logan and Isaac 

Norris who suspected Keith of weaponizing the issue to stir up “a Levelling spirit” -- did not 

initially reject proposals for provincial bills outright. Their chief worry was the lack silver to back 

provincial notes.
64

 In January 1723 Logan submitted a lengthy, legalistic memorandum organized 

under eight "heads" in which he noted parliament’s disapproval of tampering with currency and that 

the Bank of England's “Exchequer Bills” were considered “equal in Value with Silver.” If the 

province was determined to produce its own paper notes, he recommended that “whole sum 

struck [should] be but small,” secured by sound collateral, and quickly “sunk” or redeemed in a 

“just Manner.” Logan was unable to conceive of public paper bills as anything other than a risky 

version of a personal note. Whereas specie and commodities possessed intrinsic value, public 

paper no more than a promise to pay at some point in the future and, in Logan's view, could not 

work outside a circle of those who could be relied upon to pay their debts.  Without this backing, 

public paper promises were unlikely to be fulfilled or, even worse, they would be satisfied with yet 

another bill and so circulate endlessly. Like Rawle, Logan cast the commercial downturn and 

declining balance of trade in terms of personal exchange and public morals, and especially the 

need to curb provincial appetite for imported rum. “Commonly people become wealthy by 
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Sobriety and Industry," Logan wrote, "and poor by Luxury, Idleness, and Folly.”
65

 Early on it might 

have been possible for these different stakeholders to work out a compromise, as they ultimately 

would in 1729. However, over the next four years Keith's populist campaign to harness the popular 

call for paper money to his own cause provoked a rancorous debate affording us some insight into 

what were considered the province's political economy alternatives.  

 In January 1723, Keith previewed his position in a memorandum satirizing Logan's 

legalistic presentation and denouncing his discussion of credit as akin to "Mathematicks" and 

presented with such "Subtilty of an Artlet Truth or Falsehood" that it was surely "misapprehended 

by the plainest, and general speaking... Part of Mankind."
66

 In the Assembly a “Long debate” 

addressed Logan's concerns and there was broad agreement on an issue of fifteen thousand 

pounds in paper notes, to be loaned out in sums of no more than one hundred pounds at five per 

cent interest “for the benefit of the poor [and] industriousness sort of people.”
67

 The notes were 

legal tender for all debts, and counterfeiters were subject to having their “ears cut off,” or receive 

thirty lashes on their bare backs and be fined or sold into servitude. Three hand-picked 

commissioners oversaw a new General Loan Office, managing loans secured by mortgages on land 

and property and taking in notes as they circulated back as public payments.
68

 Writing privately, 

and rising above Keith's taunts, Logan sounded upbeat, observing that “if we have no more of it" 

then the paper currency "may prove rather useful than injurios to us.” His tone quickly changed, 

however, when Keith authorized a second issue of five thousand pounds by the Lower Counties, 

emphasizing their controversial semi-autonomy from Pennsylvania.
69

 Next it was rumored that 

Keith was organizing two political organizations to organize in favor of the governor and paper 

money: a Gentlemen’s Club for his substantial backers, and the “Tiff Club,” named for a Scottish 

 
 

 
65

 Penn Archives, Eighth Ser., 2: 1469-72. 

 

 
66

 Penn Archives, Eighth Ser., 2:1474-83; Wendel, "Life of Keith," 142-45. 

  

 
67

 Act accompanied by other remedial legislation favoring debtors and interest set at 5 per cent over a 8 year 

redemption period. The security provisions were more conservative than Keith suggested and favored those who were 

already landowners in Penn Archives, Eighth, 2: 1478, 1514, 1520, 1524. “A Paper containing the further Sentiments 

of the Gentleman, Merchants &c,” Penn Archives, Eighth, 2: 1486-93. 

  

 
68

 Pennsylvania Statutes, 1722-23, 324-38, 360-62, 389-407; Wendell, "Life of Keith," 146-47. 

 

 
69

 Penn Archives, Second, 7: 81; Logan to Goldney, 27 Feb 1723, Penn Archives, Eighth, 2: 1510. 

 



 

 

 22 

drink taken liberally at their meetings, for artisan supports who were also known as the “leather 

aprons.”
70

   

 In September Logan used his position as justice for the grand jury in the Philadelphia court 

of quarter sessions to issue a sixteen page address, warning of a growing threat to the balance of 

power within the government which was the province's "greatest human blessing." Without such 

balance the weak would become the prey of the strong, there would be no justice in exchange, and 

working people would be unable to live sober, frugal, and industrious lives and "will undoubtedly 

become poorer.”
 71

 Logan prepared to sail for London, to raise the alarm with the Penn family 

regarding Keith's machinations. Even as he did so, the positive effects of the paper money issue 

were clear. Merchant vessels returned to Philadelphia, the wharves were busy, and shipwrights and 

associated trades built twice the number of vessels than the year before.
72

 The 1723 Assembly 

elections returned Rawle to office, along with David Lloyd, an old adversary of Logan and the 

proprietary interest.  Lloyd supported further issues of paper money in part to fund public works 

in Philadelphia.
73

 In the Assembly a mixed group "Keithians" produced pro-paper money reports, 

drafted legislation, and organized the votes. Logan denounced them as "mobbish" rabble rousers. 

In reality, they were an eclectic group, comprising physicians, blacksmiths, farmers, and small 

traders. Some were stalwart Quakers, others Anglicans; some had officeholding experience, others 

were political novices. Most were in their mid 30s-40s and had come to the colony in their teens or 

early twenties. Several owned multiple city lots and houses, in addition to small holdings in nearby 

townships such as Northern Liberties. Some were importers and traders, with shops on Front 

Street and so first-hand experience of the impact of currency shortage on a retail trade. Others had 

served as Anglican vestrymen and church wardens, arranging relief for those pitched into poverty 
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by the recession; some were trying to launch new ventures, establishing gristmills and furnaces or 

investing in salt imports to produce salt-cod for West Indian plantations.
74

 In short, they were men 

on the make and civic improvers with ambitions for themselves and the community. 

 In December 1723 Keith wrote to the Board of Trade, again making the case for paper 

money as "no other than an artificial and harmless contrivance to make perishable commodities 

produced by our labour legal tender in all dealings amongst ourselves."
75

 The same month the pro-

paper assemblymen legislated for a further emission of £30,000, easing the terms by extending the 

loan period from eight to twelve and a half years.
76

 Also they pushed for greater liquidity, calling on 

the commissioners to increase the maximum loan amount to two hundred pounds -- if they still 

held notes four months after they were printed. When “diverse Inhabitants” complained of being 

excluded from consideration because they held their estates “on Ground-Rents” rather than 

freehold, Keith insisted they be given loans, declaring that “whatever Construction the Lawyers" of 

the legislation, loans should go to all “industrious and frugal Inhabitants” who contributed to the 

“Conveniency and Enlargement of the City.” The public notices, promised in the legislation, 

detailing notes issued and redeemed failed to appeared; instead the colony's only newspaper, the 

American Weekly Mercury, carried notices urging loan applicants to arrange for suitable 

collateral.
77

 Conservatives reacted bitterly to the relaxation of controls over what they now 

considered “our rotten paper money” and a “Vile paper Currency.” For opponents the issues of 

paper money were fast becoming the “contrivance & refuge of Bankrupts and designers” and an 
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“abuse on all Creditors,” particularly the Penn's, whose supporters petitioned the Assembly to 

insist that their quitrents and other debts be paid in sterling rather than paper.
78

 

Franklin in Philadelphia and London. 

 In the spring of 1723 seventeen year old Benjamin Franklin fled his apprenticeship in his 

brother's print shop and travelled to New York and then Philadelphia, arriving in October in the 

midst of the recession and burgeoning dispute concerning paper money. In his Autobiography 

Franklin remembered seeing empty properties in fashionable neighborhoods, such that it seemed 

like the "Inhabitants of the City were deserting it one after another.”
79

 He sought work with Andrew 

Bradford, the official printer and publisher of the Mercury, but ended up in a print shop run by 

Samuel Keimer, recently arrived from London where he had been a follower of the Camisards, 

also known as the French Prophets. In his Autobiography Franklin was unremittingly critical of 

Keimer, whom he considered  “very ignorant of the World” with “a good deal of the Knave in his 

Composition.” Keimer's affairs do seem to have been a little chaotic, but he had enjoyed success in 

London, before ending up in debtors' prison, and boasted connections to writers such as Daniel 

Defoe, whom Franklin much admired.
80

 Following his arrival in Philadelphia, Keimer continued to 

innovate, and was first colonial printer to produce copies of Trenchard and Gordon's Cato’s 

Letters. After a chance meeting with William Keith, then at the zenith of his influence, Franklin 

agreed to go to London and secure type and printing supplies with which to become established in 

Philadelphia. When he could not secure backing from his family, and having already running up 

personal debts, Franklin accepted a letter of credit from Keith. Despite his lack of a position, 

Franklin was sufficiently confident about his future to propose marriage to Deborah Read, before 

sailing for London in November 1724. 
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 In London, Franklin soon discovered that Keith's introduction was worthless, but over the 

next nineteenth months he secured well-paid work in city print shops and refined his craft. The 

studious young colonist arrived in the midst of a stream of published books, pamphlets, and essays 

concerning political economy and money which likely influenced his writing of Modest Enquiry. 

Some were reproduced from earlier debates relating to the recoinage and establishment of the 

Bank of England in the 1690s. John Asgill wrote in support of paper notes as a "Necessity that 

either must be done or a worse thing will ensue for want of it," and like others identified land as the 

source of national wealth.
81

 Others were new and contemporary controversies concerning money 

and intrinsic value. Thus Jonathan Swift celebrated Drapier’s Letters protested a scheme by 

William Wood, a Birmingham ironmaster, who obtained a royal patent to supply Ireland with 

copper coin which Swift feared would drive out silver.
82

 In 1725 Franklin met the Dutch emigre, 

Bernard Mandeville, author of the infamous The Fable of The Bees (1714), which compared 

society to a hive and mankind to bees bound together less by moral rectitude than by their 

individual and competitive pursuit of their self-interest. Mandeville was inspired by Pierre Bayle, 

and the view that human action was motivated by self-love and pride, and controversially argued 

that private vices could produce public virtues such as the creation of employment and wealth. In 

1723 he reprinted his essay, which was especially controversial given the financial scandals, as part 

of a celebrated exchange with Francis Hutcheson who pushed back on self-interest theories arguing 

for a God-given moral sense that naturally predisposes men to live together and directed their 

behavior in search of others' approval. In 1725 Franklin wrote a Dissertation on Liberty and 

Necessity, Pleasure and Pain, a philosophical essay in which he is generally considered to have 

Mandeville's position, although he later disowned his essay which is now usually considered an act 

of teenage rebellion.
83
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 Franklin was a particular admirer of Daniel Defoe, whose work he had read, and 

plagiarized, while still an apprentice in Boston.
84

 Defoe wrote quickly and voluminously about all 

manner of topics, and as a political journalist dwarfed his contemporaries in terms of output and 

notoriety.
85

 He worked as a pen for hire, for both Whigs and Tories, and was particularly known as 

a commentator on political economy.
86

 Modern biographers credit his reporting of real events -- for 

example The Storm (1704) and A Journal of the Plague Year (1722) -- with developing a new 

observational style, combining naturalism, new science, and economics in prose that was part 

political tract and part sermon on the manifestation of divine providence in the affairs of man.
87

 

Like Mandeville and others, Defoe viewed individuals as fundamentally selfish and self-interested, 

but also capable of socially beneficial actions. In his first book, An Essay on Projects (1697), Defoe 

defended public-private initiatives and the people who backed them from charges of scheming, 

corruption, and usury. Instead, he recast the projectors as problem solvers and risk takers who 

pursued uncertain ventures -- such as the schemes for widows pensions and highway improvements 

-- with the potential for public good.
88

 Defoe was similarly fascinated by the potential of public and 

private credit. A fierce critic of manipulation by stockjobbers, "biters," and usurers, Defoe also 

extolled the virtues of credit for extending commerce to new areas and thereby developing the 

potential of the providential economy.
89

 Overall, Defoe evoked an "economic sublime," in which 

gains were licit when earned from ventures that tested an individual's ingenuity against worldly 

uncertainties and divine providence. Thus he celebrated manufacturing as a process whereby mere 
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mortals reworked raw materials so they lose the "Appearance of their first Quality, assuming New 

Names and Figures, as the several uses," and in so doing came closest to the transforming power of 

God. Similarly, trade fulfilled the divine will by promoting intercourse and distributed of goods via 

mutually-advantageous exchange around a world that God had created with disparate peoples 

inhabiting distinctive geographies and enjoying access to varied natural resources.
90

   

 This notion of the economic sublime and an ethics of uncertainty featured in Robinson 

Crusoe, published as the popular fascination with the possibilities of distant colonies drove up the 

stock of Law's Mississippi Company and the South Sea Company to dizzying levels. The 

eponymous hero -- an English adventurer, merchant, and enslaver with a plantation in Brazil -- is 

marooned by a shipwreck for twenty-eight years on an island somewhere in the Pacific. As the 

novel was published, Defoe was involved in the announcement of a new colony at the mouth of 

the Orinoco River. His description of the flora and fauna in Crusoe was so realistic that some 

readers thought he was describing a real place. In the novel, Crusoe relies on his ingenuity to build 

a comfortable lifestyle (raising goats, making pots and bread, even building a woodland "country 

seat") such that he not only builds a tolerable life, but ends up as king of the island and served by a 

slave, Friday.
91

 In reality, Defoe was skeptical regarding the investment opportunity of the South 

Sea Company and the Asiento -- which gave the Company license to supply slaves to the Spain's 

American colonies. Like some of his contemporaries, Defoe opposed slavery in principle and 

considered the keeping enslaved people in ignorance of scripture as evil, hence the Crusoe's 

religious instruction of Friday. However, he accepted slavery as justified by the interests of those 

involved in the trade and for the benefits it brought the English and their empire.
92

 The novel's 

central ethical issue relates not to Crusoe's enslaving of Friday, but his defiance of his father's 

wishes that he stay home and follow a safe, respectable, and financially-secure life. Instead the 

youthful protagonist leaves for a life of adventure in which he ends up marooned. HIs subsequent 

redemption confirms him as a hero for rejecting his father's complacency and placing his faith in 

his individual ingenuity and providence. Crusoe is a risk taker whose prudence and calculation in 
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pursuit of gain is shielded from characterization as mere covetousness by his willingness to submit 

to the uncertainties of fortune and divine will.
93

 

 During Franklin's London sojourn, Defoe was at the height of his powers, writing sequels 

to Crusoe and joining in the excoriation of financial corruption suspected in the collapse of the 

Mississippi Company and South Sea Bubble.
94

 It is hard to imagine Franklin not being influenced 

by Defoe's printed output and exploration of themes relating to economic sublime and 

providentialism. Defoe gave Franklin and his peers a religious ethic that met their need to believe 

in God in the same way as their parents, while not necessarily sharing the older generation's 

unquestioning faith or being able to "prove" divine existence.
95

 Almost half a century later, Franklin 

began his Autobiography with a narrative structure that imitated Crusoe, beginning with a son 

defying his father's wishes and thereafter featuring passages, such as the description of the journey 

from Boston to Philadelphia, which came so close to Defoe as to strike some historians as an 

homage.
96

 Towards the end of Franklin's time in the capital, Defoe's writing on England's economic 

potential and social problems likely also have struck a chord with the young and still struggling 

printer. It was common for commentators, such as Mandeville, to blame the poor for their 

condition and to favor regulations that kept the indigent in their place and if necessary force them 

to work.
97

 However, Defoe was more sympathetic to the plight of those caught up in adverse 

conditions not of their own making, for example supporting the Spitalfields silk weavers in their 

lengthy protest against the East India Company and the imported calicoes that ruined their trade.
98

 

In his Complete English Tradesmen (1726), Defoe also affirmed the contribution of the middling 

sort that Franklin aspired to join, and provided detailed advice on how to negotiate risk they faced 

in an increasingly uncertain world. 
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 After nineteen months in London Franklin's own fortunes were on the wane. He had 

arrived with “15 Pistoles” -- Spanish gold coins with an equivalent sterling value of thirteen shillings 

-- and his printing work paid well. However, his reserves were quickly “consum’d” by small loans 

made to James Ralph, an idle and unreliable Philadelphia friend with whom he lodged. Franklin's 

salvation lay with Thomas Denham, a Philadelphia dry goods merchant whom he had met on the 

voyage over; it was also on his trip to London that Franklin first encountered the prominent 

Pennsylvania lawyer, Andrew Hamilton, who would also figure in his future. Denham offered to 

take on Franklin as a clerk back in Pennsylvania, employing him “to keep his Books... copy his 

Letters, and attend the Store.” Franklin calculated that his earnings would be lower than his wages 

as a compositor, but judged Denham “a better Prospect” and sailed for home, arriving in 

Philadelphia in October 1726. In the event, he only worked briefly for Denham, who died from 

pleurisy within the year. Keimer had prospered during Franklin's absence -- not least from his 

publishing of Keithian contributions to the printed debate -- and was in "a better house, [and] a 

shop well supply'd with stationery, plenty of new types."
99

 Franklin still considered Keimer a bad 

businessman, however, he was tempted back by the promise of “large Wages by the Year” to 

supervise the "raw, cheap hands."
100

 Over the next few months the two men quarreled frequently 

and Franklin impressed several "principal people" from New Jersey who used Keimer's shop to 

print their provincial currency.  However, he played no part in the print struggle that had blown up 

around the time he had left for London and which would occupy provincial politics over the next 

three years. 

Print and money politics 1724-29  

 In the summer 1724 James Logan returned from London and delivered a letter from 

Hannah Penn to Keith, placing him under the supervision of the council and expressly prohibiting 

further issues of paper currency.
101

 Penn's instructions were private because she and Logan knew 

that by setting the council over the governor they directly contravened the 1701 Charter. Penn's 
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orders also disregarded a recondite English legal doctrine concerning the protection of stewards 

acting under oath to the king, when exercising delegated authority in good faith.
102

 When he 

opened the Assembly, Keith alluded to the restrictions placed on "your Governor" for alleged "Acts 

of Maladministration," even though he had always worked with the "People's Representatives." 

Keith and his supporters then published Penn's letter, prompting uproar and the formation of an 

anti-proprietary alliance which united Philadelphia’s artisans and middling traders with David 

Lloyd and his support in the Quaker backcountry.
103

 The campaign on behalf of provincial rights 

intensified the controversy concerning the introduction of paper currency. Up to this point, key 

protagonists had mostly limited their public speech to when moments when they acted in an 

official capacity, thereby observing polite limits and legalities. Thus Keith's interventions came in 

his speeches to the Assembly and formal proclamations, which he occasionally had printed as 

handbills. Similarly, Logan spoke out as a magistrate advising the grand jury concerning English 

legal precedent.
104

 After the publication of Penn's letter, however, antagonists moved beyond their 

formal roles and political print became more unruly and antagonistic. Writers aped the English 

press, especially The Tatler and Spectator, using literary devices such as dreams, letters, dialogues, 

parodies and fables to appeal in appeals to "the people” as the ultimate arbitrators of legitimate 

authority.
105

 Over the next year or so, both sides dug into their positions, launching prolix 

constitutional arguments in handbills and pamphlets like shells fired at enemy lines. However, 

given the general consensus amongst elite commentators concerning fundamental character of the 

provincial economy, for example the need to restore the balance of trade and curb popular 

appetites and spending, there was little room for meaningful disagreement. Consequently, the 
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debate, such as it was, quickly descended into ad hominem attacks, calling out opponents as bad-

faith actors whipping up populist fury at elite threats to provincial rights.
106

  

  
 

In 1725 the Assembly introduced a Re-emitting Act, providing for the re-circulation of 

bills that had been taken in and were supposed to have been destroyed.
107

 This further departure 

from the original, and more cautious, legislation steered public debate back to paper money. In his 

Ways and Means for Inhabitants of Delaware to Become Rich, Francis Rawle celebrated the pro-

paper lobby as "honest men and... Patriots" and the currency as "the vital spirit and blood of the 

body politic."
108

 To restore the balance of trade, Rawle called on inhabitants to refuse payment in 

West Indies' rum and to satisfy their thirst with drinks brewed from local barley. Paper money 

could replace the "Trading currency... we were so far drained of," but it needed careful 

management lest an oversupply "prove an injury to creditors." Paper notes were not intended to 

encourage "Chimerical Notions of imaginary Riches” amongst the middling sort. Their role was to 

produce commodities for exports -- wheat, barley, oats, hemp, flax, to tobacco, rice, timber, 

copper, iron, and horses -- which Rawle described across sixty-five pages.
109

 Ever the populist, 

Keith's pamphlet, A Dialogue from Mr. Robert Rich and Plowman, was more combative, featuring 

a merchant who thought that paper money “has almost ruined the country” and a farmer who is 

astonished at such “strange news.” The two characters traded insights into the competing priorities 

of merchants and farmers. Rich argued for tighter controls to improve balance of trade, thereby 

negating the need for a paper currency. Plowman observed that without public notes ordinary 

colonists were left as "prey to extortioners and lawyers," concluding that Rich's proposal was 

tantamount to an offer to “grease the fat sow in the arse and starve the pigs.” At which point Rich 

took his leave, calling back to Plowman that “you are not fit to further discourse.”
110
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 As the print war continued, contributors abandoned their usual reliance on the authority 

conferred by their offices and emphasized their personal virtues and moderating spirit in contrast 

to their opponents. Rawle cast himself as a disinterested and balanced observer who offered 

counsel on commercial uncertainties not as "dogmatically determined, but modestly submitted to 

the judicious" who were able to see paper money's positive effects for themselves.
111

 Keith proudly 

proclaimed his lack of "learning" in comparison to his enemies who offered “fanciful conceits” and 

“imaginary supposition” in their pursuit of power. Charging Logan (and by implication Hannah 

Penn) with a “wicked and pernicious design” concealed by “the smooth name of secrecy,” Keith 

noted that the "good agreement" that "so easily and cheerfully subsisted between the governor and 

the people's representatives" was "hateful to the envious and proud man."
112

  David Lloyd joined the 

governor, denouncing their opponents as ambitious men who crave "power under the conceited 

pretense of... superior knowledge." It was rumored that the proprietor was broke and intended to 

sell the colony to a group of “well fed” exploiters which was why they attacked Keith's defense of 

"the People's Rights and Privileges" by printing "a set of most Notorious Untruths, full of 

scurrility."
113

 For the other side, Logan and Andrew Hamilton cast Keith as intent on “animating the 

Common People against the Council and the merchants to very great degree” in order to promote 

the paper currency and his own designs “in opposition to the true interest of his Majesty subjects... 

and the English merchants trading thither.” Logan cautioned the public to use their reason to 

evaluate "whatever is delivered to us... as a matter of faith without the use of exercise of our 

understandings."
114

 Writers on all sides lamented the vituperation and feared its corrosive influence 

on the public’s ability to discern the truth and make the rational judgements necessary to save the 

province from tyrants or mobs. They routinely appealed to popular reason, backing their 
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arguments with long-winded considerations of provincial and European history, the example of 

other colonies and Atlantic traders, and lessons from scripture.  

 The character of political print was homologous to the paper notes which became the focus 

of the controversy. Depending on one's perspective, both led to either truth and prosperity or 

deception and ruin. Political pamphlets and hand bills provided information upon which the 

colonists were invited to base their reasoned decisions, but could also be misused to spread 

misinformation and downright lies and undermined the public’s ability to discern reality and 

exercise their judgement. Similarly, printed paper money that promised financial liquidity and 

market incentives, could also lead to fake fortunes and commercial disaster.
115

 For all their mutual 

invective, however, Keith, Logan, Lloyd and the rest inhabited the same social world and largely 

shared commitments to elite rule and popular deference. Keith bluffed and blustered, but he was 

no social leveler. Similarly, and notwithstanding his administrative concerns, Logan was happy to 

lobby for paper money payments to pay the city's debts -- including obligations owed to him. For 

all the bitterness of their print war the distance between Rawle's moral commerce, Keith's 

populism, Lloyd's constitutionalism, and Logan's Swiftian acerbity was moot, especially when the 

salutary effects of paper money on local commerce became clear. By 1726-27 the politics turned 

on specific policy alternatives, such as the volume of notes and redemption terms, the proprietor's 

insistence on payment of quitrents in specie, and who would direct provincial political economy. 

Keith was a threat, because he was intent on using his popular support to justify a takeover. When 

his plan backfired, he was harried from the colony and a strengthened Quaker oligarchy was 

reinstalled and remained in power until the crisis of the Seven Years' War (1756-63) that led to the 

American Revolution.  

 In March 1726 Keith heard he had been replaced by the 81 year old Patrick Gordon who 

arrived in June. Jobless and with creditors circling, Keith campaigned for election to the Assembly 

as a representative of the Lower Counties and Philadelphia. In the October elections he won a seat 

and his supporters, celebrated their victory by burning the pillory, stocks, and market stalls 

despised by the city's butchers.
116

 Two weeks later, on the opening day of the Assembly, Keith 
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made a bid for the speakership, entering the city at the head of procession of “about Eighty Horse 

composed of Butchers, Taylors, Blacksmiths, Journeymen Apprentices, Porters and Carters 

marching two and two... some Ships in the River firing their Guns.” Isaac Norris observed that 

Pennsylvania was undergoing nothing less than a "revolution."
117

 In the event, Keith lost to Lloyd 

who was backed by the representatives from Bucks and Chester counties and had already decided 

that he preferred a proprietary government to an administration headed by Keith.
118

 By the 

following March Keith's challenge was over, and he sailed for London under cover of darkness on 

a ship docked at Newcastle in the Lower Counties.
119

 Shortly thereafter, Rawle died, further 

weakening the Keithian.  

 In 1727-28 the recovery led by earlier issues of paper money was stalling, and the economy 

was heading back into recession with a growing and hungry population swelled by the arrival of 

hundreds of German Palatine families.
120

 As usual the cash dearth meant falling prices for wheat 

and land and slow markets, bringing a new round of petitions calling for a new issue of paper 

notes.
121

 After four years of fighting, there was no love lost between opposing factions. When Lloyd 

manipulated the Assembly elections to exclude the pro-paper Keithians, the mudslinging resumed 
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-- both sides denouncing the other for constitutional illegalities.
122

 Gordon urged the Assembly to 

“extinguish the small remains of faction" but the “rude and disorderly” Keithians harassment of 

assemblymen on the street was such that by December the Assembly had to reconvene out of the 

city.
123

 In truth the violence obscured a rising consensus concerning the need for a new issue of 

paper notes. Committees featuring representatives from previously antagonistic lobbies and 

influential newcomers, such as Andrew Hamilton, negotiated the size and conditions of a new issue 

of bills as the legislation proceeded though first, second, and third readings.
 124

 The only other 

outstanding and vocal objector was Gordon, who could see that the “whole country seems 

unanimous” in their “desire of an addition to our bills of credit” but who worried about his own 

position given the proprietor's orders. The Assembly debated, Gordon dithered, and the popular 

protests reach fever pitch, such that by 31 March the governor was required to read out Riot Act.
125

 

Quick action was needed, if the legislation for a new issue of paper currency was to make it 

through the Assembly before end of its session in May. It was in this context that Franklin sat down 

to pen his Modest Enquiry. 

A Modest Enquiry.  
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 The best source we have for Franklin's activities in the years immediately following his 

return from London is his Autobiography, written forty-two years after the fact and unpublished in 

his lifetime. Unsurprisingly, scholars have mined the text for insights, commenting on Franklin's 

panache for self-presentation and the occasional mis-remembered details. For example, he 

reported that Modest Enquiry was decisive in a paper money controversy that we can see was 

clearly on the wane, and also that he was rewarded with the contract to print the notes, although 

this was not granted until a couple of years later.
126

 However, the point is not to catch out an elderly 

statesmen for embellishing his youthful deeds, but to compare the Autobiography's portrayal of 

these years to what we know from other sources to get a sense of Franklin's priorities as he sat 

down to write Modest Enquiry.  

 According to the Autobiography, early in 1728 Franklin quit Keimer's shop after yet 

another quarrel and set up for himself with one of his co-workers, Hugh Meredith, using capital 

provided by Meredith's father. He also established the Junto, a club of likeminded young men 

which convened weekly to debate conflicting sides of debates concerning morals, politics, and 

natural philosophy: one week the topic was paper money, and Franklin argued in favor. Thereafter 

Franklin recalled how he tried to cultivate a reputation as a hard-working printer. Through a Junto 

contact he secured part of a job that had proved too much for Keimer.
127

 He also reprinted pieces 

published by Bradford, to demonstrate his greater skill. He planned a newspaper to rival the 

Mercury, but Keimer stole the idea and in October 1728 launched, The Universal Instructor in all 

Arts and Sciences. Late in 1728 Franklin wrote his "Articles of Belief and Acts Religious," a private 
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affirmation of his faith indicated a move away from his materialist and skeptical position of three 

years earlier. Franklin cultivates influential friends, especially the lawyer and future Assembly 

speaker, Andrew Hamilton. When his business was threatened by a cashflow shortfall, he found 

backers to help settled his debts and bought Meredith out of the partnership. Some members of 

the Assembly suggested he write a pamphlet on paper money. Following the publication of Modest 

Enquiry, his fortunes markedly improved. 

 Apart from mentioning Modest Enquiry as a turning point, the Autobiography has nothing 

to say of the years of dispute concerning paper money. In a memoir which purports to recollect 

the details of brief conversations and even the look on a passerby's face, there is nothing on the 

annual elections and parades of Keithian tradesmen that ended in violent confrontation on the 

city's streets. If anything, Franklin stood apart from artisanal peers and his key concern was with 

securing patronage. The Junto, we now know, was a semi-secretive, self-improvement association 

with a restricted membership of upwardly mobile young men, several of whom were identified with 

the proprietary and elite Quaker factions.
128

 Its name may have referenced the Whig opposition, 

and so implied a swipe at Keith's Jacobitism. Franklin's accusation of Keimer's perfidy also makes 

sense in the context of his anxieties concerning his lack of local backing. The Universal Instructor's 

fashionable science coverage of writers such as Robert Boyle, Isaac Newton, and Pierre Bayle was 

entirely in keeping with Keimer's previous and subsequent journalistic endeavors, and only later 

became Franklin's stock in trade.
129

 In February 1729, with debts to pay and a young family to 

maintain, Franklin petitioned the Assembly for a public printing contract, but was rebuffed. Next 

he printed a broadside of the governor, Patrick Gordon's, speech and distributed them gratis in an 

attempt to once again demonstrate his superior skill, but to no avail. Realizing that he would 
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continue to struggle as long there were "two Printers who were establish’d,” Franklin went on the 

offensive.
130

  

 Over six weeks beginning on 4 February 1729, he penned eight squibs in the persona of 

Busy Body, a commentator on public morals whose socially-inferiority appealed to anti-elite 

sentiment. Bradford was glad to print Franklin's risqué essays in the Mercury, and hang on to his 

readership in the face of competition from Keimer's, Universal Instructor. The essays showed off 

Franklin's undoubted literary talent, comedic characters, Martha Careful and Caelia Shortface, 

ridiculed Keimer, and others cast Bradford as a dullard and satirized Pennsylvania's “Great 

Names.”
131

 At the end of Busy Body 4, Franklin signaled his opposition to the Keithians, promising 

to publish a “true History of the Rise, Growth, and Progress of the renowned Tiff-Club,” implying 

that Keith's influence was now a bygone “Would-be-something.”
132

 In his final essay, Busy Body 8, 

Franklin also took a dim view of wishful approaches to local political economy, noting that too 

many colonists neglected "rational and almost certain Methods of acquiring Riches by Industry and 

Frugality" in favor of "idle Stories" that have them digging for hidden treasure, forgetting the wise 

words of an apocryphal Chester County farmer, that there is gold to be found in the land, but only 

if one digs no "more than Plow-deep."  

 By the end of March, as we have seen, Gordon was under pressure, not least from riotous 

demonstrations, to agree a new issue of new paper money. Bradford approved Franklin's final 

Busy Body essay, number 8, and then left town for a few days. Following an approach from 

"several considerable Men," Franklin added a section laying out the "Resentments of the People" 

aimed at "some Gentlemen, who are... Opposers of that Currency." In strong, class terms he called 

on the objectors to respond to rumors of a "Design to engross the Property of the Country, and 

make themselves and their Posterity Lords, and the Bulk of the Inhabitants their Tenants and 

Vassals."
133

 Conceding that silver and gold were preferable to paper notes over the longer term, 
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Franklin as Busy Body declared that this would only be achieved "if those who have the 

Management of Publick Affairs should have no Interests... separate from those of their Country." 

For now, it was "absolutely necessary to have a large Additional Sum struck for the Relief of the 

People in their present miserable Circumstances, and until such Methods of Trade are thought on, 

and put in Practice, as will make that Currency needless," which action Busy Body urged on the 

Assembly.
134

 Cornelia Bradford, who was in charge of the shop during her husband's absence, was 

sufficiently alarmed by the outraged reactions of early readers to reprint the edition with a “Foreign 

Affairs” filler in place of Busy Body's final squib.
135

 Over the following week, Franklin wrote 

Modest Enquiry. Although he signed as Busy Body -- BB -- it was taking a further week to print 

and stitch together an estimated 600 copies and then advertising the sale of the pamphlet in 

Mercury, at six pence a copy.
136

  

 The Modest in his title positioned Franklin as a conciliatory commentator; he also wrote in 

a plain style, tackling a question that had become "abstruse and intricate" and so divisive. He aimed 

for compromise and a "Means of Fixing a Subject" to the satisfaction of all "my Countrymen." In 

this spirit, he eschewed comedy alter-egos and extravagant literary devices -- dialogues, fables, 

dreams and the like. Instead, he offered serious engagement with political economy, and broke 

with the various mercantilist approaches to managing colonial producers and consumers in the 

interests of restoring an advantageous balance of trade. Franklin's starting point was a providential 

economic landscape populated by self-interested individuals whose economic activity promised to 

increase commerce to everyone's advantage, as long as all were mindful of certain, natural 

conditions which defied intervention. For example, the manner in which a dearth of money "in any 

Trading Country" resulted in higher interest rates which it "is impossible by any Laws to restrain," 

and which drive down the price of land and its produce, discourages trade, and hands an advantage 

to neighboring "Countries" -- who enjoy lower rates. It followed, that there was a "certain 
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proportional quantity of money requisite to carry on the trade of a country" and which, when set at 

the right level, resulted in low interest rates, and rising investment, land values, farm incomes, and 

provincial prosperity. The Latin motto at the head of his text, attributed to Persius, emphasized 

this ambition to reach a compromise on the management of money ensuring its right use, once it 

was established "how much it is fitting to bestow on dear relatives."
137

 

 This starting point referenced the enduring ideal of monetary management -- redolent of 

the schemes advocated by Budd and Blackwell and dating back to earliest settlement of 

Pennsylvania and other North American colonies. Thereafter, it also freed Franklin from having to 

consider more inconvenient aspects of provincial political economy. Looking to a future where all 

the colonists were equally and powerfully influenced by "their particular interest," he was not 

required to counter the prolix accounts provincial precedents, the constitution, and common law 

that provided for the status quo. His reliance on the notion of a self-interested individual presaged 

other, supporting abstractions relating to money and labor value, and disallowed specific 

interventions on behalf of particular interests -- such as Keith's advocacy of lower and pro-debtor 

interest rates. Franklin drew on the authors and texts he had encountered in Boston and his time 

in London, in part to flesh out his starting suppositions but also, one suspects, to provide 

fashionable and authoritative support for his claims regarding the character and future of provincial 

political economy. In the second half of the pamphlet he explained why Pennsylvania's paper bills 

would retain their worth based on labor and land values. Before that, however, he set his opening 

contention concerning the consequences of scarcity/sufficiency of money in the familiar context of 

ship building which -- as any local shipwright, sailmaker, or mariner knew well -- was the 

foundation of the province's economy. Imagining a future in which cash was plentiful, Franklin 

anticipated a multiplier-effect of having vessels built and run out of the city as their "Pay Port," 

channeling the trade in provisions and goods to Pennsylvania. In passages clearly aimed at artisans 

and Keithians, he reconsidered Rawle's complaint concerning the remuneration of "Working Men 

and their Families" with "Goods in pay," which practice the Quaker merchant feared encouraged 

the wanton demand for rum which damaged the balance of trade. However, Franklin's sympathies 
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lay with the "Labouring and Handicrafts Men (which are the chief Strength and Support of a 

People)" who were doubly wronged when paid in rum and goods: first by being disadvantaged in 

the market and second by being unfairly accused of "Pride and Prodigality" by the very same 

merchant pay masters.  

 The discussion led on to a consideration of who were against and for a new and large issue 

of paper bills.  However, rather than denouncing elite objectors as exploiters -- as Keith and his 

earlier Busy Body essays had done -- Modest Enquiry reckoned their protests as understandable 

given existing market incentives. Prominent creditors were against paper money, because they had 

become dependent on lending money at high interest (even though it is against the law) and so 

lacked the "Courage to venture in Trade." Similarly, the wealthy who are interested in buying land, 

which is a "sure Advantage in a growing Country," objected to increases in paper money until the 

"Common People... will be impoverished" and obliged to sell their land cheaply. Thereafter these 

well-positioned land buyers are happy to allow a rise in the money supply, so they can resell their 

new lands for a high price. This is "not to be wonder'd at," Franklin observed, since "Knowledge of 

a Man's interests" make it possible to make "a true Guess at his Designs"; as the adage had it, 

"interest... will not lie."
138

 Others who objected to a large issue of paper notes were similarly and 

understandably led by their self-interest: Lawyers, because the more debtors there are the greater 

the "Occasion to go to Law." Those who are in any way dependent on wealthy creditors, land 

speculators, and lawyers -- whether as officeholders, tenants, or debtors -- also must at least "appear 

to be against a large Addition" or risk their "present Interest hurt." On other side, those who favor 

more paper currency are not identified with particular groups and interests, but comprise an 

undifferentiated majority who delight to see new manufactures and are lovers of trade, both of 

which better serve the proprietary and imperial interest.  

 These remarks clearly distinguish Franklin's pamphlet from the earlier, print debate. His 

starting point of universal self-interested motives provided for a sympathetic presentation of 

grievances of pro-paper money tradesmen associated with the Keithian opposition. However, he 

also moved away from condemning objectors as exploiters who had previously been accused of 
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aiming to make themselves "Lords" and the ordinary colonists their "vassals." Creditors who cannot 

wean themselves off high interest loans and even land speculators who wait for the impoverishment 

of the "Common People" are not acting amorally so much as lacking the Cruso-like audacity to 

venture their fortunes in the providential economy. The dialing down of the populist class 

resentment and moral critique is most evident when Franklin referred to usury, which he used as a 

technical and non-judgmental term meaning putting money out at interest. Thus he argued that the 

investment opportunities that follow from a plentiful supply of money would provide current high-

value creditors with "more Profit... than in Usury." Similarly, when rising immigration drives up 

rents, Franklin expected those who "in a Scarcity of Money practiced Usury" to be more likely to 

invest in house building and thereby create work for tradesmen. This is a far cry from the 

associations drawn between usury and slavery in the late seventeenth century and more recently 

Keith's inflammatory accusations during the pamphlet war. Franklin even gives the ever-unpopular 

lawyers a pass noting (contrary to his doctrine of the irresistibility of self-interested pursuits) that he 

has heard of some among them who "regard the Publick Good ahead of their own apparent 

interest."    

 In the second half of Modest Enquiry Franklin addressed "just Notions of the Nature and 

Value of Money in general." Once again, he uses ideas and concepts taken from earlier authors  

and texts, and his characterization of provincial political economy continues in the vein of Defoe's 

economic sublime: "Providence" having so ordered things that different countries and areas within 

the same country have different "suitable Productions" and that "Men have Genius's adapted" to 

different kind of manufactures and commerce which is "highly convenient and beneficial" to 

mankind. Next he offers commonsense and ahistorical account of how "Men have invented 

MONEY," to address the inconvenience of barter and the "tedious... Exchange of Commodities" 

choosing at different times "Gold, Silver, Copper, or Tobacco" to serve as means of "general 

Exchange." Thereafter a dense discussion follows, bits of which were lifted verbatim from Petty, 

concerning the commensurability of natural labor inputs in the creation of value: as one man digs 

to raise corn and the other to mine silver, both interact within a general context of supply and 

demand and "caeteris paribus" create exchangeable value.
139

 This leads to his central claim that 

contrary to the previous mercantilist emphasis on a balance of trade and specie earnings, the 
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"Riches of a Country are to be valued by the Quantity of Labour" available for purchase. In which 

case, given Pennsylvania's potential for population growth and bringing land under cultivation, 

provincial bills of credit will circulate with as much credit as those issued by the "Seats of vast 

Trade" in Hamburg, Amsterdam, and London.   

 It is at this point, as he imagines a future in which Philadelphia is an equal player with 

leading port cities, that Franklin is at his most abstract and furthest from the actual history of 

provincial political economy. Thus he invoked an origin account dating back to Aristotle, in which 

money is invented in response to the inconveniences of a barter economy, ignoring the credit, 

coins, and commodity substitutes that comprised current money conventions which had 

underpinned the domestic commerce of Pennsylvanian and other colonies over the preceding 

century.
140

 This conjectural tale is integrated with the labor theory of value in the conception of 

money as "properly called a Medium of Exchange" because it is "through or by its means [that] 

Labour is exchanged for Labour, or one Commodity for another." The use of terms such as 

caeteris paribus and "medium of exchange," the latter only becoming synonymous with money in 

ensuing decade, indicate the twenty-three old commentator's eagerness to impress his older and 

higher-status figures and future patrons, demonstrating his facility with specialized and emerging 

terminology just as he had previously entertained with satire and wit.
141

 His aim, overall, was to offer 

a sanguine view of a future provincial prosperity based on freeborn settlers cultivating the land and 

producing commodities and manufacturers for export to the Caribbean.
142

 Whereas previously 

mercantilist models provided for channeling of specie and surplus value to provincial merchants 

and the proprietor, Franklin's empathy with working people, at least in his text, offered them a 

future of independence and prosperity. Looking back forty-two years later, perhaps it was this part 
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of the pamphlet that the then aging statesman remembered "was well received by the common 

people... but the rich men dislik'd it." 

 There was no sense, however, that the source of value created would be redistributed and 

Franklin never lost sight of conservative fears regarding the association between public paper notes 

and "Chimerical Notions of imaginary Riches.” While labor might be the source and a convenient 

measure of value, the guarantee of Pennsylvania's bills of credit was in their backing as "Coined 

Land." As long as the legislature was careful to monitor the supply of notes as loans secured by 

land, other personal property, repayments that were "punctually enforced and executed," there was 

no danger of the bills sinking below their issue value. The colony would have the benefits of 

convenient paper exchanges, saving as much as "one fourth Part of the Time and Labor of a 

Country." However, in a closing section that again echoed Petty, Franklin laid out how the land 

values backed the notes provided for a minimum "Natural Standard of Usury," tied to a baseline 

figure of the estimated rent needed to buy a piece of land, since no one ‘‘will lend his Money for 

less than it would fetch him in as Rent if he laid it out in Land, which is the most secure Property 

in the World.’’ This figure he set at 5%, assuming land purchased over twenty years, and while 

acknowledging rates might rise under certain conditions, reckoned 4% for loans from the public 

Loan Office would be "fully sufficient."  For those concerned that these inexpensive loans would 

lead to a surge in population and husbandry, leaving the colony glutted with flour and other 

commodities, he offered the prospect of future and exponential provincial growth: "we can never 

have too many People (nor too much Money)," for when on "Branch of Trade or Business is 

overstocked with Hands" they will find employment elsewhere in the  burgeoning provincial 

economy.  

 Franklin's pamphlet was original and effective inasmuch as it martialed novel concepts and 

arguments to side-step time-worn varieties of mercantilism and articulated an alternate conception 

of paper money founded on the value of provincial labor and land. As Modest Enquiry circulated, 

the Assembly stepped up its pressure on Gordon, threatening to cut his financial support unless he 

agree to a further and larger issue. On 8 May 1729, Gordon finally capitulated and declared his 

support for an issue of £30,000 redeemable over the ensuing sixteen years, ensuring that provincial 

bills became a permanent feature of the colony’s monetary landscape. To save face with the Penn 

family, Gordon delayed printing the notes until September, ostensibly to give time for the 
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legislation to be sent to London and approved. He also insisted on careful controls so that the 

currency “be kept up to the Value… it was first struck” and not become “a publick Loss.” Andrew 

Hamilton, the speaker in the Assembly, agreed calling for “as exact a Computation as might be… 

of the Quantity of Paper Money now current amongst us” to ensure the new emission served to 

“carry on their Traffick." The 1729 issue of paper money launched a new phase in the colony's 

development and a subtle shift the relationship between the Quaker oligarchy, a growing settler 

population, and the proprietary and imperial overseers -- locally and in London.
143

 In Pennsylvania 

and elsewhere paper money notes were valued at rates connected to silver and gold because like 

coin they could be used to pay provincial taxes. By the middle of the eighteenth century all the 

northern colonies had introduced paper money to help with management of provincial 

government costs and trade, by turns celebrated and denounced for their character as community 

enterprises relying on provincial authorities, assets, and taxes.
144

  

 We have to be careful not to overstate claims for novelty of paper money and its claims to 

provide community connections and opportunities for all. Insofar as a paper currency required 

political and constitutional foundations to enforce its status as legal tender exchanged at publicly 

acknowledged rates, the notes were little different from other money forms debated and revised 

within conventions dating back to the earliest settlements. Where public notes did differ was in 

their physical properties, which offered certain practical advantages and additional functionality, in 

comparison to specie and commodity substitutes alternatives, and so moved beyond the purview of 

current money conventions. Authorized and printed at will, in theory provincial notes need never 

be in short supply which is, of course, precisely what conservatives and hard money commentators 

feared. The availability and non-perishability of paper notes made them ideal for public finance 

and tax collection, as we have seen, but their value also rested on their utility as a new and reliable 

form of cash resting on the community's guarantee that every private obligation represented by a 

public note would be honored. It was this characteristic, emphasized by Franklin, that encouraged 

exchanges of farm and artisanal products exported to the slave plantation colonies in the 
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Caribbean, from whence Pennsylvania earned the specie necessary settle their London accounts. 

The growth of trade resulting from this introduction of liquidity encouraged tens of thousands 

Scots Irish, German and other migrants to come to the colonies, often through the port at 

Philadelphia, and to settle lands mostly taken from Native American communities.
145

  

 However, as we shall see in the next two chapters, the utility of paper notes as cash not only 

not only encouraged market participation and economic growth, but also shifted the conception of 

exchange away from its former association with intrinsic value managed by local conventions and 

towards a notion of payments backed by community guarantees in which money value was 

crystalized as an independent structure. Previous exchanges involved commodities traded between 

subjects who were embedded in interactions -- political, familial, religious -- that created bonds and 

obligations between different subjects and constituted communities. The value of the commodities 

concerned and the relationships and behavior of individuals were what creditors evaluated, when 

deciding to extend credit. However, the need for such evaluation was clearly diminished when 

individuals paying even part of their account with public notes.  In this case, as Georg Simmel 

observed, "The value of exchange given by one party has no direct value for the other party, but is 

merely a claim upon other definite values; a claim whose realization depends upon economic 

community as a whole and or upon the government as its representative."
146

 This kind of money 

exchange created possibilities for arms-length dealing that proved a boon to Philadelphia's 

shopkeepers who, like others, had long struggled with perennial specie shortage but whose 

profession boomed in the 1730s and 1740s. However, for others the anonymity and objectification 

of money relations credit evaluations increasingly depended more on estimations of an individual's 

worth, rather than their relationships and social behavior, and as expressed through accounting and 

debt litigation produced increasing asymmetries in personal wealth. It was through this process that 

the form of value which arose from the deployment of enslaved and free labor in the production of 

commodities -- and which Marx identified as capital -- increasingly congealed.  
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