
The Check is Dying: Long 
Live the Check 

RACING against a deadline, last month I 
renewed my car’s registration at the local tag 
agency (in Oklahoma we take care of routine 
automobile paper work at these private storefronts, 
found typically in strip malls). As I remitted my 
pound of flesh to the Oklahoma Tax Commission, I 
noticed this remarkable schedule of fees: 

Cash: no charge 
Check: no charge 
Debit Card: $3.95 per transaction  

 What makes no sense in this schedule, of 
course, is that the safest, most efficient, and lowest cost 
payment alternative—electronic funds transfer—is the 
most expensive. The United States stands out among 
developed economies for relying, even into the 21st 
century, on the paper check, even when other countries 
either never embraced it, or have transitioned to purely 
electronic methods. While the United States does have 
an Automated Clearing House (ACH) for interbank 
settlements, it still isn’t easy or cheap for one person to 
wire funds into the account of another person. 

CChhuummpp  
CChhaannggee 
LLoorreenn  GGaattcchh 

So why is the United States distinctive in this 
regard? A persuasive answer is given by Stephen 
Quinn and William Roberds in their 2008 article, “The 
Evolution of the Check as a Means of Payment: A 
Historical Survey”, in the Federal Reserve Bank of 
Atlanta’s Economic Review. In this piece, Quinn and 
Roberds examine the broader significance of the check 
in European (and later American) financial history, 
and what makes the United States different. 

As easy as it is to think of banknotes and 
checks as interchangeable, the modern check is 
actually a descendent of the bill of exchange, which in 
16th century Europe acquired a crucial property that in 
turn made the check such a versatile instrument: its 
negotiability. The ability of paper instruments to 
circulate via endorsement made possible the rise of 
clearing arrangements that vastly increased the scale 
and scope of funds transfers. What made these 
financial innovations so versatile, Quinn and Roberds 
write, is that “the record-keeping function of the 
negotiable instrument was bound to the paper 
instrument itself.” 

While private banknotes dominated the 
American payments system during the antebellum 

period, Quinn and Roberds argue that their suppression 
by the Civil War-era National Banking Acts opened up 
a space for the emergence of checks as a device 
for inter-regional payments. Building upon 
clearinghouse arrangements (like the Suffolk System) 
that had been first perfected for banknotes, by the late 
19th century the American payments system 
was increasingly dominated by paper checks 
processed and settled through bank clearinghouses. 

In effect, restrictions on banknote issues 
combined with unit banking created the need for a 
paper medium of payment like the check, which 
evolved from a device of purely local significance prior 
to the Civil War into the basic element of the nation’s 
interregional payments system. In the early 20th century, 
as the new Federal Reserve System supplanted the 
functions of private bank clearinghouses, the efficiency 
of its national settlements system assured that the check 
would remain at the financial center of the modern 
American economy. Meanwhile, other national 
economies were evolving different payments practices. 
In Northern Europe, ledger-based payments managed 
through post offices created the giro transfer, while in 
Germany a similar giro arrangement was introduced by 
the Reichsbank in 1876.  

Given their importance in American financial 
history, how should we think about check collecting as 
an aspect of notaphily? I would argue that checks aren’t 
just a niche or exonumial interest, but should be treated 
as a proper adjunct to paper money collecting. That 
checks and paper currency do intersect is suggested in 
part by the use of checks, in modified form, as 
emergency currencies during the Panic of 1907 or the 
Great Depression. Beyond those episodes, though, the 
historical salience of checks in the nation’s payments 
system imparts to them an intrinsic significance. Not 
only do checks of the late 19th and early 20th centuries 
often possess an extraordinarily aesthetic appeal, but 
the very specificity of their instructions—the payer, the 
payee, the amount and banks involved, and for what 
purposes—evoke details about prevailing financial 
practices that are simply unavailable from the face of a 
piece of standardized paper currency. Collecting checks 
also integrates the experiences of postbellum state 
banks, which otherwise did not enjoy circulation 
privileges, into our understanding of those financial 
practices. 

Checks are also collectible because the check 
itself is undergoing a rapid death. Having peaked in 
their volume at nearly 50 billion in 1995, the use of 
checks has entered a steady decline as paper payments 
have been supplanted by electronic means. Though 
Americans still write checks by the billions, the basic 
inefficiency of paper augurs its decline in favor of 
purely electronic alternatives. 

How did I finally settle with the Oklahoma Tax 
Commission? I paid $61.40 for my new sticker, naturally 
by check. 
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