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Abstract 

The notion of a nation-specific inflation trauma among the German population is ubiquitous in 
the public debate in Germany and beyond. Because of its experience with hyperinflation in 
1923, the German population fears rising prices and favors stability-oriented monetary as 
well as fiscal policy. It is less clear, however, whether this contemporary understanding of the 
German inflation trauma is as old as its historical point of reference. The majority of the 
literature presumes that such a traumatic disposition has persisted since 1923 and has been 
transposed intergenerationally (persistence thesis). Others, however, point to an ex-ante 
reconstruction of past experiences (reconstruction thesis). By employing an interdisciplinary 
approach of methodological triangulation drawing on both methods of history and political 
sciences, we provide new insights on the question of origin. Specifically, we examine the 
remembrance of hyperinflation in personal memoirs and the German Bundestag in regard to 
the monetary and fiscal policy lessons connected to memories of 1923. Doing so, we find 
support for the logic of reconstruction. We show that the hyperinflation was not remembered 
unambiguously, and that memories were not immediately linked to specific policy lessons. 
Only from the 1980s onwards, a process of discursive alignment occurred that mirrors the 
contemporary understanding of the inflation trauma. By providing this insight, our paper 
allows to better understand the historical origins of today’s popular memory and its political 
uses.   
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I. INTRODUCTION  

 

A century ago, the most dramatic monetary devaluation in German history occurred. It 
produced a well-known leitmotif that today features in headlines, bookstores, and political 
rhetoric (Hosan 2022; Trautsch 2023; Stocker 2022; Jones 2022; Mumme 2022; Tauber 
2023): the German inflation trauma as a lasting echo of 1923. According to popular 
knowledge, the collective experience of “the year at the abyss” (Ullrich 2023), of losing all of 
one’s savings, of moral erosion, and of political unrest inflicted supposedly persistent 
psychological wounds on German society that were passed down from older generations. 
These wounds, it is claimed, continue to fester and still haunt the sensitive population as a 
“primal fear” (Stocker 2021) of rising prices, an “Inflationsphobie” (Bofinger in Leue 2021), as 
a recurring “nightmare” (Iken 2022) or “spectre” (Schnabel 2021).1 

Moreover, within debates on monetary and fiscal policy, the experience of hyperinflation is 
often directly associated with a common “Stabilitätskultur” (Schäfer 2018) and specific policy 
lessons of pecuniary rigidity and budgetary frugality (Hayo 1998; Kennedy 1998; Löffler 
2010; Bulmer 2014; Winkler 2014; Brunnermeier et al. 2016; Hüther 2020). Accordingly, 
Germans not only share a deeply engrained desire for monetary stability, but also a common 
predilection for independent, stability-oriented central banking and sound public finances that 
restrict public spending (for an overview of the pertinent literature, see Haffert et al. 2021).  

Beyond today’s discursive ubiquity of the German inflation trauma, it is less clear, however, 
whether this contemporary understanding is as old as its historical point of reference. 
Although numerous authors have more or less explicitly suggested the trauma originated in 
the early 1920s, arguing for what we call a persistence thesis, others have challenged the 
view of a stable and persistent trauma. Mee (2019), for example, stresses the role the 
Bundesbank and its forerunner played in creating a skewed historical narrative of inflation 
experience and central bank independence. Howarth and Rommerskirchen (2013, 2017) 
highlight strategic political elements of the relationship between inflation trauma and fiscal 
policies. These authors support what we label as reconstruction thesis, the notion that 
today’s understanding of trauma is the product of an ex-ante interpretation. It is far from clear 
which type of trauma – the persistent or the reconstructed - “has burned itself into collective 
memory” (Feldman 1997: 5). 

Such insights regarding the historical origin of German inflation trauma are important for 
economists and central bankers. Recent research has highlighted the important role of 
personal experience for economic decision-making that can last for decades (Malmendier 
and Nagel 2016; Monnet and Puy 2020), of narratives drawing on historical experiences 
(Shiller 2017, 2020; Tuckett et al. 2020), or of inflation narratives mediated through the media 
(Müller et al. 2022). It has also pointed to important differences between "communicative 
memory" – the direct, temporarily limited transfer of personal experiences among 
generations – and the more formalized, institutionally dependent and more mythologically-
prone "cultural memory" for remembering and making sense of past economic crises (Cassis 
and Schenk 2021; Assmann 2008).  

This paper positions itself within this debate, arguing that German inflation trauma, as we 
understand it today, has not had a stable meaning; it is a malleable trauma rather than a 
persistent trait of German society. By taking a long-term perspective of historical change, we 
reveal that there was no unambiguous “communicative memory" and that Germans 
remembered the hyperinflation of the 1920s in many different ways. This situation affected 

 
1 Direct quotes f rom publications in German language are our own translations.  
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the "lessons" one could learn regarding policy when drawing on historical experience in 
political debates. As late as the 1960s, and even in the 1970s, fiscal policy recommendations 
that referred to German inflation experiences could be expansionary as well as 
contractionary. It was only during the 1980s that public inflation memories aligned and 
cultural memory stabilized to connect traumatic experiences and restrictive fiscal policy. As 
at that time the political left lost interest in the topic, conservatives gained control of this 
historical narrative of strategic importance. Since then, German inflation trauma, as we 
understand it today, has been regularly invoked at times of political change (such as the 
introduction of the euro) or during economic crises. Our paper confirms the reconstruction 
thesis by providing a detailed account of historical change over time.  

The first part of the paper provides a literature review that substantiates the distinction 
between the persistence thesis and the reconstruction thesis. The second part explains our 
research designs, which draw on historical analysis and a mixed-methods qualitative-
quantitative content analysis of all plenary debates from 1949 to 2022 in the German 
Bundestag. The third part presents our results. The final section offers a conclusion.  

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

Scholarly work and media debates on German inflation trauma can be divided into two 
camps: the persistence thesis and the reconstruction thesis. A third camp comprises authors 
who question whether a culturally entrenched intersubjective set of policy preferences can 
even be considered an empirical fact (e.g. LeMay-Boucher and Rommerskirchen 2015; 
Howarth and Rommerskirchen 2017; Piper 2023; Bremer and Bürgisser 2023); that is, they 
assume German inflation trauma to be little more than a myth. However, we can leave aside 
the ontological question of the empirical reality of a shared trauma because we focus on the 
trauma as a discursive object that comes attached with policy lessons of monetary and fiscal 
conservatism. The existence of a trauma in this sense seems beyond doubt. What 
persistence and reconstruction theorists disagree about is the origin of the trauma. 

 

Persistence thesis 

According to persistence theorists, the question of the origins of a policy-specific reading of 
Weimar memories is trivial. The most obvious source of trauma, and hence its 
interconnected policy lessons, is the turbulent period of hyperinflation between the summer 
of 1922 and the fall of 1923. It has been claimed that hyperinflation caused “a hundred years 
of inflation angst” (Kessler 2022) and that it has shaped the collective consciousness “until 
today” (Balzer 2021; Fuchs 2022; Dohmen 2023). As such, today’s co-occurrence of 
traumatic memories and policy lessons are a direct product of the personal experiences of 
hyperinflation transmitted through generations as "communicative memory." According to this 
line of interpretation, there should be historical continuity in the characteristics of the trauma 
and little change in its phenomenology over time. The link between the memories of 
hyperinflation, the assumption of trauma, and the various policy preferences constitutes a 
manifest and stable mental disposition.  

The logic of persistence connecting the notion of trauma with lasting policy preferences is 
encountered multiple times in the recapitulation of the Weimar hyperinflation in the media 
(Jung 2009; Sinn in Häring et al. 2012; Eckert and Zschäpitz 2013; Kegel 2021), as well as in 
political debates regarding monetary and fiscal policy (Tietmeyer 1991: 182; Kohl 1997; 
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Schäuble 2010; Steinmeier 2020; Tauber 2023). This logic is also prevalent in scholarly 
discussions, including among economic historians, political scientists, and economists.  

Paradigmatically, the German subtitle of Taylor´s study on the “downfall of money” (2013) is 
“birth of a trauma” (ibid.). After expounding on the traumatic social consequences of 
hyperinflation, Taylor connects Weimar memories with lasting policy preferences as follows: 
“the communal memory of the hyperinflation lingers in the subliminal regions of the German 
unconsciousness, occasionally rising into the national awareness at times of crisis" 
(ibid.:358). In this quote, the trauma dictates a restrictive course regarding policy measures 
to combat inflation.  

Stocker (2022) not only claims that, “the extreme fear of inflation that distinguishes Germans 
from most other nations to this day is rooted in the events of that time” (ibid.: 8), but also that 
“one of the most disastrous after-effects of the inflationary period was probably that an 
indissoluble link between national debt and hyperinflation was created in the minds of the 
Germans” (ibid.: 331). Similarly, von Wallwitz (2021) asserts that the experience of total loss 
of wealth became a central element of Germany’s “financial memory” (ibid.: 287) passed on 
from one generation to the next. This point determined a particular preference for fiscal 
discipline and the “commandment of central bank independence and the prohibition of 
monetary financing” (ibid.: 297). 

What endows the persistence thesis with historical leverage are the policies adopted 
immediately after the hyperinflation: the re-establishment of political independence via the 
Reichsbankgesetz in 1924 and the strict fiscal austerity vindicated by the dangers of 
monetary expansion (owing to inflationary fears) pursued mainly by Reichskanzler Heinrich 
Brüning (Borchardt 1982, 1985; Wehler 1987: 249; von Kruedener 1989; Mee 2019: 52). 

What makes sense in hindsight, however, has long been questioned by earlier historical 
studies. Schiemann, for example, suggests that, during the days following hyperinflation, “the 
German people [had] less fear of inflation than is claimed” (Schiemann 1980: 225). 
Holtfrerich, too, claims "that the fear of inflation was less widespread among the public than 
the statements of some politicians indicated" (Holtfrerich 1982: 626–627). If these claims are 
true, the effects of communicative memory are anything but straightforward. More important, 
there is room for a different interpretation of the origins of the current trauma. This is the 
point at which the reconstruction thesis comes into play. 

 

Reconstruction thesis 

According to this second line of interpretation, today’s policy lessons are not part of the initial 
traumatic experience; instead, they have been drawn in retrospect. Although they differ in 
their assessment of how traumatizing the events of 1923 were, reconstruction theorists share 
the view that the specific notion of inflation trauma interlinked with specific policy preferences 
constitutes a form of constructed reality. Therefore, this notion falls within the realm of 
cultural memory. The notion is contingent on its reproduction in public discourse, rather than 
on intergenerational transmission. For reconstruction theorists, inflation trauma is the product 
of retrospective reconstruction. The trauma is deliberately charged with particular meaning, 
“artificially kept alive” (van der Vat 2014) and “implanted” (Hudson 2011) into public 
discourse to drive monetary and fiscal policy objectives. 

Mee (2019) argues that, due to heavy disagreement over Bundesbank policy, references to 
the Weimar hyperinflation served as a strategic instrument for the Bundesbank to establish 
and defend central independence in Germany following the Second World War (WWII). He 
concludes that, especially in the 1950s, an inflation narrative prevailed that had little to do 
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with the historical event of inflation, but instead was politically motivated. This narrative, 
which is still effective today, not only emphasizes the need for an independent central bank, 
but also stresses the serious social consequences of inflation, which must be prevented by 
restrictive monetary policy. Mee goes as far as to claim, "The preoccupation of Germany's 
political culture with inflation today has little to do with the actual events of 1922-3; rather, we 
can find its roots in an institutional divide that the Allied military authorities had set in place in 
1948” (ibid.: 28; see also Haffert 2023).  

Mee’s thesis of an ex-ante construction of policy lessons is supported by a list of authors who 
have all highlighted the deliberate and strategic endeavors of the Bundesbank “to reinsert 
memories of the hyperinflation of the 1920s into Germany’s postwar political mythology” 
(Johnson 1998) and “to remind the German public continually of the cautionary lessons of 
the great inflation” (Marsh 1993: 18). There is no doubt the Bundesbank acted as an 
influential producer of cultural memory, consciously linking the inflationary past to its own 
stability-oriented efforts (Kennedy 1991: 6–10; Löffler 2010; Lindenlaub 2010; James 2005: 
377–383; Tognato 2012: Chapter 3; Neyer and Stempel 2023). 

Beyond the focus on the Bundesbank, Rowley (1994: 174–179) mentions further political 
uses of hyperinflationary memory to argue against debt-driven Keynesian policies. For 
instance, in their 1980s electoral campaigning, the CDU printed then-chancellor Helmut 
Schmidt’s portrait on Weimar-style inflation money. Schieritz (2013: 129–136) and Hirsch 
(2015: 56–57) further highlight the critical role of policy experts, mass media, and museums 
in keeping memories of hyperinflation alive, stirring public fears and demanding anti-inflation 
policies.  

Howarth and Rommerskirchen (2013, 2017) provide one of  the most direct challenges to the 
notion of a policy-specific inflation trauma. Noting that there are “deep-seated public 
preferences” (2013: 766), the researchers argue that the term “stability culture,” and hence the 
discursive link between hyperinflationary memory and stability policy, was deliberately 
constructed in the early 1990s as part of a reaction to the widespread opposition of the German 
population to the replacement of the Deutsch Mark (D-Mark) by the euro. Faced with “the 
replacement of a strong national currency with a single currency in a monetary union with 
potentially undisciplined confederates” (ibid.: 752), the authors claim the rhetoric appeal to 
preserve a stability culture “was hijacked” (ibid.: 751) by the government, which employed the 
CDU/CSU as a “strategic device” to appease public skepticism. Furthermore, the authors claim 
the CDU/CSU and FDP “manipulated” (2017: 385) the term during the Eurozone crisis to push 
for fiscal rules. 

 

III. RESEARCH DESIGN 

We pursue an interdisciplinary approach, drawing on two distinct but complementary 
methods from history and political science. 

 

Historical source criticism 

First, we employ source criticism to analyze the empirical validity of a collective trauma as it 
presents itself in published memoirs of men (mostly) and women who personally experienced 
the period of inflation. Our sources comprise 28 memoirs that were selected based on 
accessibility rather than any specific occupation or social role of the authors. Of course, the 
number is not representative of the German population. There are many source-critical 
problems, and from a systematic perspective, the evidence is anecdotal. Whether the 
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authors of the memoirs actually experienced events in the way they wrote about them, or 
whether they wrote with (hidden) strategic objectives in mind, is beyond our means of 
interpretation. Obviously, there is also an immense gender-historical disproportion.  

However, we do not claim to paint a representative picture of a contemporary collective 
trauma experience. Our aim is more modest: we test, and disprove, the claim of a "uniform" 
traumatic experience that originated in the early 1920s and resulted in a specific set of policy 
preferences. This claim is relevant for the analysis because it is essentially the one 
persistence theorists have made. Moreover, this claim has been supported by historians 
such as von Kruedener, who believes that, "the picture of the sources on this issue [the 
trauma, our addition] is uniform" (Kruedener 1989: 253). This statement enables von 
Kruedener to posit the emergence of a collective inflation trauma in 1923 as a given.  

In addition to testing the validity of the claim, our approach to source analysis enables us to 
understand better how people individually made sense of their inflation experiences. This 
point is important given the question of whether the meaning of the concept of a collective 
inflation trauma can be considered stable from its very beginning. 

 

Qualitative content analysis  

Second, we employ qualitative content analysis to control for the volume, policy-specific 
context, and temporal dynamics of references to the Weimar hyperinflation in the German 
Bundestag. This approach enables us to analyze whether the memory of hyperinflation since 
the 1950s has been attached to consistent policy propositions, or whether such readings 
changed over time. 

To do so, all relevant speeches alluding to the Weimar memory in Parliament were identified. 
This search was conducted with the help of the Bundestag’s digital archive DIP, employing 
the terms “Inflation,” “Währungsstabilität,” “Währungsreform,” “Geldwertstabilität,” and 
“Geldentwertung” in a full-text search for all plenary debates from 1949 to 2022. This 
preselection was followed by a subsequent manual sifting for pertinent references alluding to 
the Weimar memory. Both direct references to the 1923 hyperinflation and indirect allusions 
(e.g., to “our historical experience with inflation”) were considered.  

For each speech referring to such memories, we noted the date and party affiliation of the 
speaker. Then, we qualitatively explored whether and which policy proposals were directly 
linked or otherwise co-occurred with memories of hyperinflation. Thus, we deductively 
controlled for the following stability-oriented policies linked to the German inflation trauma in 
the public debate and academic literature:  

a. central bank independence, the prohibition of monetary financing, and a price-
stability-oriented mandate for the German and/ or European Central Bank; 

b. fiscal discipline, low levels of public deficits and debt, and the rejection of debt 
mutualization. 

 

Hypotheses  

Both analytical steps were guided by two opposite hypotheses derived from the logics of 
persistence and reconstruction.  

First, regarding persistence, we assume that 
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HI. when the monetary and fiscal policy lessons of today’s understanding are 
part of a persistent inflation trauma, then traumatic memories and policy 
implications co-emerge without notable variance over time.  

In contrast, regarding reconstruction, we assume that  

HII. when monetary and fiscal policy lessons of today’s understanding are 
retrospectively constructed as part of an inflation trauma, a period of 
discursive alignment of memories and policy lessons can be observed. 

 

IV. RESULTS 

 

The beginning of trauma? Personal memories and a plurality of interpretations 

 

a) everyday life experiences and coping mechanisms 

It is impossible to track and analyze the millions of individual experiences during the 
hyperinflationary years of the early 1920s. Historians who have attempted to understand the 
"creation of an inflation trauma" during this period have assumed a uniform picture. The 
drastic consequences of the financial turbulence and political violence mean anything less 
than a traumatic experience seemed highly unlikely to them (von Kruedener 1989; 
Pierenkemper 1998). There is solid empirical evidence that many people found the events of 
the early 1920s traumatizing. For example, a collective biographical study published in the 
early 2000s found the interviewees generally recalled the economic hardship of the 
hyperinflation "as more devastating" than even the Great Depression "because of its impact 
on their parents and family" (Kohut 2003: 258; Kohut 2012). These traumatic experiences 
included the unusual and shameful problem in middle-class households of not being able to 
buy books, but instead having to borrow them, as well as parental unemployment and the 
family's loss of wealth, which meant an uncertain future.  

Individual memoirs, too, speak of the early 1920s as "ominous" (Dohrn 1991: 44) or 
"sorrowful" (Buchheim 1996: 106); they speak of "madness" and "moral decay" (Buck 1948: 
116, 136); they speak of a "mass deception" with "serious consequences" (Hirschberg 1998), 
and they view inflation in retrospect as a "memory of horror" (Neumann 2013: 357) or a "hell" 
(Luther 1960: 175). Such descriptions are partly self-attributions, partly attributions to 
German society as a whole, or something in between. Although no source mentions the word 
"trauma" explicitly, such descriptions constitute valid cases for traumatic experiences.  

The totality of hyperinflation permeated everyday life and created serious economic 
hardships. However, one should not underestimate the complexity of people’s perceptions 
and coping mechanisms. The inflation did not necessarily impose itself on people and it did 
not necessarily affect everyone in the same way. Erna von Pustau, a young bourgeois girl in 
the early 1920s, remembered a moment when she had been absent from home for a few 
days, and in that time, Rathenau was murdered and hyperinflation began. Upon returning to 
the house, her mother exclaimed that she had known that something "horrible" would 
happen. As Erna drily remarked, what her mother considered horrible was her having cut her 
hair (Buck 1948: 192). Karl Buchheim, a historian, seems to have dealt rather pragmatically 
with hyperinflation and ignores the historical episode for most of his memoirs (Buchheim 
1996). This lack of discussion of hyperinflation in anything more than passing is widespread 
(e.g., Merton 1955; Schiffer 1951; Meinecke 2006; Hirschberg 1998). Therefore, widely cited 
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autobiographies such as those by Haffner (2014), Canetti (1980), or Zweig (1941) are hardly 
representative. Other contemporaries, based on their accounts, did not consider the period of 
inflation traumatic at all. In a biographical interview, a Mr. Flebbe called those days the 
"happiest of his life" (Heisterhagen and Hoffmann 2003: 151). Although this view is clearly an 
exception, the picture is far from uniform. 

 

b) plurality of sense-making 

The plurality of (hyper)inflation experiences extends to the question of sense-making. Rather 
than regarding the inflation as a consequence of fiscal and monetary laxity, contemporaries 
argued passionately about its causes. Only a minority considered the Reichsbank's interest 
rate policy to be the source of the issue. The most widely assumed cause for the German 
inflation was the reparation demands by the Allies (e.g., Wagemann 1940; Buck 1948). This 
view was the "official" theory of many German politicians and the Reichsbank and was 
supported by many newspapers and believed by many Germans. Even the president of the 
Bank Deutscher Länder and, later, the Deutsche Bundesbank, Wilhelm Vocke, traced the 
inflation to the "short-sighted" and "fateful" reparation demands (Vocke 1973: 78). Many 
other causes were also discussed. The disastrous budgetary situation, the Treaty of 
Versailles, political turmoil and revolution, speculation at home and on the international 
foreign exchange markets – all these were criticized regarding the question of "inflation" and 
"currency devaluation" (Teupe 2022). For the banker Hans Fürstenberg, the inflation was a 
result of the revolution, whereas his son blamed reparations (Fürstenberg 1965: 113). For 
Erna von Pustau, the problem was the interests of big industry (Buck 1948: 134).  

Only a minority of learned economists considered the quantity of money to be the major 
explanatory factor (Laidler and Stadler 1998). Ludwig von Mises was one of the most 
prominent of this group (Issing and Wieland 2013: 427). In a journal article published at the 
height of the Great Depression, he argues,  

"The German inflation, above all, was the outcome of the monetary and banking theory which 
for many years had obsessed the men who occupied the chairs of economics at the 
Universities, the men who governed the financial policy of the Reich, and the editors of the 
most influential newspapers and periodicals. The central feature of these erroneous theories 
was a total rejection of the Quantity Theory and of all the teachings of the Currency School" 
(Mises 1932: 232). 

However, even Albert Hahn, one of Germany’s pioneer monetary theorists, took his time to 
learn these "lessons." Hahn converted to the quantity theory only late during the inflation 
(Hahn 1963). Therefore, how likely was it that the rest of German society soon followed the 
lead of a minority group within economics?  

Mises himself was rather skeptical of his influence, at least in 1932. The Germans had 
learned nothing from the experience of inflation, he lamented, and still had a false picture of 
its causes. During the inflation, Germans blamed usurers. After the inflation, especially 
socialists identified capitalists' greed for profit as the cause. For Mises, on the contrary, 
inflation could only be countered using a restrictive monetary policy. This is precisely the type 
of lesson persistence theorists claim the Germans learned when traumatized by inflation. In 
1932, however, Mises was unable to establish a connection between trauma and monetary 
policy; instead, he mockingly remarked: "For the German public mind every misfortune is due 
to the machinations of the 'exploiter class'" (Mises 1932, p. 232). Like most people, Germans 
detested inflation, but they were divided about how to avoid it. Ironically, the people´s 
distaste for inflation enabled the National Socialists to pursue price controls. Given the 
National Socialists' expansionary monetary policy, these measures were completely 
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unsuitable for checking inflation in the long term. By 1948, the German currency had again 
been destroyed (Buchheim 2001; Teupe 2022). 

 

c) the problem of forgetting 

Over time, the lessons of hyperinflation failed to become much clearer. The concept of 
communicative memory suggests the historical inflation experience is handed down from one 
generation to another. Judging from personal memoirs published 40 to 50 years after the 
event, however, communicative memory is not very reliable. Having talked to many people, 
former finance minister Hans Luther complained in 1960 that most of his contemporaries had 
"no clue of the hell that existed in Germany back then" (Luther 1960: 175). Erwin Hielscher, a 
civil servant and financial journalist, shared a similar view eight years later: there were "very 
few people [in 1968] who had a clear memory of the first inflation" (Hielscher 1968: 9). Thus, 
when the Bundesbank assumed that inflation fears were widespread, it was "unfortunately" 
(ibid.) mistaken. Like Luther, Hielscher was skeptical of the intergenerational transmission of 
fear and trauma.  

Adam Fergusson also held the assumption of forgetting in the mid-1970s in his bestselling 
book on the German hyperinflation, which is a popular reference for conservatives regarding 
the "lessons" of inflation. Fergusson maintains that, "The agony of inflation, however 
prolonged, is perhaps somewhat similar to acute pain – totally absorbing, demanding 
complete attention while it lasts; forgotten or ignorable when it has gone, whatever mental or 
physical scars it may leave behind" (Fergusson 1975: i–ii). 

The examples of Luther, Hielscher, and Fergusson do not fall into the realm of 
communicative memory. Their work has to be considered as contributions to the public 
debate, partly drawing on personal memories but more "political" than the bedtime stories of 
grandparents. Therefore, by the 1970s, communicative memory had not established a 
persistent pattern of uniform inflation trauma. Memory seemed to be fading of the event, and 
interpretations were diverse. In this context, political debate played a crucial role in creating 
the type of inflation trauma we know today. 

 

Hyperinflation memories in Bundestag debates 

Regarding the German Bundestag’s plenary debates, we found 262 direct and indirect 
references to the Weimar hyperinflation. The majority of these references occurred in the first 
half of the research period, from 1949 to the mid-1970s. The years 1950, 1955, and 1970 
had a particularly high number of relevant speeches. In the second half of the research 
period, the density of references is conspicuously lower, with an especial increase in 
salience during the mid- and late 1990s, as well as during the early 2010s. The years 1996, 
1998, and 2011 stand out regarding frequency.  

Close inspection of these speeches reveals a general link between the memories of 
hyperinflation and the overall realm of monetary and fiscal policy. Specifically, 78.6% of all 
references to the 1920s hyperinflation in the Bundestag co-occur with policy suggestions on 
matters of central banking and/or public expenditure (see Illustration 1). The other speeches 
use the Weimar memory as a time-stamp or historical distinction marker without expanding 
on a direct or indirect connection to stability-oriented policy proposals. 
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Illustration 1. Share of different policy areas co-occurring with Weimar memories 
(N=262) 

 

Following the research interest in regard to the historical origin of today’s notion of inflation 
trauma in close detail requires a comparison of the narrative linkage between policy 
suggestions connected to the Weimar memory and the share of parliamentary actors 
employing them.  

Concerning questions of monetary policy preferences, we heuristically filtered all speeches 
including memories of proposals to the Bundesbank’s and the European Central Bank’s 
(ECB) independent, price-stability-oriented mandate. 

Regarding the frequency and volume of references, comparing the parliamentary actors 
employing these references and their content exposed striking peculiarities. 

First, concerning frequency, only 14.1% of all the speeches connect references to 
hyperinflation directly to monetary policy and central banking (see Illustration 2). However, 
three periods of increased frequency occurred during which memories were directly or 
indirectly linked to policy proposals or assertions regarding central banking: the year 1953 
and the debates on the newly formed Bundesbank Law; during the early and late 1990s and 
the debates on the soon-to-be-established European Monetary Union and the ECB; and 
during the years 2011 and 2012 in the policy debates regarding potential policy responses to 
the Eurozone crisis. 

 

Illustration 2. Temporal comparison of speeches linking memories of hyperinflation to 
monetary policy and the overall number of annual speeches referring to the Weimar 
hyperinflation 
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169; 65%
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Second, in these debates, there is a clear conservative bias in speeches that discuss and 
favor the Bundesbank’s or the ECB’s independent and stability-oriented mandate as the vast 
majority of said speeches were made by either CDU/CSU or FDP representatives (see 
Illustration 3).  

Third, central bank independence and the role of price stability was the subject of 
controversial debate during the 1950s and onwards (cf. Mee 2019), a clear consensus 
emerged in Parliament in the debate on the Bundesbank Law in 1953. This consensus linked 
the question of political dependence to the memories of “how the inflation occurred after the 
First World War” (Seuffert in Deutscher Bundestag 1953: 1180), affirmed the Bundesbank’s 
mandate, persisted and re-appeared in later debates on monetary policy.  

Specifically, the debates regarding the establishment of the ECB and the ECB’s role during 
the Eurozone crisis unequivocally advocated for central bank independence and a price 
stability-oriented mandate with reference to hyperinflation (cf. Issing and Wieland 2013: 434-
435). For example, in 1998, FDP representative Paul Friedhoff , “against the backdrop of two 
inflationary upheavals in this century” (Friedhoff in Deutscher Bundestag 1998a: 203), 
emphasized the need to transpose the Bundesbank model to the ECB, as “lax monetary 
policy […] at best leads to an economic flash in the pan and then straight to inflation” (ibid.).  

Similarly, in 2011, then-minister of economy Rainer Brüderle reiterated the claim that “[w]e 
have experienced two currency reforms in Germany” (Brüderle in Deutscher Bundestag 
2011a: 13216), and thus “are very sensitive for the right structures and a culture of stability” 
(ibid.) when arguing against bond purchases and to preserve central bank independence. 
Therefore, the ECB should remain as autonomous as the Bundesbank, and hence make the 
euro as stable as the D-Mark without following any “fundamentally wrong” (Brüderle in 
Deutscher Bundestag 2012a: 22999) pursuit of monetary financing.  

Overall, however, except for the concentration in the debates described above, memories of 
hyperinflation were generally only connected to specific monetary policy proposals at times 
of institutional reform and crisis policy. Outside such periods, references to hyperinflation 
were largely independent and detached from the general realm of central banking and 
monetary policy.  
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Illustration 3. Distribution of speeches linking memories of hyperinflation and 
monetary policy proposals by parliamentary group (N=37) 

 

Regarding fiscal policy, the speeches reveal a strong interconnection between the 
occurrence of hyperinflation memories in parliament and respective fiscal policy lessons.  

However, in close examination, the policy lessons drawn from the hyperinflationary memory 
reflect all but uniform policy implications for public expenditure. 

In contrast to today’s interpretation that the trauma of hyperinflation has connotations for low 
levels of deficit and debt, the connection between hyperinflation and fiscal restraint is only 
found in half of all the relevant Bundestag speeches (see Illustration 4). Notably, a quarter of 
these uses reference Weimar in the context of expansionary spending. Assuming that 
restrictive policy implications are part of a shared trauma, this finding is puzzling. Rather, it 
underscores the opposite interpretation of reconstruction as especially during the 1950s 
when there was a higher tolerance for debt in German fiscal policy (cf. Burret et al. 2013), the 
connection between hyperinflation and expansionary policy was a dominant narrative pattern 
and thereafter co-occurred on an equal footing until the 1980s.  

 

Illustration 4. Temporal comparison of speeches linking memories of hyperinflation to 
fiscal policy and the overall number of annual speeches referring to the Weimar 
hyperinflation 
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Regarding the connection of public spending with hyperinflationary memory, no sizable 
differences among the parliamentary actors are to be detected (see Illustration 5). Instead, 
speeches including both Weimar memories and calls for spending were made by all parties 
across the political spectrum. 

  

Illustration 5. Distribution of speeches linking memories of hyperinflation and 
increased public spending by parliamentary group (N=67) 

 

When exploring these speeches in greater depth, two narrative logics emerged that 
emphasize the demand for increased public spending.  

First, during the early years of the newly founded Federal Republic, references to 
hyperinflation served as the reasoning and justification to urge increased public support for a 
society still feeling the lasting consequences of hyperinflation. Notably, demands that linked 
increased spending, especially regarding social security, to the experience of hyperinflation 
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were made by all parties across the political spectrum. Again, this runs contrary to today’s 
uniform reading of conservative fiscal policy implications and the exclusive employment on 
part of conservative politicians and commentators. Prominent examples of this logic include, 
first, the communist KPD arguing for statutory support for savers who had grown “destitute 
and in need of care” (Renner in Deutscher Bundestag 1952a: 8384) as a direct consequence 
of both German hyperinflations; second, the social-democratic SPD invoked “our 
experiences with inflation” (Preller in Deutscher Bundestag 1955: 4515) to expand pensions 
to those unable to provide for themselves and who were rightly concerned with “the question 
of what happens to us when we are old” (ibid.). Similarly, the CDU/CSU and the FDP, in the 
debates on pension reform and “the re-installment of the German Bismarckian welfare state” 
(Hien 2018: 90), agreed on the need to extend public pensions and social security insurance 
schemes to cover farmers, the self-employed, and other groups – “most of whom have been 
completely impoverished by two monetary devaluations” (Weber in Deutscher Bundestag 
1952b: 9036) – and those “who have lost their assets that were supposed to provide for their 
old age” (Becker in Deutscher Bundestag 1952c: 8527), and “who thus have an “increased 
need for social security” (Jentzsch in Deutscher Bundestag 1957: 10517). 

In addition to the narrative justification of increased spending with the experience of 
hyperinflation, the second group of speeches acknowledges the potential link between fiscal 
spending and inflation but disregards the immediate dangers of a returning hyperinflation. 
Whereas the first narrative pattern was especially salient during the 1950s, the second 
emerged mainly in the late 1960s and early 1970s, during the period of intense domestic 
debates on rising inflation. Again, such references can be found in speeches across the 
political spectrum. In 1960, for instance, CDU Bundestag member Walter Kühltau advocated 
increasing public salaries but warned against deeming them inflationary, as “our people do 
and have to understand the term ‘inflation’ as a loss of savings like 1923 and 1948” (Kühltau 
in Deutscher Bundestag 1960: 6275). However, the majority of such references were made 
by SPD and FDP representatives. For instance, in 1970, both government parties warned 
against using the term inflation “as it is understood out there by the people as a devaluation 
of money like the one we experienced after the First and Second World War” (Grüner in 
Deutscher Bundestag 1970a: 3840) and “what we see today and concerns us has nothing to 
do with inflation and the sense that our German citizens understood it in the twenties” 
(Hermsdorf in Deutscher Bundestag 1970b: 3757). The coalition partners argued that any 
opposition to necessary spending expansions that “demagogically exploits the latent fear of 
inflation among the German people rooted in their past” (Kurlbaum-Beyer in Deutscher 
Bundestag 1968: 10469) was irresponsible and should be avoided regarding the traumatic 
experiences of the public.  

Conversely, speeches connecting references to Weimar with the impetus to reduce or restrict 
spending reflect a clear conservative bias, with the Christian-conservative CDU making the 
most, and the liberal-conservative FDP also contributing a sizable share of all such speeches 
(see Illustration 6). 

 

Illustration 6. Distribution of speeches linking memories of hyperinflation and fiscal 
restraint by parliamentary group (N=129) 
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Examining these speeches, four narrative logics that connect references to hyperinflation 
with fiscal restraint were identified.  

According to the first, fiscal spending should be restricted despite the lasting consequences 
of hyperinflation. Appearing only in the 1950s, this logic can be interpreted as a direct 
contestation of the hitherto dominant expansionary reading of hyperinflationary memories. 
For example, in 1957, the CDU argued that although “two inflations have caused a 
widespread loss of wealth” (Krone in Deutscher Bundestag 1957: 10594), the state should 
not expand social services but encourage self-reliance and personal responsibility.  

Second, during the 1960s and 1970s, in addition to the frequent call to restrict spending, 
FDP and CDU representatives continuously reassured there was no danger of hyperinflation. 
Instead, like the proponents of fiscal expansion, they cautioned to use the very term 
“inflation” because “in the consciousness of our population, inflation does not mean what we 
have today, but rather of developments characterized by the years 1923 and 1948” (Kirst in 
Deutscher Bundestag 1970c: 2869). 

Third, especially during the late 1960s until the 1980s, the call not to expand spending was 
linked to the argument that German debts were only low because “during two currency 
reforms the state practically got rid of its old debt” (Häfele in Deutscher Bundestag 1980: 
18097). 

Fourth, and most important, memories of hyperinflation were linked to restricted fiscal 
spending, as the latter was positioned as either a direct or indirect cause of inflation. This line 
of interpretation is found within the overall research period but gained prominence from the 
late 1980s onwards, marking a striking discursive alignment between memories of 
hyperinflation and the fiscally conservative policy reading that prevails today. 

During the 1950s, for instance, former CDU minister of economics Ludwig Erhard rejected 
Keynesian ideas of stimulus-fueled full employment with inflationary fears by proposing that 
“this is not a spectre […] but history has shown time and again where open or price-
controlled inflation leads us” (Erhard in Deutscher Bundestag 1950: 1157). Similarly, then-
minister of housing Victor-Emanuel Preusker rebutted initiatives for “deficit spending […] 
which especially in Germany after two inflations has to be prevented by any means 
necessary” (Preusker in Deutscher Bundestag 1954: 873).  

The same logic can be found during the 1960s and 1970s, as both the FDP and the CDU 
stressed the need to reduce fiscal expenditure to support price stability, as “the preservation 
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of the monetary value and the value of the savings is a goal which, in the situation of our 
people after two inflations, must be put before all others” (Starke in Deutscher Bundestag 
1964: 6439). This view stressed that, in the past, “ever new debt budgets could only be 
achieved at the price of great inflation and thus the most fundamental social injustice” (von 
Weizsäcker in Deutscher Bundestag 1975: 11001).  

From the 1980s onwards, hyperinflation memories featured prominently in debates on the 
public pension scheme. In such debates, especially former CDU labor minister Norbert Blüm 
repeatedly argued that those “who experienced inflation as a child” (Blüm in Deutscher 
Bundestag 1985: 10114) and “who are the children and young people of the […] 1920s, 
when a sack full of money bought you two rolls” (Blüm in Deutscher Bundestag 1986: 19602) 
should not fear for their pension. However, according to Blüm, this generation knew well that 
price stability “has its price” (Blüm in Deutscher Bundestag 1984: 7668) and hence not to 
demand a “high pension adjustment that ends up at zero the day after tomorrow” (Blüm in 
Deutscher Bundestag 1988: 7726). Since debt-financed social security payments risked a 
return to inflation, the CDU/CSU argued, all necessary reforms to the pension scheme – 
including spending cuts – were necessary to uphold the system that had “survived all the 
strokes of fate and catastrophes of our century, two terrible world wars, […] inflation and 
currency reform” (Blüm in Deutscher Bundestag 1989: 13133).  

From the late 1980s until the early 2000s, the CDU/CSU and FDP, particularly when in 
government, but also the opposition-leading SPD, interlinked hyperinflationary memories, 
public fear of losing the D-Mark, and the debates on the soon-to-be-introduced Euro with the 
demand for budgetary rules and fiscal convergence in the newly formed European Monetary 
Union. To address the fear of the older generation, who have “seen the devaluation of all 
values in this century as a personal fate” (Gerhardt in Deutscher Bundestag 1998b: 20786), 
who have “experienced two hyperinflations this century and [are] very skeptical about the 
European currency” (Gerhardt in Deutscher Bundestag 1996: 12692), who “for historical 
reasons [share] a particular sensitivity to inflation and currency issues” (Haussman in 
Deutscher Bundestag 1991: 5453), “who twice due to inflation lost their earnings and 
savings” (Kohl in Deutscher Bundestag 1992: 10826), and whose “wariness about the 
introduction of the euro is more pronounced […] than in any other member state of the 
European Union” (Stoiber in Deutscher Bundestag 1998b: 20801), they argued, the euro 
should be  “just as stable and of the same quality as the Deutsche Mark” (Kohl in Deutscher 
Bundestag 1994: 20123). Hence, fiscal rules and budgetary convergence among the future 
Eurozone members were positioned as an insurance mechanism to secure the monetary 
dominance of the ECB and prevent future trauma (cf. Issing and Wieland 2019: 434-435; 
Kamps and Leiner-Killinger 2019).  

Finally, memories of hyperinflation played a major role in concern to fiscal policy debates 
during the Eurozone crisis of the 2010s and the dominant appeal to curb spending and 
pursue austerity (cf. Blyth 2013). For instance, especially former FDP minister of 
economics Rainer Brüderle repeatedly invoked memories of hyperinflation and 
emphasized that a corresponding fear of inflation and preference for price stability would 
be “engrained in the German genetic code” (Brüderle in Deutscher Bundestag 2011abc: 
13216, 12613, 16926). To address this fear and to keep the “promises” (Brüderle in 
Deutscher Bundestag 2011b: 1321a) made during the 1990s that “the Euro will be as 
stable as the Deutsche Mark” (ibid.), he time and time again stressed the need for fiscal 
austerity and self-responsibility to fight the crisis and preserve the euro. In contrast, the 
proposal of Euro-Bonds and a tolerance of higher debt and deficits beyond the 
established rules would disadvantage traumatized savers, “the little people [,] and the 
weak” (Brüderle in Deutscher Bundestag 2011d: 14561) through future inflation and 
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hence a return of past traumata. Notably, he repeatedly argued that, to prevent the return 
of “the most miserable time in German history” (Brüderle in Deutscher Bundestag 
2012ab:22999, 22811) – alluding to the Nazi-rule and thereby connecting both the 
trauma of hyperinflation with the one of WWII – price stability would be essential, and 
any fiscal expansion, including ECB bond purchases, needed to be curtailed.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Today’s public debate on price-stability, monetary policy and public budgeting often 
repeats the following presumably irrefutable fact: Scarred by the historical experience of 
hyperinflation during the Weimar Republic, the German population suffers a continuous 
trauma that surfaces as soon as prices begin to rise quickly. The traumatic experience is 
not only deeply engrained in the collective memory. According to the persistence thesis, 
the historical event of 1923 also produced an everlasting fear of rising prices which 
explain the nation-wide “Stabilitätskultur” (Schäfer 2018) and the peculiar preference for 
monetary rigidity and fiscal restraint among German policy-makers and overall society.  

In this paper, we questioned the provenance of the discursive linkage between 
hyperinflationary trauma and its often-invoked policy reading. Specifically, we embarked 
on a two-step analysis. First, we traced the link between policy and trauma through a 
broad catalog of personal memoirs of people who lived through the event. Second, we 
reviewed instances of political remembrance in the German Bundestag regarding their 
attachment to consistent policy readings. 

The results of this research support the following findings:  

▪ Germans remembered the hyperinflation not only differently but were also far from 
uniform in their interpretations and the "lessons" they had learned. Rather than being 
handed down a trauma with precise policy recommendations, there is evidence the 
younger generation even forgot about the historic event. Thus, communicative 
memory largely failed, in contrast to popular anecdotes and the view of persistence 
theorists. In this context, a cultural memory created by historians, journalists, and 
politicians emerged that was created more or less independently from the historic 
event and individual experiences. 

▪ This interpretation is supported by the analysis of Bundestag debates. We detect 
striking variances in the way and the degree memories of hyperinflation were 
connected to policy lessons in the first decades following WWII. Regarding monetary 
policy, memories of the Weimar hyperinflation were not ubiquitously attached to one 
specific policy or institutional prerequisite that continuously and reliably co-occurred 
with said memories. Instead, these memories were only connected to central banking 
in times of institutional reform, crisis, or uncertainty. The results support the view that 
the monetary policy preferences emphasized in today’s discourse on trauma and 
stability are not necessarily connected to personal memories and the very experience 
of the past, as Mee (2019) argues. Regarding fiscal policy, the results reveal a strong 
connection between memories of hyperinflation and fiscal policy. However, today’s 
interpretation that such experiences engrained an everlasting traumatic preference 
against fiscal expenditure are not confirmed. Rather, within the fiscal policy context, 
Weimar has long served as a heterogeneously amenable point of reference in the 
calls both for and against public spending. Today’s dominant political reading of the 
Weimar hyperinflation emerged as a product of an uncontested discursive alignment 
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pursued by conservative party members from the 1980s onwards who pushed for a 
restrictive policy and called on the Weimar memory to aid their cause.  

 
Comparing these results with our hypotheses, we reject the HI and confirm HII, as traumatic 
memories of hyperinflation occurred independently from immediate policy lessons and a 
period of discursive alignment of memories and policy lessons can be observed. Therefore, 
there is evidence for the reconstruction thesis.  

By providing this insight, our research complements the hitherto limited understanding of 
today’s popular memory of the Weimar hyperinflation, its flawed collective remembrance of 
the historical past as well as its strategic political use that posits a common history for 
present purposes (cf. Haffert et al. 2021; Haffert 2023). 

Certainly, our insights are limited and cannot produce a definite answer as we only examined 
a restricted scope of research material. To gain further grasp, one could widen such scope 
by analyzing an even bigger sample of memoirs or take interwar parliamentary debates into 
account. Another potential avenue for further research could constitute the complementary 
scrutiny of media coverage. Engaging with either will be up to future inquiry. 
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