As an economist, I appreciate the convenience and efficiency of digital transactions. However, I must admit there is something about cash that I find both nostalgic and indispensable. The tactile sensation of holding bills and coins, the vibrant notes from various countries, and the simple act of paying with cash at the local grocery store, coffee shop, or flea market all connect me to a tangible, timeless form of exchange.

Undeniably, digital transactions have their merits, and the rapid adoption of credit cards, smartphones, and smartwatches as payment tools exemplifies the appeal of a cashless society. Nonetheless, it is essential to recognize the unique value of cash and the role it plays in protecting our freedom, privacy, and dignity.

And that's why I'm worried. Because cash is under attack.

In their quest to discourage or even outlaw the use of physical currency, governments and central banks worldwide are pushing for a transition to digital payments and electronic money. While they claim that going cashless is for our own good, promising to make our lives easier, safer, and better, it is crucial to examine the implications of such a move more closely.

Renowned economist Kenneth Rogoff, in his book "The Curse of Cash," presents a compelling argument for a less-cash society. However, it's essential to consider the counterarguments as well. As Felix Martin writes in the London Review of Books:

There is a deeper objection to the removal of cash from the economy than the practical inconveniences and the curtailment of personal liberty. The most profound argument against the elimination of cash is that it would dramatically alter the balance of power between the citizen and the state, and between the citizen and the corporate world. Cash is the only form of money that allows financial transactions to take place without any intermediary between the parties involved. In a world where all transactions had to be settled through the banking system, the state would have the potential to monitor every action of the citizenry – and the corporate world would have the ability to extract fees from every action that involved money... In a cashless society, the state would have the potential to exert virtually unlimited control over all aspects of people's lives.

Martin's concerns are not unfounded, as several countries have already implemented policies that restrict the use of cash:

· In France, cash payments are limited to 1,000 euros for residents (although tourists can pay up to 10,000 euros in cash). Public services also have a cash payment limit of 300 euros.
· Greece mandates electronic payments for all transactions above 500 euros and imposes penalties for excessive cash withdrawals within a year.
· Italy restricts cash payments to no more than 2,000 euros, with plans to lower the limit to 1,000 euros in the near future. They also incentivize electronic payments through a lottery scheme.
· Spain limits cash transactions to 1,000 euros between businesses and professionals, and 2,500 euros for transactions between individuals.
· In Sweden, cash is becoming increasingly rare, with only about 15% of retail transactions made with physical currency. Many businesses and even some banks no longer accept or provide cash services.

These measures are purportedly aimed at combating tax evasion, money laundering, terrorism financing, and corruption. While there might be some truth to these claims, it's crucial not to overlook the potential loss of privacy, autonomy, and resilience that a cashless society would entail.

I learned this lesson the hard way when I visited Venezuela a few years ago. The country was suffering from hyperinflation, shortages, blackouts, and violence. The government had imposed strict controls on foreign currency and bank withdrawals. The official exchange rate was absurdly low, and the black market rate was sky-high. The ATMs were empty, the credit cards were useless, the online platforms were blocked. The only way to survive was to use cash. But not any cash. Only US dollars or euros. The local currency, the bolivar, was worthless. It was literally cheaper to use it as toilet paper than to buy toilet paper with it.

I was lucky enough to have some dollars with me, but not enough for my whole trip. I had to find ways to get more cash without getting ripped off or robbed. I had to rely on strangers who were willing to exchange their hard-earned dollars for my useless bolivars. I had to hide my cash in different places to avoid attracting attention or suspicion. I had to negotiate prices and haggle over rates for everything I bought or sold. I had to be careful and vigilant at all times.

It was stressful and exhausting, but also enlightening and humbling. I realized how much I took for granted the convenience and security of using my own currency in my own country. I realized how much I depended on cash for my survival and dignity. I realized how much I valued cash as a symbol of freedom, privacy, and sovereignty.

That’s why I love cash. And that’s why you should too. Don’t let them force you into their digital trap.

