
CURRENCY AND CORRUPTION 

I ACCEPTED MY FIRST BRIBE sometime 
in the spring of 1983. At the time, I was working as a 
security guard at the Koelnmesse in Cologne, 
Germany—the same place where, in an earlier column 
(Paper Money Sep/Oct 2012) I reported on my joy at 
being paid in large denomination deutschmark notes. 
In my defense (if any defense is possible), I wasn’t the 
one soliciting the bribe. On that particular day I had 
the typically pointless task of preventing vehicles 
from entering a particular parking lot. A barrel-
chested fellow barged through my gate, his van full of 
exhibition materials in close pursuit. Objecting in my 
bad German didn’t add much to my credibility, though 
as a sop to my dignity the guy did flip me a five mark 
piece (by 1982 this would have been the ugly cupro-
nickel variety with the number “5” embedded in what 
looks like an old television screen). 
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Checking my morals when everyone wanted 
me to proved to be pretty easy, and by the end of that 
day I had accumulated a good slug of those chunky 
coins, one of which just happened to be the price of 
the Roth-Händle cigarettes  I favored when the supply 
of smokes my girlfriend had rolled for me each 
morning ran out. In their own way those Roth-Händles 
were a kind of currency of sociability in their own 
right. Sharing them with acquaintances was an easy 
way of breaking the ice when language failed me. 

From that experience I learned two things. 
One was that, despite what I thought I had learned 
from movies and TV growing up in the Sixties, 
Germans weren’t particularly respectful of the 
uniform I wore. In fact, I understood very quickly 
that, while Germans might crave order, they were 
happy to dismiss authority figures, especially when 
they were phonies like me who weren’t  backed up by 
any real power or legitimacy. Preening in my fancy 
peaked cap and uniform, I was actually the lowest 
form of Mietbullen—literally, a “rent-a-cop.” 

 The second thing I learned had to do with the 
connection between corruption and cash. None of my 
tawdry windfall would have been possible had those 
Germans been obliged to, say, make a giro transfer 
instead of just throwing me a coin. As my article on  

the Zero Rupee Note in this issue makes clear, 
corruption (at least of the retail sort) depends upon the 
existence of currency as an anonymous means of 
transmitting resources.  The idea of fighting crime and 
corruption by restricting mobile money is an old one, 
the germ of which goes back at least to Plutarch, who 
describes how Lycurgus introduced an iron money 
(pelanors) amongst the Spartans in order to make 
wealth harder to move. 
 The intimate connection between corruption and 
cash is underscored by the recurrent arguments made 
against the use of large denomination currency. 
Arthakranti, an Indian organization, argues that the 
value of the biggest bill in India—Rs. 1000—is 
actually extemely high relative to to the per capita 
income of the country—so much so that, compared to 
the value of the American $100 bill relative to 
American incomes, the Indian note is worth about ten 
times as much. This imbalance, Arthakranti argues, 
invites corruption. Canada, which retired its $1000 
note in 2000, still has more than $1 billion worth in 
circulation, which won’t come in anytime soon 
because bad guys find them so useful. Within the 
Eurozone, the €500 note (about US $750) repesents 
perhaps the highest value note issued by a major 
economic unit, with nearly 600 million of them in 
circulation. Intended as a blatant challenge to the 
international hegemony of the America’s Benjamin 
Franklins, the €500  has already been banned for 
dealing in the UK, and other Eurozone countries are 
having second thoughts. The Swiss, who are 
unrepentant about the criminal consequences of 
currency, maintain in circulation some $35 billion 
worth of their largest denomination, the CHF 1000 
note (about US $1000). The prize for the highest 
denomination (that’s relative to purchasing power—
sorry Zimbabwe!) must go to Singapore and Brunei, 
whose SG$ 10,000/ BN$ 10,000 notes represent 
nearly the same in US funds. 
  For the Chinese, whose 100 Renminbi note 
(about a measly $20) is the highest valued instrument 
available, corruption on a cash basis of any scale 
requires considerable ingenuity. The government 
understands this, which is why it doesn’t print 
anything larger. In Nigeria, the prospect of 
introducing a 5000 Naira note has stirred protests 
precisely over the filip this new note might give to the 
kleptocracy that bleeds that poor country dry. I 
feel for Nigeria’s people, but if that reduced the 
number of email scams from that country which show 
up in my inbox, then the new note couldn’t be all bad. 
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