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For the last issue, Carlson Chambliss wrote a 
nice piece on the banknotes of Zimbabwe’s episode of 
hyperinflation, which culminated in the 100 trillion dollar 
note of early 2009, a denomination which, however large, 
if anything understated the actual inflation since, as the 
third of four series of Zimbabwean dollars, the 
cumulative inflation had been tucked into the rebasing of 
previously debased dollars into each new series. Steve 
Hanke and Nicholas Krus have published through the 
Cato Institute a definitive table of historical episodes of 
hyperinflation, which assigns pride of place to postwar 
Hungary. By July 1946, that country’s inflation rate hit a 
monthly high of 4.19 x 1016 %, implying a daily inflation 
rate of 207%, with prices doubling every 15 hours.  
Coming in second, Zimbabwe’s rate by November 2008 
reached 7.96 x 1010 %, which implied a daily rate of 98% 
and a doubling of prices every 24.7 hours. By contrast, 
Weimar Germany’s iconic hyperinflation peaked at 
‘only’ 29,500% in October 1923, with a daily rate of 
20.9% and prices doubling at the leisurely rate of 3.7 
days—plenty of time to wheel your wheelbarrow full of 
notes & inflict pain on your favorite creditors! 

Chambliss’s account was on my mind when I 
recently wheeled some of my own undergraduates 
around, upon the promise of some extra credit (that’s 
called grade inflation) to hear a campus talk by a visiting 
Oklahoma politician. Stripped of its bromides, his 
message was something like: capitalism good, socialism 
bad—a thesis which I find sensible as far as it goes. But 
then, of all things, our Sooner Solon reached into his 
jacket pocket to pull out a fistful of those same 
Zimbabwean notes, finishing his thought with the cry, 
“and this is what will happen thanks to quantitative 
easing!” I don’t think this guy will get elected to the 
Federal Reserve Board anytime soon, but the coincidence 
alone made my day. Yet in the eyes of my students, for 
whom quantitative easing might as well be some new diet 
fad, I saw less alarm than a look of being impressed with 
all those zeros on a 100 trillion dollar note. It was like the 
latest Kim Kardashian photo shoot: you weren’t entirely 

sure that the, ah, figure was real, it was still hard not to 
take a good, appraising look at it. 

Long ago, Irving Fisher coined the term “money 
illusion” to name the human propensity to confuse 
nominal and real values. When it comes to 
denominations, I’ve fallen for it over and over. Of the 
board games I played in my youth, “Monopoly” always 
struck me as particularly lame since the highest bill was a 
measly $500 and the worst soaking was a $2000 rent for 
a hotel on Boardwalk. Back in 1935 when the game came 
out that might have been a big deal, but now it wouldn’t 
even pay the monthly rent on a Manhattan studio 
apartment. Far more satisfying, I thought, was “The 
Game of Life”, in which you were grubstaked $10,000 
just showing up, and whose notes went up to a cool 
$100,000. The only proper sport I was ever good at was 
pinball, and there too denominational creep was 
insidious. When the gaming technology went from 
electro-mechanical to solid state and then digital, point 
tallies rose into the many millions! But the new 
technology brought disproportionately higher threshold 
scores for free games, and with that my confidence in my 
own pinball wizardry drained away.  I couldn’t win for 
losing. 

Everyone got the joke in 2002 when, inspired 
by Howard Stern’s radio show, the Nashua Pride of 
minor league baseball put on a “Who Wants to be a 
Turkish Millionaire” night, where a lucky fan took 
home the real equivalent of less than one U.S. dollar. 
Yet belonging to a nation of trillionaires didn’t make 
average Zimbabweans particularly happy. Indeed, 
hyperinflation on that scale disrupts the ability to 
reason about economic values and undermines the 
moral basis of economic exchange. The Weimar 
episode eroded German ideals of sobriety and hard 
work. Its inflation made short-termism rational; 
encouraged living for the moment; and engendered 
cynicism about what’s real. In Germany’s case, wrote 
Elias Canetti, “an inflation cancels out distinctions 
between men which had seemed eternal and brings 
together in the same inflation crowd people who would 
have scarcely nodded to each other in the street”. 
Inflation has this leveling effect, but not in a healthy, 
democratic sense. It eliminates social distinctions only 
to leave society as a mass of desperation, punishing 
those who played by the rules and rewarding those who 
game them. Being at the center of Europe, Germany’s 
agony affected world history. Perhaps it’s just as well 
that Zimbabwe suffered on the periphery. 
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