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Civil Liberties and the  

“Cashless Society” 



What is the ACLU? 



What is the ACLU 

• The oldest and largest civil liberties organization in 

the United States 

• Founded 100 years ago (1920) 

• 1,750 employees, including ~500 lawyers 

• 1.6 million dues-paying members 

• Quasi-independent affiliates in all 50 states 

• Best known for litigation, but we also do political 

advocacy, lobbying, and organizing, and public 

education efforts 

• A wide range of civil liberties issues.  

 



Our civil liberties missions: 



Why do we see cash as a civil 

liberties issue? 

 

Four reasons 



1. Bad for Privacy 





Customer 

Image: Associated Press 

Image: the Focal Project via Flickr 



The 

Store 

Customer 

Image: Mike Mozart via Flickr 



The 

Store 

PoS 

system 

Customer 

Image: The Focal Project via Flickr 



The 

Store 

Bank that 

processes 

swipes 

PoS 

system 

Customer 

Image: Duane Schermerhorn via Flickr  

 



The 

Store 

Bank that 

processes 

swipes 

PoS 

system 

Customer 

Issuing 

Bank 

Image: Associated Press 



The 

Store 

Bank that 

processes 

swipes 

PoS 

system 

Customer 

Issuing 

Bank 

Image: Associated Press 



The 

Store 

Bank that 

processes 

swipes 

PoS 

system 

Card 

Network 

Customer 

Issuing 

Bank 

Image: asdf 



The 

Store 

Bank that 

processes 

swipes 

PoS 

system 

Card 

Network 

Co-

branded 

card 

partners 

Customer 

Issuing 

Bank 

Image: ajay_suresh via Flickr  

 



The 

Store 

Google 
Bank that 

processes 

swipes 

PoS 

system 

Card 

Network 

Co-

branded 

card 

partners 

Customer 

Issuing 

Bank 



Google 





The 

Store 

Google 
Bank that 

processes 

swipes 

PoS 

system 

Card 

Network 

Co-

branded 

card 

partners 

Customer 

Issuing 

Bank 



The 

Store 

Google 
Bank that 

processes 

swipes 

PoS 

system 

Card 

Network 

Co-

branded 

card 

partners 

Mobile 

Wallets 

Customer 

Issuing 

Bank 



The 

Store 

Google 
Bank that 

processes 

swipes 

PoS 

system 

Card 

Network 

Co-

branded 

card 

partners 

Mobile 

Wallets 

Customer 

Issuing 

Bank 



Customer first name 

last name 

Postal code 

Data 

appending 

service 

Email address 

Postal address 

Telephone # 

A whole world of data: 
 

Demographic info: age, race, sex, occupation, educational level 

Financial information 

Health conditions 

Religious affiliation 

Political party 

License and registration data 

Purchases 

“Life event triggers” – marriage, home purchase, divorce, deaths, etc. 

Hobbies & interests (fashion, exercise, travel, cooking, etc.) 

Reading habits 

Charitable giving Data brokers 



1. Bad for Privacy 

2. Bad for Free Speech 
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“Processing sales for adult-

oriented products is a prohibited 

vertical.” 

 - Chase Bank to condom company 





1. Bad for Privacy 

2. Bad for Free Speech 

3. Bad for Low-Income and  

 Minority Communities 



Many don’t have smartphones 

[PE

RCE

NTA

GE] 

65+ WITH NO SMARTPHONE 

 

[PER

CEN

TAG

E] 

INCOME BELOW $30,000 A YEAR 

WITH NO SMARTPHONE 

Also disproportionate numbers of: 

• Homeless people 

• Disabled people 



Many people are unbanked 
Disproportionately people of color 
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Many are underbanked 
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Structural barriers to banking 

• ID requirements 

• Bank account fees: Minimum balance! 

• ATM, overdraft, transfer fees, etc. 

• Banking deserts 



Regressive redistribution 
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1. Bad for Privacy 

2. Bad for Free Speech 

3. Bad for Low-Income and  

 Minority Communities 

4. Less resilient 



Centralized failure 
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But brittle on individual level too 
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What is the state of cash in 

the United States? 

 



State of cash in the U.S. 

• Definitely a strong trend toward cashless 

• Covid being used as reason/excuse 

• Pushback with bans on cashless stores 

• Some discussion of CBDCs within Federal Reserve 

 



Bans on Cashless stores 

Cities: 

• Philadelphia 

• San Francisco 

• New York  

 

 States: 

• New Jersey 

• Rhode Island 

• (Also Massachusetts, since 1978) 

 

 
Failed 

• Chicago 

• Washington, DC 

• Federal law (“The Payment Choice Act”) 



Various exceptions in  

different laws 

• Food Trucks 

• Ride hail services (eg, Uber) 

• Parking garages 

• Membership stores 

• Rental cars, other transactions that require a security deposit 

• Businesses that use cash cards (no fees or expiration) 

• Telephone, mail, or internet transactions 

• Airports (as long as there are 2 establishments in a terminal 

that do serve food) 

 



Our civil liberties missions: 
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Thank you! 

Questions? 


