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Preface 

Writing a book about economic controversies in the early years of the 
twenty-first century turned out to be a very tricky project. The past sev-
eral years have witnessed economic events of historic proportions, includ-
ing a global financial crisis, government intervention in financial firms, and 
reforms to the nation’s health care market that have perhaps been matched 
in their unprecedented nature only by the subsequent controversies they 
engendered. New populist movements have erupted in public life, with the 
Tea Party clamoring for GOP attention on the right, and left-wing groups 
hoping to convince Occupy Wall Street protestors that they have really been 
faithful Democrats all along. How does a book about Wal-Mart debates fit 
into our current economic landscape?

This book argues that we can use the recent controversy surrounding 
Wal-Mart to explore how conservative and progressive activists talk about 
controversial economic issues—with regard to both the nation’s largest 
retailer and other recent market controversies. When I became interested 
in studying economic discourse several years ago, the developing national 
debate over Wal-Mart emerged as a particularly visible and compelling case 
study. The public discourse surrounding the retailer produced vivid exam-
ples of competing arguments for and against Wal-Mart’s often-notorious 
business practices, which despite their allegedly harmful impacts on work-
ers, the environment, and small retailers, have undoubtedly proved an eco-
nomic boon for the typical American consumer. I began this research in 
2005, tracking closely the developing activities of the organization Wal-Mart 
Watch, which declared itself to be a novel coalition of community organi-
zations, leaders from various religious groups, and concerned citizens and 
activists who were united by their desire to pressure Wal-Mart to live up to 
its potential as a template corporation for the twenty-first century. Although 
held together by the glue of substantial funding from the Service Employees 
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International Union (SEIU), Wal-Mart Watch declared its goal to be bigger 
than simply organizing Wal-Mart’s domestic workers in a union; instead, the 
group sought to prod Wal-Mart toward greater responsibility as the world’s 
largest corporation. 

As I argue in the pages that follow, the resulting dialectic between Wal-
Mart Watch and Wal-Mart Inc. (which would eventually found its own 
short-lived “advocacy group,” Working Families for Wal-Mart) produced a 
telling representation of the kind of economic discourse produced on both 
the right and the left in the present-day United States. Yet this discourse was 
also created in a particular time and place. Developing in the years 2005 and 
2006, Wal-Mart Watch’s mission was conceived during a period in which 
most Americans believed that the nation’s economic pie was growing only 
bigger. In the first half of the decade, for instance, the Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics found that Americans’ net worth increased by almost half, from 
a median of $87,220 in 2001 to $120,025 in 2007.1 Of course, this percep-
tion of abundance would turn out to be premised on the shaky foundation 
of the housing sector, with much of this growth in wealth fueled by rising 
home prices and increasing home equity. Americans’ expanded holdings in 
financial assets were surprisingly paltry by comparison: The median value 
of financial assets for households in the PSID, for example, increased by 
only $2,000 between 2001 and 2007. Moreover, incomes were stagnant for 
the first part of the decade, with the median rising less than $1,000 between 
2005 and 2007. 

As is still painfully clear as of this writing, the housing bubble that fed 
Americans’ illusion of prosperity (and in many cases, practices of living 
beyond a household’s means through home equity loans that were easily 
available) could not continue indefinitely, and the string of catastrophes that 
accelerated in 2008 plunged the entire world into a global financial crisis. 
The economic context facing groups like Wal-Mart Watch looked radically 
different, as did the formerly vilified retail behemoth that is Wal-Mart. As 
unemployment crept into double-digit percentages, Americans watched their 
retirement investments evaporate, and foreclosures rose steeply with little 
sign of abatement. A store like Wal-Mart—which had always championed its 
empowerment of lower- and middle-class American consumers—was well 
positioned to resume its path to greatness in the name of frugality. Indeed, 
many of the concessions that Wal-Mart made in 2006 on things like health 
care (spurred, at least in part, in response to critics like Wal-Mart Watch) 
would be scaled back in the lean years that followed. Wal-Mart Watch itself 
would eventually struggle to maintain its identity in the wake of a two-part 
crisis: unsure, perhaps, of next steps in the wake of having accomplished a 
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number of reforms in areas like employee benefits and environmental sus-
tainability, and facing the unenviable task of maligning the very company 
that was helping Americans, struggling with basic expenses, to keep food on 
the table and roofs over their heads.

It struck me as particularly telling, then, that in the final weeks of revising 
this manuscript I received the following email on March 16, 2012, from the 
Wal-Mart Watch communications team that had so faithfully filled my inbox 
for the past seven years:

For years, Walmart Watch has been one of the leading sources for news on 
how Walmart is impacting our society and economy. Thanks to your sup-
port and interest, the struggle to challenge Walmart to improve its busi-
ness practices and treatment of workers has grown.

Due to this success, Walmart Watch is joining forces with Making 
Change at Walmart. Making Change at Walmart is a campaign challenging 
Walmart to help rebuild our economy and strengthen working families. 
Anchored by the United Food and Commercial Workers, we are proud to 
join in this coalition of Walmart associates, union members, small busi-
ness owners, religious leaders, women’s advocacy groups, community 
groups, multi-ethnic coalitions, elected officials, and ordinary citizens who 
believe that changing Walmart is vital for the future of our country.

With a new name—and a different source of union-based funding—
Wal-Mart Watch has been absorbed and repurposed in a similar struggle 
to change Wal-Mart in this new economic context. This time, however, its 
mission is to enlist Wal-Mart’s help to “rebuild our economy and strengthen 
working families”—a sign of the drastic change in the 2012 U.S. economic 
context as compared to the previous decade, which witnessed Wal-Mart 
Watch’s founding and most visible public presence.

One might be tempted to think that at a time in which unemployment 
continues to hover around 8%, having a job at all may upstage a host of sec-
ondary concerns, like whether that job offers affordable benefits. Indeed, 
most of the official organizations that produced the discourse I study in this 
book no longer exist in the exact forms I analyze here. Working Families 
for Wal-Mart was disbanded in late 2007 (when Wal-Mart declared that it 
could bring the group “in-house” as they were no longer so urgently needed 
as public ambassadors), and the SEIU-funded Wal-Mart Watch joined forces 
with its UFCW (United Food and Commercial Workers) counterpart shortly 
thereafter (they kept the Wal-Mart Watch name until the latest merger with 
Making Change at Wal-Mart). Even Wal-Mart Inc. would recast its image as 
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“Walmart” (with no hyphen and a new, no-smiley-face logo) in the years that 
followed the period I focus on in this study of economic language.

Yet while the actors may have changed and key organizations evolved, a 
central argument of this book is that the issues and language raised in the 
debate over Wal-Mart tap into much deeper, symbolic dimensions of Ameri-
cans’ political talk and culture. As I argue in what follows, the debate over Wal-
Mart is only one case study of a larger linguistic struggle over the deployment 
of symbolic language in the discourse surrounding economic issues. If any-
thing, the cleavages I analyze in the Wal-Mart debate have become even more 
visible alongside new controversies concerning corporate bailouts, “Obam-
acare,” the national deficit, and “class warfare.” The presence of populist move-
ments on both the right and the left, in the form of the Tea Party movement 
and Occupy Wall Street protests, serve to further dramatize the distinctions I 
identify in my analysis of Wal-Mart discourse. (For example, Wal-Mart Watch 
wasted little time in reminding the readers of its blog that it joined in their 
ire against the 1%, saying, “No list of major corporations and wealthy indi-
viduals distorting our democracy would be complete without Walmart and 
the Waltons.”)2 Moreover, the example of the Tea Party and OWS illustrate 
well the enduring cleavages of populism on both sides of the political aisle, as 
both movements claim to celebrate the “common man” or the “little people” 
against the oppressive regimes of government (in the first case) and corpora-
tions (in the second). In crucial ways, then, such populist movements tap into 
the same concerns about Americans’ economic well-being that occupied the 
social movement organizations (SMOs) embattled over Wal-Mart just a few 
years earlier. Accordingly, most analysts who observe the activities of both 
sides note that while the Tea Party and OWS have many things in common—
for instance, both groups are suspicious of established politicians’ ability to 
successfully represent and advocate for “the people”—these two movements 
show little promise of joining in common cause.

These present permutations of economic discourse illustrate in a pointed 
way the very contours and conflicts that I find to be central in understanding 
the Wal-Mart debate of the mid-2000s. As such, my hope is that Wal-Mart 
Wars can serve as a tool for greater understanding of Americans’ economic 
debates, especially those that resonate with core dimensions of populism—
celebrating the hard work and patriotism of everyday Americans, and chal-
lenging the presumed elitism and dominance of an allegedly privileged form 
of “the other.” Through studying the moving target of political language in 
our present society, I believe that the arguments I develop in the chapters 
that follow can be essential for bringing about a greater appreciation for the 
ideas, values, and moral concepts that animate our economic discourse. As 
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one who must always believe that the future is filled with hope, my deep-
est desire for this book is that it might help to clarify the political discourse 
that Americans increasingly find so discordant in public life, which too often 
leads many Americans to eschew the political process altogether. Under-
standing our moral language, particularly the language we use to construct 
and critique the market, may be a first step forward. 
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1

Constructing Moral Markets

Today, we’re the focus of one of the most organized, most sophisti-
cated, most expensive corporate campaigns ever launched against a 
single company. For whatever reasons, our success has generated a 
lot of fear in some circles.
—Former Wal-Mart CEO Lee Scott, Wal-Mart shareholders 
meeting, June 2005

Despite what its title might suggest, this is not really a book about Wal-Mart. 
Curiosity about the world’s largest retailer has prompted a spate of recent 
books about the company’s business model, history, and influence on the 
world’s economy—all worthy topics, to be sure. But as a sociologist, I am 
less concerned with what Wal-Mart does and more with what Wal-Mart rep-
resents. As a beacon of capitalism in a global marketplace, Wal-Mart invites 
both praise and condemnation from entrepreneurs, shoppers, and cultural 
critics alike—judgments that tell us more about what we value as a society 
than what we might value about any particular corporation. When consid-
ered as an icon of economic power, Wal-Mart is but one of a host of economic 
symbols that attract enough attention—indeed, much of it negative—to be a 
worthy object of investigation in its own right. This book might have been 
written about other public examples of controversial economic policy—such 
as whether immigrants should be allowed to receive public health services, 
or the Tea Party movement’s objections to the current tax code. Although 
all these controversies raise difficult questions about budgets, taxpayers, and 
the sanctity of market freedom, the central premise of this book is that such 
economic dilemmas are not really about the policy-specific details of dollars 
and cents, taxes or deficits. Instead, this book argues that beneath the surface 
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of public talk about markets lies a rich moral vocabulary that Americans ref-
erence to evaluate these moral dilemmas of modern capitalism. Yet, although 
many of the moral concepts that constitute market processes draw on shared 
cultural symbols—for instance, the values of freedom, thrift, and individual-
ism—the ways we discuss these values with regard to market society is also 
subject to political and moral struggle. The central goal of this book is to 
understand that contested process.

The public struggle to moralize the market is an ongoing project with a 
rich history in American political life. The availability of socially responsible 
investments and the recent proliferation of “fair trade” products are only a 
few of the ways that present-day markets represent avenues for moral behav-
ior and social protest. Although such activities have a long and well-estab-
lished history in American public life, debates about the merits of market 
logic seem perpetual because the solutions that best serve society’s interests 
and moral purposes are almost never clear-cut. Further, periodic episodes 
of social dislocation and rapid change often prompt a reevaluation of the 
market, its rules, and its institutions. For instance, a century ago the devel-
opment of chain stores incited the ire of progressive activists who worried 
that this new form of market organization would threaten small town mer-
chants and, by extension, central values of American life.1 In a progressive 
era where the sacrosanct rights of “the consumer” had yet to become estab-
lished, this opposition attracted its share of supporters, including Huey Long 
and legislators in nineteen states that had levied hefty taxes on chain stores 
by 1939.2 The controversy that surrounded chain store merchandizing in the 
early twentieth century reminds us that the issues raised by the growth of 
stores like Wal-Mart are echoes of older, long-standing conversations regard-
ing the well-being of consumers, the appropriateness of state power in limit-
ing free markets, and the role of businesses in improving quality of life for 
larger communities.3 Such historical anecdotes also convey just how fluid the 
categories of “moral” and “ethical” are, both in actual practice and when con-
sidered over time. 

Even though this book is not about Wal-Mart, this book is about the recent 
national debate over Wal-Mart—the pivotal two-year period of 2005–2006, 
and the hard-won concessions that Wal-Mart offered to its critics, especially 
the union-funded group Wal-Mart Watch. As such, it investigates only a slice 
in time, and the public discourse surrounding only one company. But by 
focusing on the deeper, perennial themes raised by activists on both sides 
of these issues, this book explores the process by which social movements 
attempt to offer a moral critique of the darker sides of capitalism, while also 
analyzing how these critiques fare in the public sphere. The global financial 
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crisis notwithstanding, concerns about capitalism endure even in times of 
plenty, when credit is easy to come by and “market bubbles” seem unthink-
able. The debate about Wal-Mart (which continues even as of this writing) 
challenges us to think about larger questions addressing the relationship 
between morality and market processes, particularly as they affect a range 
of people and issues, including low-wage workers, the environment, small 
businesses, taxpayers, and the array of consumers that make up the Ameri-
can public. Even though critics of capitalism are sometimes quick to accuse 
the market of immorality, I begin with the premise that markets are actually 
highly normative institutions that create moral meanings through the words 
and actions of those who interact with them. In particular, my interest here 
is in the recurring, patterned ways that Americans articulate different visions 
of a moral market through the strategic use of language—what sociologists 
call “public discourse.”

In recent years, sociologists have become increasingly interested in show-
ing us just how much of what we call “the market” is subject to this kind 
of social construction. Fourcade and Healy, for instance, describe economic 
systems of monetary exchange as “more or less conscious efforts to catego-
rize, normalize, and naturalize behaviors and rules that are not natural in any 
way, whether in the name of economic principles (e.g., efficiency, productiv-
ity) or more social ones (e.g., justice, social responsibility).”4 In other words, 
key components of market systems, such as legal forms of exchange, market 
regulations, and even currency itself, aren’t fixed entities at all. Instead, peo-
ple and societies use markets to negotiate moral meanings and obligations, 
and draw on these webs of significance to justify different kinds of market 
activities. In fact, we could think of the market as a dependent variable that 
takes on particular forms of meaning and significance based on the cultural 
context in which it is situated.5 A good example of what this might look 
like in actual practice appears in Weber’s classic argument about the Prot-
estant ethic. Fueled by angst over their uncertain salvation, Weber argued, 
the Calvinists turned to material success as an indicator of their divine sta-
tus, prompting the savings and reinvestment that created bourgeoning mar-
kets in western Europe. The marketplace was considered a moral symbol of 
divine salvation, and Calvinists saw capitalism and the workings of market 
society as a place to affirm their individual moral worth. 

Other, more recent work demonstrates that human beings do indeed 
use economic life to create shared expressions of moral significance. As 
the leading champion of this view, Viviana Zelizer has illustrated this point 
through her analysis of the social norms and legal codes surrounding inti-
mate relationships.6 Challenging the “hostile worlds” notion that the caring 
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relationships of love and family need to be kept separate from the presum-
ably rational, unbiased world of market processes, Zelizer demonstrates that 
both of these things intermingle in actual practice. As she observes of efforts 
to separate relational ties from economic transactions: 

The surprising thing about such debates is their usual failure to recognize 
how regularly intimate social transactions coexist with monetary transac-
tions: parents pay nannies or child-care workers to tend their children, 
adoptive parents pay money to obtain babies, divorced spouses pay or 
receive alimony and child support payments, and parents give their chil-
dren allowances, subsidize their college educations, help them with their 
first mortgage, and offer them substantial bequests in their wills. Friends 
and relatives send gifts of money as wedding presents, and friends loan 
each other money.7

Moreover, Zelizer goes on to argue that not only do these worlds of money 
and intimacy intermingle in actual practice, economic activity actually sig-
nals the creation of certain kinds of intimate relationships, as when parents 
choose a paid caregiver for their child, or when one partner gives another an 
engagement ring. The power of these economic symbols comes from their 
moral significance in our culture: for instance, nannies are expected to be 
caring and loving toward the children in their care, and an engagement ring 
signals a promise to marry. Far from being hostile worlds, Zelizer argues that 
the framework of “connected lives” better captures how people negotiate 
moral meanings and economic transactions in everyday social life. In both 
words and deeds, language and practice, our view of the market is intimately 
tied up with moral significance.

Contested Moral Markets

On the one hand, many such moral dimensions of market transactions are 
shared across whole societies. Most Americans, for instance, would interpret 
the exchange of an engagement ring as indicating a couple’s mutual commit-
ment to marry. We all draw on institutionally embedded meanings like these 
when we work to understand economic activity. When sociologists speak of 
culture as a “tool kit,”8 for instance, they acknowledge that different societ-
ies (and the individual members of them) have a set of cultural resources 
that they draw on to understand, negotiate, and respond to different social 
situations. For instance, when Americans hear that the U.S. government 
will be acquiring a majority share of General Motors in order to prevent the 
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company from declaring bankruptcy, they could interpret the situation from 
a number of vantage points. From one perspective, such interventionist poli-
cies could be understood as patriotic acts serving American industry and 
workers—an interpretation that draws on American legacies of collective 
accomplishment, national pride, and the historical value of unions in Ameri-
can manufacturing. On the other hand, the federal government’s interven-
tion in the looming failure of a privately owned company was interpreted by 
others as a misguided form of meddling in the workings of the free market. 
Here, themes of independence, self-reliance, and corporate responsibility 
could be used to frame this decision as one that indulged a company that 
had made poor decisions and manufactured inferior products. The point is 
not that one interpretation is right or that another is wrong, but that both 
kinds of interpretations are feasible in American politics. Moreover, both 
interpretations would draw on moral ideals that have long been circulating 
in American culture—for example, collectivity, independence, patriotism, 
freedom9—in order to justify the interpretation as morally grounded.

Yet, even when activists share a common political history and a common 
society, their normative views of the world are not always the same. In fact, 
in a situation such as the government bailout of General Motors, it’s precisely 
because both sets of moral justifications circulate in the public ideology that 
the decision to assist the struggling company was met with so much contro-
versy. If reasons to support the bailout didn’t exist—such as the themes of 
patriotism or mutual aid—then the decision would have had little chance of 
even being considered an option by key progressive policy makers in the fed-
eral government. On the other hand, the fact that it was met with such oppo-
sition from conservatives only underscores how economic dilemmas such 
as this one resonate with deeper, contested moral values that shape politi-
cal debates about economic policy. Recognizing the fluid nature of moral 
debates helps to demonstrate how even aspects of the economic system that 
seem immutable—such as our abiding endorsement of “free” markets—are 
actually the result of social construction. Through the repeated interactions 
of people, institutions, and normative codes, key aspects of our social worlds 
are taken for granted, masking the degree to which these central features of 
social life are actually created by human beings themselves.

Morality is a uniquely powerful form of social construction, in that moral-
ity is concerned with what should be, and proposes a vision of the world that 
is ordered according to certain principles that are themselves the product 
of a particular social order.10 Put another way, morality “is concerned with 
broader questions about the modes of reasoning and talking that define 
things as legitimate,”11 and the sociology of morality seeks to analyze how 
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different societies establish common values that grow out of their own his-
tory and culture.12 When activists put forward moral arguments about a 
political issue, for instance, they present an ordered vision of how the world 
ought to be (e.g., terrorists should not have the same rights to due process 
as citizens), and invite onlookers to consider the merits of their respective 
arguments (e.g., detaining suspected terrorists indefinitely does not violate 
their constitutional rights). An infinite number of moral arguments such as 
these—both those that are overt as well as more subtle varieties—are a per-
petual part of the social order that constitutes our common political life.

The tricky thing about moral arguments, however, is that a growing body 
of research suggests that the intuitions that shape our moral frameworks are 
just that—intuitions, rather than the result of conscious, deliberate thought 
processes structured by logic and reason.13 The cognitive linguist George 
Lakoff argues this very point when he posits that Americans don’t think 
rationally when they evaluate political issues, but instead understand the 
nation primarily through two competing metaphors for the nuclear family: 
the conservative framework of a “Strict Father,” and the progressive vision 
of a “Nurturant Parent.” In the former, people see the world as a dangerous 
place in which individuals must learn self-reliance and discipline in order 
to be safe—thus Republicans tend to dislike expansive collective entitlement 
programs and support individuals’ rights to carry firearms. Progressives, on 
the other hand, prioritize nurture through collective care and empathy, sup-
porting welfare programs and opposing capital punishment. At the same 
time, we are often unaware of how these moral metaphors affect how we 
actually think and talk about political issues in American life. Thus Lakoff 
argues that most Americans aren’t aware that they are guided by these moral 
metaphors for the family when they form political opinions—instead, most 
people prioritize one model over the other because it feels right at a deeper, 
intuitive level.14 

If political discourse is indeed founded on moral metaphors that often 
escape our conscious recognition, it’s no surprise that most observers of 
American culture find our political discourse increasingly noisy and con-
flicted, with little promise for meaningful, lasting resolution. Even though 
most survey research shows that Americans aren’t nearly as divided on 
“culture war” issues as the media might suggest,15 most scholars agree that 
the elites and social movement organizations that increasingly dominate 
national media outlets have become more polarized.16 In fact, the perception 
that elites’ and political actors’ discourse has itself become more strident has 
been suggested by scholars as one reason why many Americans—academics 
and the lay public alike—have been so quick to accept this appearance of 
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division as representative of the American public at large. When elites con-
trol the issues discussed, set proposed agendas, package candidates, and craft 
“talking points” that are reiterated across multiple forms of media, voters’ 
choices become increasingly circumscribed.17 

What is the consequence of this polarized public sphere for the American 
people, and what difference does polarized market discourse make for our 
political culture? In the pages that follow, I take the position that this kind of 
discursive polarization matters a great deal for the way that Americans think 
and reason through complex social problems, particularly those that have 
to do with the economic dilemmas created by globalization and free market 
capitalism. Examining how activists invoke moral arguments in their dis-
cussions of the capitalist marketplace helps us to identify some of the ways 
that Americans, in turn, may think about economic dilemmas. As Christian 
Smith writes of the moral social order, “The moral orders animating social 
institutions also find imperfectly corresponding expression within human 
actors—in the assumptions, ideas, values, beliefs, volitions, emotions, and 
so on of human subjectivity.”18 Polletta comes to a similar conclusion in her 
study of narratives in the social movements setting, observing that “stories 
make explicit the cultural schemas that underpin institutional practices.”19 
These cultural schemas are particularly important in understanding how we, 
as Americans, create shared understandings about the moral dimensions of 
key institutions, such as the capitalist marketplace. Wagner-Pacifici’s theo-
retical discussion of discourse thus emphasizes the importance of the rela-
tionship between larger institutions and this symbolic aspect of language. In 
her view, discourse analysis is that which analyzes the relationships between 
“systems of symbolic representation (most notably speech) and the organiza-
tions and institutions of the social world through which such symbol sys-
tems flow.”20 Analyzing explicitly moral discourse allows us to better identify 
the moral ideas that lurk beneath the surface of our public discussions of 
contentious social issues, as well as the larger, often competing moral frame-
works that Americans use to understand our relationships to the institution 
of the market. Particularly in economic situations—where many worry that 
the sphere of the market has become too powerful in both theory and prac-
tice—discourse is a key place to look for a deeper understanding of the ways 
that the American people evaluate contentious dilemmas that raise moral 
concerns about justice, fairness, and equality.

Considering the complex moral aspects of market society, it’s not surpris-
ing that economic issues prompt some of the most polarizing debates that 
have faced the American public. In fact, close examination of many of the 
most contentious political issues in recent memory concern economic issues 
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and market systems. Should businesses be allowed to employ undocumented 
immigrants? Has globalization been good for the United States? Can we 
depend on the market to distribute health care, or should the government 
intervene? A common theme in these and other similar debates concerns 
the extent to which our society should rely on the market (or market logic) 
to create social progress and effect moral ends. Accordingly, this book seeks 
to understand the conflicting moral foundations that underlie Americans’ 
discourse about contentious economic issues. In doing so, I analyze how 
activists talk about morality in market settings, and offer an explanation for 
why Americans seem to arrive at such different conclusions about what we 
should prioritize in economic policy.

Wal-Mart Wars

Although many current issues would make suitable case studies for studying 
how economic morality is constructed and contested in public discourse—
for instance, the health care reform debate, or the government bailouts of the 
large banks during the 2008 financial crisis—I choose to explore these issues 
by studying the public debate over Wal-Mart, one of the country’s most 
popular and most controversial companies. Whatever people think about 
Wal-Mart, the chain is ubiquitous in the United States. For instance, table 
1.1 examines data collected by the Pew Research Center, which demonstrates 
that 93% of Americans live close enough to shop at a Wal-Mart if they wanted 
to, and 84% of those had done so in the past year (with about half that group 
shopping there on a regular basis). Yet, even though most Americans had 
some contact with Wal-Mart in the year prior to the survey, they don’t always 
rate all aspects of the retailer positively. While almost all Americans approve 
of the retailer as a shopping venue (about 80% rate Wal-Mart a good place to 
shop), the store’s popularity begins to decline when respondents are asked to 
rate the store in other ways: 62% judge Wal-Mart to be good for the United 
States, and only about half of the population, 54%, considers Wal-Mart a 
good place to work. These data suggest that most Americans recognize that 
Wal-Mart’s role in the national economy has brought with it good things—
in part, a positive consumption experience for individuals—even though its 
merits for other groups, such as workers, are more debatable.

We get a better picture of how Americans think about Wal-Mart when 
we compare ratings of Wal-Mart to other comparable, national corpora-
tions. Again in table 1.1, we see that Wal-Mart generally earns somewhat 
mixed reviews: on a scale of 1 to 4, with 1 meaning “not at all favorable” 
and 4 meaning “very favorable,” Americans give Wal-Mart an average of 
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2.74, higher than Exxon (2.29), but a bit lower than McDonald’s (2.84)—two 
other corporations with a history of controversy. When compared to other 
big-box retailers, however, Wal-Mart receives lower ratings than either Tar-
get or Home Depot, making it the lowest-rated big-box store considered 
in this survey. While it’s difficult to know if respondents rate Wal-Mart 
poorly because of its treatment of employees or store-specific issues (e.g., 
poor customer service or long checkout lines), other evidence suggests that 
Wal-Mart is indeed a controversial entity. One such indicator appears in the 
standard deviations for these ratings, which is one way that we can deter-
mine how much variation exists in respondents’ ratings of these various 
corporations. For ratings of Wal-Mart, for instance, the standard deviation 
is almost an entire point (.99), which suggests that ratings of the retailer 
are more dispersed across the four-point spectrum than they are for Home 

Table 1.1. Americans’ attitudes about Wal-Mart and other corporations 
Think Wal-Mart is a . . .

Good place to shop* 79%

Bad place to shop 15%

No opinion 6%

Good place to work 54%

Bad place to work 36%

No opinion 11%

Good for the United States 62%

Bad for the United States 26%

No opinion 12%

Other

Live near a Wal-Mart 93%

Shop at Wal-Mart 84%

Regular Wal-Mart shopper 43%

Ratings of corporations, 1 to 4 (S.D.)

Wal-Mart 2.74 (.99)

Target 3.00 (.75)

Home Depot 3.15 (.65)

Exxon 2.29 (.97)

McDonald’s 2.84 (.81)

* Asked only of those with a Wal-Mart nearby.

Source: Pew Research Center, December 2005.
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Depot, which has a standard deviation of only .65. In this way, Wal-Mart is 
somewhat similar to Exxon, which still invites polarized ratings from the 
public (a standard deviation of .97) even though more than two decades 
have passed since the Exxon Valdez oil spill.

We can better understand some of the reasons why Wal-Mart is so polar-
izing by examining how ratings of Wal-Mart as a place to shop and work, or 
as an influence on the country, vary according to key demographic charac-
teristics. Table 1.2, for instance, shows that support for Wal-Mart is not dis-
tributed evenly among the American population. Instead, we see that certain 
groups tend to rate Wal-Mart favorably: in particular, Republicans, African 
Americans, and those without a college degree tend to be much more sup-
portive of Wal-Mart than Democrats, whites, and respondents who have 
finished college. Among Democrats, for instance, only 47% think Wal-Mart 
is a good place to work, while almost 62% of Republicans think the same. 
Likewise, clear divisions emerge among those with and without a four-year 
college degree: with regard to Wal-Mart as an influence on the country, 54% 
of those with a bachelor’s degree rate Wal-Mart positively, compared to 66% 
of those without a bachelor’s. Finally, the clearest divisions in the American 
population emerge with regard to race: African Americans are consistently 
the most likely to rate Wal-Mart favorably, giving the company an average 
3.15 on the four-point scale. Clearly, Wal-Mart invites diverse responses from 
the American public that have clear roots in social status divisions and polit-
ical party identification.

In addition to inviting divided responses from the American public, Wal-
Mart warrants sociological research due to the public controversy it has 
recently engendered, most notably, the largest class action suit in history, 
Dukes vs. Wal-Mart Inc., filed on behalf of female workers alleging that they 

Table 1.2. Demographic characteristics and Wal-Mart attitudes 

Democrats Republicans BA degree
No BA 
degree White Black

% that thinks Wal-Mart 
is a good place to shop

67.72 78.24 62.78 78.75 72.84 83.87

% that thinks Wal-Mart 
is a good place to work

47.26 61.76 44.17 58.84 51.99 71.77

% that thinks Wal-Mart 
is good for the country

55.97 68.13 54.81 66.07 60.38 79.03

Rating of Wal-Mart 
(1 to 4)

2.63 2.91 2.51 2.87 2.69 3.15

Source: Pew Research Center, December 2005.
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were systematically overlooked for promotions at Wal-Mart. (Although the 
U.S. Supreme Court would eventually rule in Wal-Mart’s favor by denying 
the plaintiffs’ request for class action certification, the case was tied up in 
court proceedings for the better part of a decade.) In addition to fending off 
the Dukes lawsuit after it received class action status in June 2004, the middle 
part of the decade saw numerous additional public embarrassments for the 
giant company. In late 2005, a leaked memo from a Wal-Mart VP found its 
way into the New York Times, revealing that nearly half the children of Wal-
Mart’s hourly workers were either uninsured or on Medicaid.21 By July 2006, 
the company’s desire to enter the banking industry by way of store credit 
cards had prompted more negative public response than any other ILC appli-
cation in the FDIC’s history.22 The next month, former ambassador Andrew 
Young, who had only recently been drafted to head the Wal-Mart-backed 
advocacy group Working Families for Wal-Mart, resigned under a cloud of 
controversy after making racially charged remarks about Jewish, Korean, and 
Arab entrepreneurs in African American neighborhoods.23 And in October, 
the company was ordered to pay $78.5 million to workers in a class action 
suit in Pennsylvania, who sued Wal-Mart for compensation owed to them 
for being forced to work off the clock. 

Yet at the same time, Wal-Mart’s own blunders were amplified by the 
activities of Wal-Mart Watch, a progressive organization founded in 2005 
with partner organizations like the Service Employees International Union, 
the Sierra Club, and Sojourners. With a self-proclaimed mission of chal-
lenging Wal-Mart “to embrace its moral responsibility as the nation’s biggest 
and most important corporation,” Wal-Mart Watch remained poised to call 
public attention in national media venues to any and all of the company’s 
missteps. The organization’s media-heavy strategy was announced in two 
full-page ads published in national newspapers shortly after its 2005 found-
ing—one declaring “It’s Time to Roll Back Wal-Mart” (focusing particularly 
on Wal-Mart’s cost to taxpayers), and another asking “What Happened to 
the Wal-Mart ‘Buy American’ Program?” By strategically using the media 
along with Internet venues, Wal-Mart Watch brought a new level of facts 
and insider information about Wal-Mart directly to its shopping public. The 
health care memo published in the New York Times, for example, was first 
leaked to the press by Wal-Mart Watch. 

Although Wal-Mart attempted to maintain a calm public face amid these 
storms, the company’s actual behavior revealed its growing concern for its 
public image. The company hired former Clinton adviser Leslie Dach to direct 
a political-style campaign to respond to these new attacks, and recruited Al 
Gore to screen An Inconvenient Truth at a Wal-Mart shareholders’ meeting.24 
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In late 2006, Wal-Mart issued wage increases for new hires at a third of its 
stores,25 and in early 2007 then-CEO Lee Scott met with the SEIU’s Andy 
Stern to kick off the “Better Health Care Together” campaign, which brought 
together these unlikely allies with the goal of working more collaboratively 
to solve the nation’s health care crisis.26 Wal-Mart also withdrew its FDIC 
application to acquire a bank charter,27 and a few months later announced 
that it would begin asking suppliers to improve their energy efficiency, using 
its market power to encourage its competitors to make additional environ-
ment-friendly reductions in packaging and production waste.28 Even more 
important, the giant retailer announced improved health care additions for 
its associates in September of the same year, lowering premiums in some 
plans, reducing or eliminating hospital deductions in others, offering four-
dollar generic drug prescriptions, and making health care more accessible to 
part-time workers and their children.29 These changes are notable not only 
for their substance, but also because they were not foregone conclusions: the 
company’s decision to alter some of its business operations was surely influ-
enced, at least in part, by the ability of its opponents to create an anti-Wal-
Mart campaign that found resonance with both the public and the national 
media.

The considerable successes of Wal-Mart Watch aside, my goal is not to 
explain how one activist group was able to secure concessions from a global 
corporation, but rather to understand the moral foundations of this larger 
struggle. In the coming chapters, I argue that market conservatives and 
progressives talk about many of the same concepts, but deploy them with 
reference to radically different core categories in ways that appeal to largely 
separate audiences. In particular, economic progressives adopt language that 
emphasizes the benevolent citizen in their criticism of Wal-Mart’s alleged 
selfishness and monopolistic perversion of market freedom. For these activ-
ists, Wal-Mart’s size and scale renders the marketplace inherently unfair to 
entire classes of people—particularly women, African Americans, and small 
business owners who are forced out of business by Wal-Mart’s relentless bot-
tom line. Instead, the company’s critics call on Wal-Mart to use its market 
power to promote progressive reforms (such as setting higher labor stan-
dards for suppliers in the developing world) and to “use some of its profits 
to help some of its people.” Wal-Mart’s most public detractors talk less about 
families in lieu of a focus on larger societal categories such as the worker, the 
taxpayer, and the citizen—all of whom are deprived of revenue and freedom 
due to Wal-Mart’s allegedly poor care and provision for its employees. 

Conversely, Wal-Mart and its supporters build a moral framework around 
individual freedoms and the central category of the average working family, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Constructing Moral Markets  >>  15

which helps explain why many of Wal-Mart’s most ardent supporters are 
those same workers whose jobs have been displaced in the wake of larger 
forces of globalization, outsourcing, and corporate downsizing—trends that 
Wal-Mart itself has arguably helped to perpetuate. When framing economic 
hardship as something experienced primarily within one’s family (rather 
than the result of larger economic forces or corporate policies), a store like 
Wal-Mart helps families make ends meet, and thus becomes a savior instead 
of a villain. But lest one assume that conservatives’ “close to home” rhetoric 
is more simplistic, I also argue that conservative rhetoric tends to draw on a 
broader range of moral values than the progressive language illustrated by 
Wal-Mart’s critics. Situating their language and arguments within the deep 
bonds of family and community, conservative activists are better able to 
appeal to the lived experiences of Americans than are progressives, whose 
rhetoric centers on broader, rationalized categories of modern society. Given 
this shortcoming, one strategy that might create a richer, more productive 
public discourse is one that creates more links between cognitive categories 
(e.g., workers, consumers, and families), although my research suggests that 
progressive groups like Wal-Mart Watch have not yet made extensive use of 
this approach. 

Outline of the Book 

The book is divided into three main parts. Together with this introductory 
chapter, chapter 2 completes part 1 by placing the present-day debate over 
Wal-Mart within the larger context of the company’s own history, as well as 
key developments in global retailing and manufacturing that make Wal-Mart 
a particularly useful case study of key dilemmas of modern capitalism. I also 
introduce the reader to the main actors in the Wal-Mart debate, as captured 
in a period of explosive media attention in 2005–2006: Wal-Mart Watch, 
Wal-Mart Inc., and the company’s homegrown advocacy group Working 
Families for Wal-Mart. This chapter also describes the larger themes around 
which both sides of the debate structure their moral claims; these pairs of 
moral ideas—what I call “moral dialectics”—help to anchor the subsequent 
analysis of the moral discourse created by these groups: individualism and 
community, thrift and benevolence, and freedom and fairness. 

Part 2 considers the kinds of moral arguments that these social movement 
organizations use to construct very different frameworks for understanding 
the morality of market processes. Although the chapters focus on data drawn 
from the Wal-Mart debate, each chapter also relates my interpretive argu-
ments to other public, economic events in recent political history, including 
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the Tea Party movement, health care reform, and the government’s pledge 
of assistance to General Motors during the financial crisis of 2009. Chap-
ter 3 considers the different audiences that each side of the Wal-Mart debate 
refers to and speaks to—what scholars of social movements call “imagined 
communities of reference.” Examining these categories carefully reveals 
that both sides of the debate prioritize radically different audiences, which 
helps to explain why the moral visions of the market articulated by each side 
seem so diametrically opposed to each other. For Wal-Mart’s supporters, this 
core category is the “average working family,” while Wal-Mart’s critics invite 
potential supporters to think of themselves primarily as citizens and activists. 
Chapter 4 explores how the same moral values can be invoked in very differ-
ent contexts by analyzing how both groups approach the moral ideas of thrift 
and benevolence. When considered in the context of the family, for instance, 
Wal-Mart’s supporters claim thrift as a moral virtue. This rhetoric looks pro-
foundly different from that of Wal-Mart’s opponents, who tend to argue that 
Wal-Mart is too thrifty and should instead act more benevolently, creating a 
discourse that focuses on larger societal categories such as the worker, citi-
zen, and taxpayer. For Wal-Mart’s supporters, focusing on families and their 
need to practice thrift explains why many of the same workers who have 
allegedly been harmed by Wal-Mart and its “race to the bottom” are also the 
company’s most loyal shoppers. When one evaluates the market through the 
lens of the family, Wal-Mart becomes a lifeline instead of a threat, leading 
many supporters to describe Wal-Mart’s low prices as central to their family’s 
survival strategies. Finally, chapter 5 explores how the moral rhetoric of each 
side addresses broader market processes—in particular how both sides of the 
debate use ideas about freedom and fairness in their language about mar-
kets and their distributive outcomes. The rhetoric of Wal-Mart’s supporters 
describes a wide range of individual freedoms that are tightly linked to the 
central value of market freedom, in which individuals need only to try hard 
in order to get ahead. In contrast, because Wal-Mart’s critics tend to focus 
less on individuals and more on institutions (e.g., state governments and 
groups of small businesses), they reach a very different conclusion that warns 
of the dangers of Wal-Mart’s activity in a laissez-faire market—for instance, 
alleging that Wal-Mart’s practice of shifting health care costs onto taxpayers 
was simply unacceptable.

Part 3 looks beyond the focused language of SMOs to consider the sig-
nificance of these contested moral frameworks in media and politics more 
broadly. In chapter 6, I examine roughly 1,200 articles sampled from the New 
York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and USA Today that mention Wal-Mart 
during the period 2000–2006. This analysis shows that during the period 
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in which the union-funded Wal-Mart Watch was most active, these national 
newspapers made increasing mention of workers’ issues in their coverage of 
Wal-Mart. At the same time, a closer examination of how national newspa-
pers write about Wal-Mart Watch reveals that the larger forms of narrative 
and metaphor that shape this journalistic coverage actually serve to Wal-
Mart’s advantage in the national press. Framed within the larger metaphor 
of political struggle, Wal-Mart Watch’s campaign against Wal-Mart fits into a 
narrative structure in which Wal-Mart can ironically present itself as some-
thing of a misunderstood victim, or at least a wayward company that eventu-
ally realizes the error of its ways and emerges as a changed hero on behalf of 
consumers as a result. 

In the book’s final chapter, I argue that the discourse produced by both 
sides of the Wal-Mart debate offers a telling portrait of how “the family” itself 
can become a discursive context for discussing economic issues. Alongside 
the sexually charged issues of reproductive freedom and same-sex marriage, 
conservative voices like those from Wal-Mart and its allies construct a moral 
worldview that places a particular understanding of the family at the cen-
ter of their economic language. Drawing on deep institutional roots in the 
American South, evangelicalism, and the family-centered practice of con-
sumption, Wal-Mart and its supporters speak a very different language than 
the union-funded Wal-Mart Watch, which tends to focus on larger collective 
categories of social organization. In discussing these institutional legacies, I 
also consider more productive possibilities for economic discourse, particu-
larly public language that could effectively create more linkages between the 
categories of families and workers, consumers and citizens. 
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2

Contextualizing the Wal-Mart Wars 

The retail giant has launched a massive PR campaign to combat a 
recent wave of negative stories, ranging from being sued for alleg-
edly making employees work off the clock, to being sued for alleg-
edly paying female workers less than men, to being sued for alleg-
edly hiring illegal aliens. And it’s also building a superstore next 
to an ancient Mexican pyramid. And another one over a Hawaiian 
burial ground. And I guess you could say they’ve destroyed the fab-
ric of small town America. But on the positive side, three dollars 
for a refrigerator? What? That’s awesome!
—Jon Stewart on Comedy Central’s The Daily Show 

December 22, 1992, turned out to be an important day for both the his-
tory and the future of the Wal-Mart corporation. As Robert Slater tells the 
story, shortly before Sam Walton died, he had reluctantly agreed to give a 
pre-Christmas interview to Dateline NBC’s Jane Pauley, whose produc-
ers pitched the story as a positive exploration of Wal-Mart’s winning retail 
strategies. Keeping the company’s commitment after Walton’s death, the 
company’s new CEO David Glass gave the interview, only to be surprised 
midway through by footage from a Bangladesh factory in which children 
were making garments that would later be found under a “Made in the 
USA” shelf label at a local Wal-Mart. Glass ended the interview immedi-
ately, and returned days later for a scheduled rebuttal in which he assured 
viewers that the company had handled the situation, and that any allega-
tions to the contrary might result from disagreement concerning what age 
group constituted “children.”1 Although surprisingly little fallout occurred 
from the Dateline story in terms of sales, the event marked Wal-Mart’s real-
ization that it could no longer fly under the radar when it came to pub-
lic opinion. While Sam Walton had managed to present the company as 
something of a quirky underdog—aided by Walton’s public image as a back-
woods billionaire who drove an old pickup truck, got five-dollar haircuts, 
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and borrowed change to make phone calls—Wal-Mart had entered the big 
leagues of muckraking journalism. 

According to Slater, Wal-Mart’s senior leadership viewed these criticisms 
as mere pitfalls of the notoriety that necessarily comes with success. “Though 
we were a $43 billion company when Sam passed away,” Lee Scott explained 
to Robert Slater, “we were still able to avoid much notice; we were seen as 
the underdog, as a small-time company. We were the people from Benton-
ville, Arkansas, who had a pretty good company.”2 Don Soderquist, another 
longtime Wal-Mart executive, concurred when he considered the company’s 
growing criticisms: “Like any successful company or organization, the com-
pany faces challenges from a host of detractors who want to slow or com-
pletely stop the company’s growth.” Soderquist went on to suggest that Wal-
Mart was merely a scapegoat for a larger set of problems facing the country: 
“Because of the company’s size and success, it has become a lightning rod for 
some of the most challenging issues we face as a society and country.”3

The events of December 1992 notwithstanding, the first decade of the 
twenty-first century was surely the most difficult in the country’s history.4 
Although NIMBY-type movements opposing Wal-Mart construction began 
appearing in the late 1980s and early 1990s,5 Wal-Mart’s newer criticisms 
have less to say about putting mom-and-pop retailers out of business at a 
local level and more to say about the company’s broader labor practices, 
environmental impact, and subsidization by public tax dollars. While Wal-
Mart could more easily respond to criticisms about undermining smaller 
retailers with its standard reply that these merchants had only themselves 
to blame for not adequately serving the customer’s needs,6 the criticisms 
facing the company in more recent years strike right at the heart of Wal-
Mart’s very identity as a cost-cutting, efficiency-obsessed mega-retailer.7 
Particularly during the time period under scrutiny in this study—a time 
of sustained economic gains following the post-9/11 recession, before the 
housing bubble burst and the financial crisis of 2008 developed—criticisms 
of Wal-Mart evolved into a sustained public debate that attracted the atten-
tion of national newspapers and presidential hopefuls. This public debate 
in the mid-2000s found a multitude of voices chiming in on all sides, with 
labor advocates alleging that Wal-Mart had decimated decades of hard-won 
union gains, environmentalists worrying about Wal-Mart’s role in creating 
waste and suburban sprawl, economists crediting Wal-Mart with lowering 
inflation, and shoppers raving about how much they saved on groceries. As 
The Economist noted wryly in late 2006, even evangelical Christians found 
fault with some of the retailer’s recent attempts to attract higher-income, 
progressive urban shoppers:
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America’s biggest retailer has become everybody’s favourite whipping boy. 
The left decries the firm’s stingy pay and health benefits. Mr. Obama last 
week declared that the “battle” to force the firm to examine its policies 
towards its workers was “absolutely vital.” The Christian right is appalled at 
Wal-Mart’s godless depravity, in particular its decision to sign up with the 
National Gay and Lesbian Chamber of Commerce in August and (horrors) 
to stock the totally legal morning-after pill.8

Even former presidential candidate John Kerry issued a statement after 
a member of a pro-Wal-Mart group used the term “Hezbocrats” to refer 
to Democrats who had been critical of the company. Kerry took care to 
emphasize Wal-Mart’s responsibility to American workers, saying, “Make 
no mistake, those who push and prod Wal-Mart to be a decent corporate 
citizen are standing up for the American worker. Decent wages and afford-
able health care aren’t too much to ask for from the largest employer in the 
United States.”9 Like Kerry, other progressive advocates at the time framed 
the issue as one largely about the rights and well-being of workers in retail 
service jobs, most of whom are unorganized and earn wages too low to sup-
port families with children. For these advocates, such shortcomings seem 
simply unacceptable in the comparatively prosperous era in which Ameri-
cans now live. An editorial in The Nation compared Wal-Mart’s cost-cutting 
strategies to antebellum slavery, concluding, “Wal-Mart’s strategy of keeping 
costs down by exploiting sweatshop suppliers abroad while undermining 
unions and paying less than living wages in this country should be deemed 
unacceptable in the twenty-first century.”10

For Wal-Mart’s supporters, however, the issue is one of perspective and 
market realism. The New York Times columnist John Tierney, for example, 
argued that the protectionist rhetoric of the Wal-Mart critics privileged the 
rights of American workers over those of laborers in developing countries, 
where industry and manufacturing plants for Wal-Mart’s suppliers (and 
other similar retailers) have encouraged unprecedented economic develop-
ment. “If you want to help them,” Tierney concluded, “remember the new 
social justice slogan proposed by [entrepreneurial activist Michael] Strong: 
‘Act locally, think globally: Shop Wal-Mart.’”11 Others who have been critical 
of Wal-Mart’s detractors emphasize that Wal-Mart, as merely one actor in 
the free market, offers jobs to those who would not otherwise be employed, 
lowers prices for families who are trying to make ends meet, and serves 
the well-being of large groups of consumers through actions such as low-
ering prices on many prescription drugs to just four dollars. An editorial 
in the Wall Street Journal rationalized Wal-Mart’s decision to undercut its 
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competitors on prescription drug prices thus: “Wal-Mart isn’t a charity, and 
its $4 decision is designed to lift its own sales by undercutting prices at com-
peting retailers. But that’s the way the market works, driving prices lower 
with competition. It turns out that Wal-Mart’s critics really didn’t care about 
prices; what they want is more union clout, and more government control 
over health care.”12 From this perspective, Wal-Mart’s critics are foolishly ask-
ing Wal-Mart to ignore the rules of market competition, and are motivated 
by their own ideological desire to see more government intervention in labor 
laws and health care.

Thoughtful observers of this debate will find aspects of both perspectives 
compelling. But however convincing the arguments on all sides of an eco-
nomic dilemma such as this might be, the Wal-Mart debate is of theoretical 
interest for another reason entirely: the debate over Wal-Mart offers an auspi-
cious opportunity to study the language that both conservative and progres-
sive Americans use to construct different frameworks of economic morality 
in the public sphere. Much in the same way that immigration reform elicits 
impassioned arguments about undocumented workers’ connections to the 
American economy, or that President Bush urged American consumers to 
go shopping in order to ward of recession in the wake of 9/11, the Wal-Mart 
controversy represents just one of many current public issues in which the 
American public is invited to consider the ameliorative potential of “market 
logic”—in other words, a conceptual framework in which the laws of eco-
nomics and capitalist markets are considered as potential agents in the solu-
tion of larger social problems. 

The Wal-Mart debate is also a valuable case study of two competing ver-
sions of populist politics, each contending that their constituency is a moral 
and virtuous representation of “the people” against “the powerful.” In defin-
ing populism, the historian Michael Kazin has emphasized the significance 
of rhetoric itself in communicating populist goals: populism is therefore “a 
language whose speakers conceive of ordinary people as a noble assemblage 
not bounded narrowly by class, view their elite opponents as self-serving and 
undemocratic, and seek to mobilize the former against the latter.”13 Although 
whom each side of the Wal-Mart debate frames as their allegedly selfish and 
undemocratic opponents differs considerably, both activist groups seek to 
define their opponents in broadly populist, people-against-the-powerful 
terms. Thus, while the issues at the center of the Wal-Mart debate revolve 
largely around matters of economics (e.g., how much employers should be 
required to contribute to health care, or the fine line between acceptable suc-
cess in the free market and unacceptable monopoly dominance), the debate 
captures our attention because these market issues are directly connected to 
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larger questions about the nature of the common good and the well-being of 
ordinary people in the wake of capitalism’s intractable inequalities. And, as I 
shall argue further in this chapter, the debate over Wal-Mart is also an excel-
lent case study of economic political discourse for three main reasons: Most 
important, for its public presence and relevance. In addition, Wal-Mart itself 
represents an embodiment of several key issues in larger debates about glo-
balization and capitalism that confront us, as Americans, in the twenty-first 
century. Finally, Wal-Mart itself can be understood as representing both the 
best and the worst of capitalism and market logic. In this chapter, I discuss 
each of these three reasons in turn, and in the process introduce the major 
issues and actors in this particular political struggle.

Wal-Mart in the Public Eye

A quick survey of recent newspaper stories alone would convince most any-
one that Wal-Mart is indeed teeming with public relevance. In the spring 
of 2007, for example, Democratic presidential hopefuls like Joe Biden, John 
Edwards, and Barack Obama joined a cross-country campaign denouncing 
the retailer for being, in the words of Indiana senator Evan Bayh, “emblematic 
of the anxiety around the country, and the middle-class squeeze.”14 Following 
suit, Hillary Rodham Clinton returned a $5,000 campaign contribution from 
Wal-Mart that same summer, and attempted to downplay her tenure as the 
company’s first female board member during the 1980s.15 Wal-Mart has also 
been an issue for state and local governments during the past several years, 
such as when the Chicago city council and the state legislature of Maryland 
both passed legislation forcing Wal-Mart to pay higher wages and fund state 
health care initiatives, respectively (both pieces of legislation were later over-
turned, the former by mayoral veto, the latter in federal court). 

A central issue in these political debates is Wal-Mart’s compensation of 
its employees. Working full-time in 2006, the average Wal-Mart worker 
made around $21,000 a year—which still traps families with children near 
the federal poverty line ($20,650 for a family of four in 2007).16 To be fair, 
Wal-Mart’s hourly wage was slightly higher than the 2005 BLS median 
hourly estimate of $9.20 for retail salespersons, and Wal-Mart consistently 
reports that most of its associates have health insurance (though not neces-
sarily through Wal-Mart). At the same time, critics argue that a company 
of Wal-Mart’s size and stature could afford to do better by its employees. 
Further, Wal-Mart’s detractors claim that the company’s health care plans 
were not affordable for the typical Wal-Mart worker: in 2007, for instance, 
the 80/20 coverage on the cheapest plans required that the associate first 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



24  <<  Contextualizing the Wal-Mart Wars 

meet a sizeable deductible, typically $1,000 for an employee and $3,000 for 
a family.17

This has led many of Wal-Mart’s critics to publicly accuse the company of 
shifting health care and other costs to state and local governments. Because 
so many of Wal-Mart’s associates live on meager incomes, critics allege, they 
must rely on public assistance programs such as food stamps or Medicaid, 
a move that ultimately shifts costs from businesses to taxpayers. This argu-
ment gained further traction in 2003 when California assemblywoman Sally 
Leiber received leaked Wal-Mart documents explaining to its workers how 
to apply for public assistance. Adding insult to injury, this came to light amid 
a severe state budget crisis.18 The costs were not insignificant: a UC Berkeley 
study reported that Wal-Mart workers cost California taxpayers around $86 
million in both health care costs and other related fees.19 Similar issues face 
taxpayers at the national level: Democratic staff of the House Committee 
on Education and the Workforce found that federal taxpayers had spent as 
much as two thousand public dollars on every Wal-Mart employee. And in 
states like Tennessee and Georgia, Wal-Mart workers were by far the largest 
contingent to have enrolled their families in state-funded health insurance 
programs for the poor.20

In the mid-2000s, Wal-Mart was also plagued with another kind of high-
profile censure: the class action lawsuit. Two issues were particularly relevant: 
gender discrimination and failure either to pay employees for time worked 
off the clock, or to provide employees with required rest breaks. The lawsuit 
Dukes vs. Wal-Mart Stores Inc. was awarded class action status on June 22, 
2004, three years after Betty Dukes filed as the lead plaintiff in what would 
become the largest civil rights class action suit in history.21 And in the fall of 
2006, Wal-Mart was ordered to pay $78.5 million in a class action verdict on 
behalf of Pennsylvania employees who were not paid for rest breaks during 
which they continued to work.22 The decision followed a $172,000 verdict on 
lost meal breaks in California in 2005 (Wal-Mart has since appealed), and 
preceded similar lost pay lawsuits filed in Illinois23 and Minnesota.24 

Echoes of all these allegations resurfaced in a very public way when Wal-
Mart filed an Industrial Loan Corporation charter application in the summer 
of 2005. ILCs are banks that serve the limited function of offering small loans 
to their customers—practices that have become commonplace for corpora-
tions like automotive companies and other retailers.25 Like its competitors 
Sears and Target, Wal-Mart filed an ILC application with the Federal Deposit 
Insurance Corporation in order to be able to process credit and debit trans-
actions “in-house,” saving the company the processing fees it currently pays 
to outside services for such transactions.26 The normally routine application 
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drew so many comments—overwhelmingly against Wal-Mart—that the FDIC 
held three days’ worth of hearings on the application, drawing comment from 
a diverse coalition of community bankers, retailers, and grocers’ organizations, 
as well as union-based and other citizens’ advocacy groups.27 After hearing this 
testimony in July of 2006 (and receiving more than one thousand additional 
statements and letters), the FDIC issued a six-month ban on all ILC applica-
tions, which it extended for an additional year the following January.28 Faced 
with these obstacles, Wal-Mart quietly withdrew its application, and the FDIC 
was spared from making a decision in the controversial matter.

Amid the controversy surrounding its labor and business practices, how-
ever, Wal-Mart has recently garnered public acclaim for supporting a cause 
close to the heart of progressives everywhere: protecting the environment. 
To be sure, for most of its history Wal-Mart’s reputation on environmental 
issues has been anything but admirable. In fact, Wal-Mart was more likely 
to be associated with the kind of embarrassing environmental violations 
for which it was fined in 2004—to the tune of $3.1 million for violating the 
Clean Water Act at twenty-four sites across nine different states.29 In the 
fall of 2005, however, Lee Scott issued a series of pledges designed to make 
the company more environmentally efficient while using its market clout to 
encourage similar modifications throughout the industry, prompting head-
lines like “The Green Machine,” and “Build Green, Make Green,” as various 
journalists began chronicling Wal-Mart’s nascent environmental reforms.30 
Wal-Mart’s strategy could be described as threefold: to make modifications 
at its store locations that promote efficiency, to encourage similar reductions 
among its employees and shoppers, and to be a trendsetter that encourages 
environmentally friendly initiatives at every step of its global supply chain. 
The common denominator in all these efforts is Wal-Mart’s massive size: if 
Wal-Mart could use its power to promote positive social change among indi-
viduals, the effects could reverberate throughout larger collectivities. 

Wal-Mart Watch and Working Families for Wal-Mart

In addition to facing political debates, public referendums, class action law-
suits, FDIC hearings, and environmental pressures, in 2005 Wal-Mart began 
taking heat from social movement organizations whose sole purpose was 
reforming Wal-Mart, such as Wake Up Wal-Mart and Wal-Mart Watch. Both 
groups were vigilant about publicizing Wal-Mart’s shortcomings by leak-
ing insider memos and emails, issuing media releases, and speaking to the 
press. The public nature of this debate was critical, because although both 
groups wanted to change the country’s largest employer, they sought to do 
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so primarily through the means of public opinion, hoping to motivate the 
public by emphasizing the moral contours of this debate. While Wake Up 
Wal-Mart remained closely affiliated with the United Food and Commer-
cial Workers (the two groups shared office space and Wake Up’s funding 
came almost entirely from the union), Wal-Mart Watch was founded in the 
spring of 2005 by a coalition of progressive organizations, including the Ser-
vice Employees International Union, the Association of Community Orga-
nizations for Reform Now (ACORN), Sprawl-Busters, and the Sierra Club. 
Although both groups worked separately (and sometimes even in conten-
tion with each other) for the time period primarily under study in this book, 
Wake Up Wal-Mart and Wal-Mart Watch would eventually join forces under 
the Wal-Mart Watch name in 2007. 

In its public censure of the retailer, Wal-Mart Watch took a strategic 
approach that emphasized carefully crafted press releases and media state-
ments designed to draw public attention to some of Wal-Mart’s most con-
troversial features, particularly its employee benefits policies. This strategy 
seemed to pay off: in early 2007 Wal-Mart CEO Lee Scott joined with SEIU 
president and Wal-Mart Watch board member Andrew Stern to announce the 
“Better Health Care Together” campaign, calling on businesses, individuals, 
and government to collaborate in providing health insurance for all Ameri-
cans by 2012. Given that Stern and Wal-Mart had been longtime antagonists, 
NPR correspondent Len Nichols quipped, “This was equivalent, in my view, 
to Anwar Sadat going to Jerusalem to shake hands with Menachem Begin.”31

Wal-Mart Watch also focused its efforts less on dramatic organized 
actions and attention-grabbing television advertisements and more on lan-
guage itself, as communicated through newspaper advertisements, press 
releases, and its website, walmartwatch.com. The centerpiece of the orga-
nization’s public relations campaign was its press releases and media cam-
paigns—appropriately, the organization inaugurated its attack on Wal-Mart 
in April 2005 with two full-page ads in the New York Times and USA Today. 
One advertisement asked, “How Much Does Wal-Mart Cost American Tax-
payers Each Year?” and countered that it was time to “Rollback Wal-Mart” 
(a clever wordplay on the retailer’s well-known strategy at the time of “roll-
ing back” prices). The other asked, “What Happened to the Wal-Mart ‘Buy 
American’ Program?” atop a photo of a Wal-Mart store rife with signs indi-
cating goods made in China. Both ads followed with facts and supporting 
documentation, and invited readers to join Wal-Mart Watch in “taking on 
the largest corporation in the world.”

Of course, Wal-Mart would not be content to accept this assault without 
responding in kind, and the company did so by founding its own “grassroots” 
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group, Working Families for Wal-Mart, which issued its own statements and 
maintained a website for nearly two years, ending in December 2007 (when 
Wal-Mart announced that it would bring the organization in-house shortly 
before Christmas). Like Wal-Mart Watch, Working Families for Wal-Mart 
existed primarily as a “paper” advocacy group, with large lists of email sup-
porters and funding from a larger, influential organization. On its website, the 
group declared, “Working Families for Wal-Mart is a group of leaders from a 
variety of backgrounds and communities all across America. Working Fami-
lies for Wal-Mart are customers, business leaders, activists, civic leaders, edu-
cators and many others with first-hand knowledge of Wal-Mart’s positive con-
tributions to communities.” Further, the organization described its mission 
as “fostering open and honest dialogue with elected officials, opinion makers 
and community leaders that conveys the positive contributions of Wal-Mart 
to working families,” because “we believe that Wal-Mart provides value to its 
customers, to its associates and to the communities it serves.” 

At the same time, the group seems to be the epitome of a phenomenon 
called “astroturfing,” in which corporations create front groups billed as 
grassroots organizations. To illustrate, Wal-Mart’s PR firm, Edelman, was the 
chief recruiter of Working Families for Wal-Mart’s steering committee mem-
bers, many of whom had business connections with Wal-Mart.32 At the same 
time, the organization solicited hundreds of stories from real-life consum-
ers, employers, suppliers, and beneficiaries of Wal-Mart’s corporate philan-
thropy, using their own words to describe the difference that Wal-Mart has 
made in their lives. The stories were varied in their content, style, and length, 
and contain a range of errors in spelling and punctuation that point to their 
authenticity. Although it is impossible to know if some or all of these narra-
tives might be counterfeit, the depth of the stories and the personal histories 
embedded within them—describing single motherhood, sick spouses, mili-
tary relocation, and family struggle—either speak to Working Families for 
Wal-Mart and Edelman’s tireless devotion to screening/crafting a particular 
message, the importance that Wal-Mart holds in the lives of many Ameri-
cans, or both. 

Wal-Mart and Twenty-First-Century Capitalism

Despite the storm of controversy surrounding the retailer in recent years, 
one of the ironies of the Wal-Mart debate is that neither Wal-Mart’s size nor 
its business practices are particularly novel in American history.33 Although 
a lightning rod for such criticisms, Wal-Mart is not alone in the retail indus-
try in paying low wages and offering scanty benefits, squeezing the global 
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supply chain, or leaving a larger-than-average “carbon footprint.” As Petro-
vic and Hamilton observe of recent developments in the big-box industry, 
“Wal-Mart may have the starring role, but it is surrounded by a very talented 
cast,” including retailers like Target, Home Depot, and Best Buy.34 Yet even 
as it is surrounded by a gallery of similarly placed competitors, Wal-Mart 
remains a “template corporation” whose size and innovations have indisput-
able implications for its competitors, making it difficult to accurately specify 
where Wal-Mart’s influence ends, where patterns within the larger industry 
begin, and vice versa.35 

Thus, in addition to its public relevance, Wal-Mart is an ideal topic for the 
study of political discourse about capitalism simply because its sheer size and 
market influence place it at the heart of debates over globalization, deregula-
tion, and capitalism itself in the twenty-first century. Wal-Mart has been an 
unparalleled success in the retail industry in part due to its distinctive strate-
gies, in which the retailer pioneered techniques that have diffused through-
out the industry to the point that they are now taken for granted—indeed, 
now required—for market success in a highly rationalized, globalized, retail 
marketplace. The Wal-Mart model illustrates the importance of at least four 
main trends in twenty-first-century capitalism: competing in a global mar-
ket, the importance of technology in managing an increasingly rationalized 
supply chain, the shift from “push” to “pull” systems of marketing, and a new 
team-centered model of service work in which workers are discouraged from 
collective bargaining.

The Global Market

To be a retailer in the twenty-first century means being a part of an increas-
ingly integrated global supply chain. Thus arguments about Wal-Mart’s busi-
ness practices—in which, for example, critics allege that Wal-Mart takes jobs 
away from Americans by forcing manufacturers to relocate overseas—are 
effectively arguments about globalization itself. In particular, the past three 
decades have witnessed increasing integration between the developed world 
and industrializing nations in the developing world. This global supply chain 
connects nations through the trading of commodities so diverse as to include 
textiles, manufactures, food, livestock, and direct services.36 And while glo-
balization itself is not necessarily a new phenomenon (nations have been 
trading with one another for centuries), the important change for under-
standing the Wal-Mart debate concerns the kinds of goods that are presently 
traded among nations. By 2001, for example, the World Bank’s estimates of 
imports and exports suggested that most exports from the developing world 
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were no longer primary products, like food or raw materials, but manufac-
tured goods that make up more than half the exported goods everywhere in 
the world, except for its poorest regions.37

Discourse on globalization reveals a deep ambivalence about this process. 
Many of globalization’s critics hail, ironically, from the developed countries 
who are presumed to be the beneficiaries of the cheaper labor available over-
seas.38 Even so, investigations of the data on global income inequality sug-
gest that developing countries have experienced real income growth in the 
wake of globalization—for example, the poverty rates in China and India 
have declined by twenty and fifty points, respectively, between the late 1970s 
and the late 1990s,39 indicating that inter-nation inequality is actually on the 
decline as a result of the rapid industrialization in China and Southeast Asia, 
the world’s most populous poor regions.40 Even studies that find increas-
ing wage inequality within countries note that its effects remain quite mod-
est overall, because the gains from even a small percentage of wage earners 
may be spread throughout families and regions that benefit from cheaper 
raw materials (such as fertilizer for farming) and increased production that 
brings higher prices for agricultural goods.41 This has led some to observe 
that the real critiques of globalization may emerge from the lower-skilled 
laborers in developed countries who do find themselves on the losing end of 
an integrated global supply chain.42 In the discount industry, where retailers 
make pennies on each sale, reducing manufacturing costs is an unavoidable 
reality that does place American manufacturers in a much weaker bargain-
ing position.

By participating in these global trends, many argue that Wal-Mart is merely 
following the new rules of the global marketplace, in which technology and 
policy changes have removed many of the barriers that previously urged more 
protectionist approaches to international trade. China’s opening of its mar-
kets in 1978, falling shipping rates by both sea and air, reduced subsidies and 
tariffs, and treaties such as the GATT and NAFTA all helped companies like 
Wal-Mart take advantage of the global supply chain, because manufacturers 
recognized opportunities for cheaper production in industrializing nations, 
particularly in China, India, and Southeast Asia.43 Technological advances 
also played a role, particularly innovations such as intermodal transporta-
tion (packing goods in mobile containers), making it easier and less costly to 
ship goods from the manufacturer to ports and directly onto transport trucks 
destined for retail distribution centers.44 The resultant cost savings, Wal-Mart 
and its supporters argue, can then be passed on to consumers. 

Globalization also creates reciprocal opportunities for Wal-Mart, which 
benefits from offering stores to emerging wage-earning classes in places like 
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China, India, and Mexico—ironically, the very countries where new groups 
of workers have the buying power to shop at larger retailers precisely because 
they are working at manufacturing plants that produce the kind of goods 
sold there. Accordingly, Wal-Mart and its global competitors Carrefour and 
Tesco have lately begun competing for the grocery and general goods market 
in China and India.45 For a company that faces potential saturation in the 
United States, entry into these global markets proves critical. And the ironies 
of globalization persist: its Chinese stores are unionized (according to the 
Chinese Communist Party law), and while Wal-Mart’s attempt to receive an 
ILC charter met incessant obstacles in the United States, it has long offered 
consumer credit cards to shoppers in China and Mexico, where it has also 
entered the banking industry.46

Technological Innovation

In this global environment, Wal-Mart’s pioneering use of technology has been 
a key feature of retailers’ growing ability to manage their inventory, respond to 
consumer demand almost instantaneously, and keep labor costs low through 
the control of information. From its early days as a discount retailer, Wal-Mart 
led the industry by emphasizing the role of technology in creating ever-more 
efficient systems of distribution.47 As early as 1977, Wal-Mart instituted an elec-
tronic data interchange (EDI) system that brought automation to key aspects of 
the distribution system, such as ordering and tracking merchandise and issuing 
payments. In the pre-Internet decades, this EDI system connected store phone 
networks with two IBM mainframe computers at Wal-Mart’s headquarters that 
stored payroll data along with inventory and financial information.48 Thus it 
followed perfectly that Wal-Mart led the industry in adopting UPC scanners in 
1983, shortly after the innovation began to filter through grocery stores, where 
they were often met with resistance.49 By 1987 Wal-Mart had further refined its 
technological nerve center by building the largest private satellite network in 
the country, which allowed the company to track every sale at every store and 
analyze them alongside a series of variables such as the store’s demographics 
(did it attract students or retirees?) and climate (was there a hurricane or a heat 
wave?), which would then suggest locally tailored inventory. More recently, 
Wal-Mart’s move toward RFID (radio frequency identification detection) tech-
nology promises to streamline the company’s inventory management even fur-
ther, allowing stock workers to determine how many items of certain types are 
present in any given warehouse at any given time. Wal-Mart (along with other 
retailers) will literally be able to monitor and chart the progress of goods as 
they cross the Atlantic Ocean.
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New technology has also proven essential in the retail industry’s ability to 
keep labor and management cost increases to a minimum, belying the con-
ventional wisdom that says the more productive firms are those that lower 
transaction costs through reducing firm size.50 By keeping the costs of mov-
ing goods and paying workers to a minimum, retailers like Wal-Mart man-
age to avoid some of the pitfalls associated with large-scale corporations: 
they can respond more quickly to change, challenging a premise in organiza-
tional ecology that large size tends to make it more difficult for organizations 
to adapt and innovate.51 For example, Wal-Mart adopted a scheduling policy 
in 2006 in which computerized technology would chart store traffic and ask 
employees to be “on call” to come in when foot traffic required more work-
ers.52 Big-box retailers’ use of technology to streamline efficiency accordingly 
places merchants like Wal-Mart in quite a predicament when facing current 
criticisms, particularly those addressing wages and benefits. In large part 
because Wal-Mart is so efficient, profit margins are trimmed so close to the 
bone that the company literally can’t raise wages without raising prices. To 
illustrate, Wal-Mart makes about $3 an hour per associate per year—to raise 
the average $10.11 hourly wage by a mere $1.50 per hour would cut the com-
pany’s profits in half.53 

From Push to Pull Systems of Merchandising 

The consequences of these technological innovations are not limited to 
employees. In fact, one of the most important consequences of retailers’ 
growing technological readiness is the shift from a “push” to a “pull” sys-
tem of merchandising. While manufacturers once approached retailers with 
products and price points, in the post-Wal-Mart economy this relationship 
has been reversed. Terming this change the “logistics revolution,” Edna 
Bonacich describes the complete overhaul of the production and delivery 
of retail goods that has taken place over the past thirty years, a period dur-
ing which Wal-Mart has been the leader by virtue of its commanding use 
of technology and its massive scale.54 Because profit margins in the retailing 
business are merely pennies on the dollar, ensuring unflagging efficiency is 
a key feature of remaining profitable, and this means controlling as many 
details of the logistics operation of the supply chain as possible. Aided by 
technology that tracks consumer purchases and inventory trends, large 
retailers like Wal-Mart control ever more features of the supply chain, right 
down to where identification stickers are placed on cartons of inventory.55 

Where manufacturers once “pushed” inventory onto retailers with sug-
gested price points (and often costly overstocks that mis-estimated consumer 
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preferences), the “pull” system delivers orders to vendors based on consumer 
preference data and keeps orders to a minimum to cut down on the costly 
process of dealing with those overstocks. This has increased “just in time” 
merchandising that restocks items overnight in order to respond to up-to-
the-minute consumer demands.56 Thus retailers are able to keep strict tabs 
on the quantities of items sold, adjusting their requests of suppliers often 
on short notice to fill vacant shelves and replace depleted inventories. This 
means that manufacturers, not retailers, are stuck with the excess goods. 
Further, by virtue of its sheer size Wal-Mart in particular is able to set the 
opening price point and ask manufacturers to meet it—or else. Like other 
big-box retailers, the concentrated volume of sales at Wal-Mart means that 
the retailer increasingly sets the price for specific goods and expects that the 
manufacturer will deliver them as requested.57 

Doing business with a retailer the size of Wal-Mart is thus a mixed bless-
ing for suppliers. Given Wal-Mart’s size and market share, most companies 
can’t afford not to sell their products at a retail chain that by some estimates 
controls 16% of the national grocery market,58 is the largest toy retailer in the 
United States,59 and sells 10% of all products made by suppliers like Proctor & 
Gamble.60 Charles Fishman recounts the semi-tragic story of Vlasic pickles, 
which agreed to Wal-Mart’s offer to sell a gallon of pickles for $2.97—a price 
so low that Wal-Mart and Vlasic each made about one cent per jar in profit. 
While pickles flew off the shelves faster than families could consume a gal-
lon’s worth, the low prices at Wal-Mart began to eat into Vlasic’s non-Wal-
Mart shares.61 By the time they agreed to a $2.49 half-gallon jar, pickle profits 
had declined by 50%. Other stories of this same kind of process are much less 
benign than pickle profit slashing—Fishman also recounts the story of the L. 
R. Nelson sprinkler company, which shut down most of its U.S.-based manu-
facturing division in favor of relocation to China, leading company president 
Dave Eglinton to explain, “Wal-Mart has said that they would love to buy 
from us because some of the production is done in the United States, but the 
cost differential is so great that they told us that unless we supply them out of 
China, we couldn’t do business.”62 Viewed in this way, the new pull system of 
manufacturing is inextricably linked to the decline of American manufactur-
ing jobs—many of which had formerly been unionized.

Of course, this “Wal-Mart effect” arguably creates winners alongside los-
ers like Vlasic and L. R. Nelson. Wal-Mart has also been credited with such 
accomplishments as single-handedly creating the burgeoning salmon farm-
ing industry in Chile, which supplies Wal-Mart Supercenters with salmon 
filets that retail for less than five dollars per pound. While the factory hours 
and work requirements at the accompanying processing plants would incite 
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the ire of even lukewarm Marxists, the industry has raised the standard of liv-
ing for hundreds—perhaps even thousands—of workers who formerly based 
their precarious survival on subsistence farming, or worse.63 Soderquist offers 
an even more positive spin on the buyer–supplier relationship, emphasizing 
Wal-Mart’s role in helping companies identify their own inefficiencies and 
address them so that cost savings may be shared with the consumer. More 
important, Soderquist frames these relationships as just that—relationships 
that bring team members together toward their common goal, which is serv-
ing the customer by eliminating waste and improving efficiency. Yet others 
maintain that the true cost of the resulting products is much higher than that 
borne by any of the parties involved. In the case of the salmon industry, for 
example, activists warn that Wal-Mart can afford to retail salmon at such low 
prices because they do not absorb all of the costs associated with the indus-
try, particularly the pollution resulting from over-farming and the medical 
and other costs of factory employees.64

The New “Teamsters”

Finally, in addition to its innovative approaches to merchandising, technol-
ogy, and the global supply chain, Wal-Mart represents a new approach to 
service work itself that stems at least in part from its own particular corpo-
rate culture and the enduring legacy of its charismatic founder.65 Sam’s credo 
could be summarized as a mix of old-fashioned populism (exemplified by 
the Wal-Mart tagline, “Who’s number one? The customer, always”), down-
home friendliness (expressed in slogans on associates’ vests such as “Our 
people make the difference” and “How may I help you?”), and, of course, 
relentless cost-cutting. In the spirit of this folksy culture, Wal-Mart’s front-
line hourly workers are called “associates,” not employees, and wear name 
tags with only their first name—and some of them have even earned starring 
roles in Wal-Mart’s television ads.66 When associates commit an infraction, 
they are “coached,” not disciplined, and the company cites its “open door 
policy” as a central reason for the uselessness of a union—employees with 
a grievance may complain directly to management, at any time.67 Such tech-
niques are now quite common in the retail industry, with stores like Target, 
Home Depot, and the like following suit as they hire “associates” and “team 
members” instead of “employees.”

Moreover, Wal-Mart’s workforce is of particular interest because not one 
of its 1.4 million domestic workers is a member of a union. Wal-Mart’s work-
ers are thus emblematic of the steep challenges facing organized labor today: 
while one in three Americans carried a union membership card in 1950, 
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only about one in ten are organized today.68 Former SEIU president Andy 
Stern (and a founding board member of Wal-Mart Watch) cited Wal-Mart as 
an example of the kind of industry that the labor-establishment breakaway 
Change to Win Coalition planned to target in its future organizing endeav-
ors, arguing, “If we’re going to change the size and the shape of the Ameri-
can union movement and change workers’ lives, we have to get away from 
this shop-by-shop, small organizing and really take on the largest employers 
in our country today, like Wal-Mart.”69 Accordingly, Wal-Mart’s own advo-
cates have leveled charges at Stern and Wal-Mart Watch, alleging that these 
and other activist groups don’t have the welfare of workers in mind, but only 
want to tap into Wal-Mart’s workforce as a new source of revenue to replace 
shrinking union dues. 

Wal-Mart and Populist Discourse 

As the preceding discussion has argued, Wal-Mart is clearly a lightning rod 
for public debate about many of the core dimensions of the reorganization 
of labor and manufacturing that have accompanied globalization in recent 
decades. But more important (and of special interest to sociologists studying 
the relationship between culture, morality, and economics), the debate over 
Wal-Mart illustrates both the best and worst potential inherent in the very 
idea of American capitalism. Discussions about Wal-Mart’s consequences for 
the American economy—both positive and negative—call on deeper, more 
widely shared cultural understandings of the appropriate moral boundaries 
of economic activity, particularly for average American citizens. Three pairs 
of moral dialectics prove particularly relevant when considering Wal-Mart’s 
history, its core values, and the themes that repeatedly surface in the current 
discourse regarding the company: individuals and communities, thrift and 
benevolence, and freedom and fairness. 

Although other moral concerns could surely be raised when evaluating 
capitalist activity (e.g., concerns about exploitation, equality, justice), the 
three pairs identified here are sufficiently broad to encompass many other 
moral values: exploitation might be considered a result of stymied free-
dom, equality an outcome of one conception of fairness, and so on. These 
themes also have a long and distinguished history in American political 
culture, and are of particular interest because while they are not necessarily 
contradictory, an excess of one may inhibit the other. Situations that work 
for the advantage of individuals, for example, may not necessarily serve the 
interests of a community or collective as a whole. Similarly, excessive thrift 
may inhibit opportunities to express benevolence, and some conceptions of 
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fairness (e.g., certain ways of leveling the playing field, such as affirmative 
action) may threaten other understandings of freedom. Of course, these dia-
lectical themes are partially overlapping, but they are also distinct enough to 
be identified separately in empirical analysis, as I will argue in chapters 3–5. 
As analytical constructs, they help to make the Wal-Mart debate intelligible 
while also connecting this particular case study to larger ideals that have a 
longer history in American political culture. Below, I discuss each of these 
moral dialectics—their relationships to the company and its history, along 
with some of their connections to the current discourse.

Individuals and Communities

First and foremost, Wal-Mart raises the perennial question of how to evalu-
ate the well-being of individuals alongside the well-being of collectivities. 
Perhaps more so than any other source of thematic resonance in American 
culture, the dichotomy between individualism and communitarianism has 
received unwavering attention in the social sciences.70 More often than not, 
sociologists have warned of the dangers of unchecked individualism, which 
critics view as putting one’s own personal needs ahead of the concerns of 
larger collectivities. Hence, a spate of recent studies examine social capital, 
volunteerism, and participation in institutional avenues that help individu-
als overcome myopic self-absorptions.71 Yet individualism—understood as 
self-reliance, self-expression, or self-advancement by achieving the Ameri-
can Dream—also has a long and cherished place in American political cul-
ture, which places its critics in a difficult predicament. Individualism need 
not be self-absorbed and selfish; in fact, individualism is consistently linked 
with traits that many Americans admire and seek to emulate. Through being 
strong and self-reliant, for example, the individual develops the self-con-
trol and resolve that prove necessary for success and leadership; people are 
accountable for their own behavior and receive the benefits (or the conse-
quences) of their actions.72 In American political culture, then, many social 
problems such as drunk driving73 and fetal alcohol syndrome74 are framed in 
the media and in public discourse as individual-level issues. 

Of course, the community has an equally notable role in American his-
tory and political thought—ranging from small town America to the cur-
rent fury of civic revival that hopes to preserve community’s place of pride 
in American political consciousness. Thus it comes as no surprise that a 
key realm of debate over Wal-Mart concerns the relationship between the 
individual and the community. In fact, much of the substance of the debate 
over the country’s largest retailer concerns how individuals’ pursuit of lower 
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prices on consumer goods affects larger groups of Americans—whether 
smaller merchants, laborers whose jobs are affected by outsourcing, or the 
growing ranks of service workers employed at big-box retailers. There’s no 
denying, for example, that Wal-Mart has succeeded in its mission of bring-
ing everyday low prices to consumers across the United States. According 
to the research firm Global Insight, Wal-Mart saves the average consumer 
over $2,300 a year.75 Similarly, other studies suggest that CPI estimates may 
overstate even the modest inflation rates of the past decade by as much as 
15% due to not correctly estimating the effect of Wal-Mart on lowering gro-
cery prices.76 Clearly, Wal-Mart does make good on its claim to help working 
families stretch their dollars further each month. 

Yet critics of consumption like Benjamin Barber worry that the capital-
ist engine has been so successful in the American economy that marketers 
must now convince consumers that they have more need of more goods 
more frequently than ever before. Thus Barber argues that the market feeds 
the very worst kind of individualism possible in American life—a self-cen-
tered, infantilizing consumerist ethos that seeks immediate satisfaction that 
is never fully apprehended.77 Other critics ask about the potentially high cost 
of the individual savings that Wal-Mart proffers—as noted earlier, many of 
Wal-Mart’s critics allege that Wal-Mart can offer these low prices only by 
taking advantage of both people and natural resources, keeping labor costs 
low, offering skimpy benefits, using sweatshop labor, and ignoring environ-
mental concerns such as waste and stormwater management. 

One difficulty in the Wal-Mart debate, however, is that it is sometimes 
challenging to identify just who the individuals and communities are that 
are being alternately well served or abused by Wal-Mart’s success. Charles 
Fishman, a journalist whose recent writings have been mostly critical of 
the retailer, concludes that “at the moment, we are incapable as a society of 
understanding Wal-Mart because we haven’t equipped ourselves to man-
age it. That is the reason for our ambivalence, our appreciation and aver-
sion, our awe and our nervousness, our confusion.”78 As Fishman goes on 
to explain, part of the difficulty with Wal-Mart is that unlike the giant oil 
trusts that were successfully foiled in the progressive era, Wal-Mart doesn’t 
claim its profits on its own behalf, but champions the consumer in populist 
terms—the “little guy” who’s just trying to stretch a dollar a bit further.79 Don 
Soderquist similarly writes, “Recognizing that many of our customers are 
average American families working hard to make ends meet, we believe that 
low prices are essential, and we never stop working to keep our prices low.”80 
Just whom Americans should be loyal to—the company that helps an indi-
vidual family save 15% on groceries every month, or the activists who accuse 
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that same company of siphoning money away from the heads of other fami-
lies in the community who are un- or under-employed as a result—remains 
unclear. How different groups of activists appropriate these twin themes will 
explain much of how they understand their audience, and how that audience 
relates to their larger mission and moral perspective.

Thrift and Benevolence

Any discussion of economic debate in modern America would be incom-
plete without considering thrift and benevolence. In his classic treatise The 
Protestant Ethic, Weber argues that capitalism emerged in western Europe 
due an elective affinity with Protestantism, particularly Calvinism, in which 
believers who were unsure of their salvation eased their anxiety by achiev-
ing financial success in their worldly activity. Ascetic lifestyles, hard work, 
thrift, and reinvestment created burgeoning entrepreneurs whose wealth 
and business acumen spawned the modern capitalist enterprise. Of course, 
Weber did not view this development with wholehearted admiration, end-
ing his study by warning that while Calvinists chose to live in the manner 
described in his analysis, modern-day individuals are forced to do so. Once 
established, the system no longer needed the Protestant ethic to be the steam 
in its engine—capitalism took on a life of its own, which created an “iron 
cage,” forcing future generations to accept its principles without question.

It would be difficult to imagine a company that exemplified the Protes-
tant ethic more completely than Wal-Mart. At the very heart of its identity 
is the value of thrift—Wal-Mart’s profits come from selling large volumes of 
merchandise priced at pennies below its competitors. For this reason, and as 
discussed above, squeezing waste and inefficiency out of its supply chain is 
an essential part of the Wal-Mart business model. And so it comes as little 
surprise that Sam Walton was widely regarded as an evangelical Presbyte-
rian who experienced his first entrepreneurial success by trimming costs 
throughout his small franchise of Ben Franklin variety stores. The ethic of 
thrift pervades not only the prices on Wal-Mart merchandise but also the 
larger Wal-Mart culture. Even today, decades after Walton’s death, Wal-Mart 
headquarters do not have any executive dining rooms or bathrooms, the 
office furniture is often leftover samples from furniture vendors, and execu-
tives follow the “two to a room” rule when on company travel.81 Underscor-
ing executives’ loyalty to this aspect of the company credo is the story of 
how company vice chairman John Menzer served Henry Kissinger a Subway 
sandwich with chips during the former diplomat’s visit to Wal-Mart com-
pany headquarters.82 
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This pseudo-Protestant ethic finds further expression in the company’s 
strict ethics policy. Wal-Mart’s executive employees must adhere to strict 
guidelines prohibiting them from giving or accepting gifts from suppliers—
even something as small as a cup of coffee. Further, in “Action Alley” (the 
section of Wal-Mart headquarters where company buyers negotiate with sup-
pliers) buyers are discouraged from forming relationships with suppliers that 
might cloud their judgment through the practice of rotating buyers among 
different departments.83 And the seriousness with which Wal-Mart takes its 
corporate ethics policy was underscored by the controversy surrounding the 
departure of ad execs Julie Roehm and Sean Womack amid allegations that 
the two had engaged in an extramarital affair and accepted improper gifts 
from ad agencies hoping to land Wal-Mart’s $580 million account.84 Wal-
Mart has even gone so far as to trail upper-level employees on business trips 
to confirm suspected affairs with subordinates.85 Wal-Mart’s longstanding 
affinity for thrift and asceticism helps explain its recent embrace of environ-
mental conservation efforts, such as promoting compact fluorescent bulbs 
that—if purchased by every one of Wal-Mart’s weekly customers—could save 
a total $3 billion in electricity costs and preserve fifty billion tons of coal used 
to create electricity, not to mention creating less solid waste due to the long 
lasting nature of these bulbs when compared to their traditional incandes-
cent counterparts.86 

At the other end of the continuum is Wal-Mart’s well-publicized benevo-
lence. In 2006, for example, Wal-Mart increased its charitable giving by 10% 
to $272.9 million, placing it at the top of American corporations in terms of 
cash donations.87 And Wal-Mart is frequently cited as a headline contributor 
in the wake of disasters such as tornados and hurricanes, providing both cash 
and in-kind donations of merchandise. In fact, Wal-Mart’s success in deliver-
ing supplies distributed after Hurricane Katrina was often hailed as superior 
to the comparatively inept response of government entities such as FEMA. 
At the same time, however, others point out that the Walton Family Foun-
dation (which makes charitable contributions separate from Wal-Mart Inc.) 
appears rather paltry in size when compared to other foundations. Although 
the Walton family owns stock worth more than twice as much as the Gates’ 
personal holdings in Microsoft, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation is an 
estimated thirty-five times as large as the Walton Family Foundation.88 Not 
surprisingly, Wal-Mart’s critics have sought to make benevolence an issue in 
the Wal-Mart debate: if the Waltons are so rich, and Wal-Mart reaps billions 
of dollars in profit each year, couldn’t the company just trim its profits a bit in 
order to be more generous to its employees?
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Freedom and Fairness

Echoes of a final pair of themes, freedom and fairness, appear throughout 
both the current debate as well as the personal story of Wal-Mart’s founder, 
Sam Walton. The story of Wal-Mart’s founding is itself a tribute to two cher-
ished ideas in American political culture: free enterprise and the American 
Dream. The young Sam Walton got his start as the owner of a Ben Frank-
lin franchise—the small town variety stores founded by Butler Brothers 
wholesalers that focused on the smaller, rural markets that were often over-
looked by larger merchandisers such as Sears and Woolworth’s. But in his 
years as a variety store owner, Walton became disillusioned with the model 
when he compared it to the emerging phenomenon of discount merchandis-
ing, which he had observed on his travels around the South and Midwest. 
Don Soderquist—longtime friend of Walton’s and retired COO of Wal-Mart 
Stores—tells how Walton forged his own path with an elementary simplicity 
that reads like a prophet’s tale straight from the Good News Bible:

The man [Walton] needed to change and grow along with his dream to 
get where he wanted to go, and he asked for help. “Mr. Ben Franklin Com-
pany,” Sam said, “please help me build larger stores in my small towns. I 
know it’s not been done before, but my people are asking for more assort-
ments and lower prices. I’ve got an idea for them. Will you work with me 
and franchise these larger stores? Will you sell the merchandise to me at 
a lower price since I need to reduce the prices to my customers? You’ll do 
okay, too, because I’ll be buying a lot more merchandise.”

“It will never work,” they said. “We can’t do that. There are not enough 
people out there for discount stores. You will never be able to generate 
enough business in those small towns. Larger stores work in the larger 
cities. Smaller stores for smaller towns. Everyone knows that. Be content. 
You’re already the biggest and best at what you do. And by the way, we 
can’t sell the merchandise to you for a lower price than we sell it to every-
one else. The risk in this plan is too great for everyone—including you.”

Soderquist concludes that “he [Walton] knew that change was necessary 
to follow his dream—a simple dream that had stayed true to its ideals—and 
he wasn’t going to give up now.”89 And, to be sure, Walton did not give up—
he parted ways with Butler Brothers and opened the first Wal-Mart Discount 
City in Rogers, Arkansas, in 1962—incidentally, the same year that saw the 
founding of Kmart, Target, and the Woolworth’s spin-off Woolco. Walton 
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refused the constraints placed on him by the Butler Brothers conglomerate 
that supplied Ben Franklin, and chose instead the way of free enterprise.

Of course, Walton’s gamble paid off. By 1967 he owned 24 Wal-Mart 
stores, earning over $12 million in sales per year; by 1979 those numbers had 
expanded to 276 stores in eleven states, and Wal-Mart had broken records by 
posting $1 billion in sales in its comparatively short seventeen-year history. 
The expansion continued at breakneck pace: in another decade Wal-Mart 
had more than quadrupled in size with more than 1,400 stores—and in an 
even more noteworthy accomplishment, it posted $25.8 billion in sales. By 
1991 Wal-Mart was (and has since remained) the largest retailer in the United 
States.90

Wal-Mart’s success story is one championing the power of free enterprise 
and the triumph of unfettered market competition. Wal-Mart’s exploitation of 
free enterprise, however, was met with even greater concern when Wal-Mart 
started to adapt its “everyday low prices” model to the grocery business—
which spelled trouble for established grocery chains that were largely regional 
conglomerates (leaving more than enough room for Wal-Mart’s price-cut-
ting) and still heavily unionized as an industry. Preceding Wal-Mart’s present 
difficulties in entering untapped California markets was a bitter grocer’s strike 
that ended with few gains for unionized workers, whose position had been 
rendered precarious by the mere threat of Wal-Mart’s arrival.

The irony is that while Wal-Mart has free enterprise to thank for its suc-
cess, its very size and scale question the very nature of free competition for 
other merchandisers. This was the argument advanced by Barry Lynn in a 
2006 Harper’s essay titled “Breaking the Chain: The Antitrust Case against 
Wal-Mart.” Lynn contends that Wal-Mart has consolidated so much power 
that the retailer can now control the actions of its suppliers—in dictating the 
price of pickles, for example—in ways that pervert the free and fair work-
ing of market competition. The basic problem is that Wal-Mart’s size distorts 
the freedom of the market—smaller retailers simply can’t match its prices, 
and thus cannot compete in a Wal-Mart world. Further, Wal-Mart’s market 
power actually micromanages parts of the market that are separate from its 
own activities—dictating to suppliers how items should be packaged, for 
example, and even encouraging mergers among large suppliers (such as 
Kellogg’s and Keebler, Gillette and Procter & Gamble) who are desperate to 
shore up their position in negotiations with the retailer about the pricing 
and display of their products. The basic argument, then, is that by perverting 
freedom, Wal-Mart ushers in a market that is no longer fair.91

This was much the same argument advanced by the independent bank-
ers and other smaller retailers who testified before the FDIC to protest 
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Wal-Mart’s application for an ILC charter. As Tom Wenning of the National 
Grocers Association explained, “Community focused businesses like grocers 
and others depend on local banks for financial services and capital resources, 
not competing retailers. If the world’s largest retailer is permitted to open 
branch banks, then the separation of the banking and commerce will no lon-
ger exist and there will be an even more fundamental shift to enhance the 
company’s economic power.”92 This notion of fairness extends beyond mar-
ket competition as well. A central question concerns whether Wal-Mart is 
free to compensate its workers according to prices set by the market, or if the 
principles of fairness dictate that a living wage—one that includes benefits 
like health insurance—are the necessary minimums that workers can expect 
from their employers. 

Conclusion

When surveyed from all angles, Wal-Mart is a company to be viewed with 
both admiration and apprehension, to be both respected and reviled. On 
the one hand, Wal-Mart alone seems to have been singled out among its 
similar big-box competitors as the target of a well-organized national cam-
paign alleging that the retailer shortchanges its employees, abuses public 
subsidies, and has for too long ignored the environmental consequences of 
its expansion. At the same time, Wal-Mart has earned itself this unwanted 
starring role in large part because its success has redefined many aspects 
of merchandizing in the twenty-first century, among them how goods are 
manufactured and transported across the globe, and the way that both man-
ufacturing and service jobs are distributed and organized. By virtue of its 
importance to twenty-first-century retailing, its recent public notoriety, and 
its potential to represent both the best and worst possibilities of American 
capitalism, Wal-Mart is an excellent case study for the discourse of eco-
nomic morality. 

The debate also emphasizes three pairs of moral dialectics that illustrate 
the connection of this particular case study to debates about economic pol-
icy more generally. Specifically, individualism and community, thrift and 
benevolence, and freedom and fairness are ideas that have a long-standing 
presence in political discourse, and therefore play a key role in how this 
populist debate about economic morality reaches the American people in 
the public sphere. Because each of these values comes to the fore in debates 
about Wal-Mart, these three pairs will form the analytical scaffold of the 
ensuing discourse analysis in this book, both because they are frequently 
referenced in the discourse, and because they resonate well with key aspects 
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of Wal-Mart’s history, its business model, and the practical questions raised 
about Wal-Mart’s consequences. In the next section of the book, we turn to 
the way that key SMOs as well as Wal-Mart draw from these dialectics to 
support their claims, and how the significance of these ideas in their lan-
guage reveals the deeper, symbolic dimensions of the discourse that pro-
gressives and conservatives alike bring to American debates about eco-
nomic dilemmas. 
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3

Individuals and Communities

We need to cut taxes so that our families can keep more of what 
they earn and produce, and our mom-and-pops then, our small 
businesses, can reinvest according to our own priorities, and hire 
more people and let the private sector grow and thrive and prosper.
—Former Alaska governor Sarah Palin 

When Sarah Palin addressed a crowd of Americans who had assembled in 
Boston on April 14, 2010, she was preaching to the faithful. Marking the last 
stop of the Tea Party Express—a bus convoy that had traveled throughout 
the country to rally groups of Americans advocating smaller government, 
individual freedoms, and fiscal restraint—Palin’s keynote speech concluded 
this vigil in the symbolic Boston Harbor venue on the day before Americans 
would be required to file their taxes. The audience itself was surely some-
thing to behold, but beyond the sound bites and images, Palin’s language 
tells a deeper story about the symbolic roots of economic debates and how 
they address the American public. Looking closely at her words from that 
much-publicized event, Palin’s rhetoric succeeds at being both inclusive and 
exclusive by referencing a resurgent form of populism that pits “our fami-
lies” against the allegedly out-of-touch, elitist Washington establishment that 
would presumably take their taxes without representation. Palin’s language 
about “our families”—which also references “our mom-and-pops” and “our 
own priorities”—communicates membership in an inclusive community of 
like-minded individuals who presumably know who “our families” are, along 
with what “our own priorities” might be. Moreover, this language constructs 
an in-group by positioning itself against outsiders—in this case, President 
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Obama and liberal members of Congress like Nancy Pelosi and Harry Reid. 
In other words, the “our” in the speech can only exist in contrast with the 
implicit category of “their,” and the discourse implies that those who are lis-
tening know exactly who “we” and “they” are.

While the Tea Party movement represents a highly visible endeavor that 
is certainly fueled by ongoing cable news coverage and aided by the celeb-
rity endorsement of speakers like Palin, the same rhetorical strategies that 
we see in this kind of public speech appear in other social movements cen-
tered on economic issues. Taxes invite criticism not only because most of 
us regret parting with our hard-earned money, but also because economic 
issues inevitably arouse sentiments concerning our identities as members of 
families as well as our different perceptions of the appropriate relationship 
between members of a democratic polity and the government. Therefore, 
leaders like Palin were quick to criticize then vice presidential candidate Joe 
Biden’s statement that paying higher taxes was a patriotic duty for wealthier 
Americans; when Palin repeated this remark to her audience she received the 
expected shouts of disapproval and disdain. Biden, however, had intended 
this remark to appeal to middle-class Americans who could expect a tax 
cut under an Obama–Biden administration. Yet this emphasis was largely 
ignored and the McCain–Palin campaign continued to emphasize the tax 
increases that Americans might face if Obama were elected. In both kinds 
of political speech—McCain–Palin warning of exorbitant tax hikes, Obama–
Biden describing taxes as a patriotic duty—the speakers are trying both to 
convince the undecided as well as to activate their political base. In other 
words, they intend to construct and communicate with specific and distinct 
audiences who can understand and appreciate their particular kind of mes-
sage. This chapter considers how similar movements founded on economic 
populism construct separate audiences through the public rhetoric of social 
movement organizations. 

All social movements face the challenge of convincing uninvolved indi-
viduals that their chosen cause is worthy of investing voluntary time and 
energy—and the language they choose to use in doing so is always impor-
tant for their success. Sociologists call this process “framing” because social 
movement organizers are strategically crafting the terms through which they 
package their issue to the public, and thus the terms on which their audi-
ence receives the information. Framing does at least three things to invite 
individuals to find common cause in social activism: diagnosing blame for a 
problem, suggesting a solution, and motivating participants to become and 
stay involved.1 Framing thus performs a kind of packaged interpretation that 
invites onlookers to evaluate a situation in a certain way. Such choices of 
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SMOs are not accidental or arbitrary; in framing issues for the public, move-
ment organizers could pursue any number of strategies—for example, argu-
ing that the issue at hand is a moral concern that threatens a large portion of 
the public, or perhaps appealing to more individualistic motivations, such as 
the personal gains that one could achieve by participating in the movement 
or enjoying the fruits of its outcomes. 

Whatever form it takes, the framing process inevitably creates ties between 
individuals and larger groups—a process most visibly seen in the recent 
surge of “identity movements” that forge connections under broad identity 
categories such as gender, sexual orientation, or race.2 In a modern world 
characterized by increasing complexity and fragmentation, groups such as 
these unite people through their common identities as men, women, activ-
ists, or citizens; individuals may presumably be spurred to act on another 
person’s behalf if they share similar identity characteristics.3 Yet even as they 
promise to join and unite, these identity ties may also create new conflicts, as 
people affiliate with unique and bounded identities that they believe deserve 
special recognition.4 This represents one of the enduring ironies of commu-
nity activism—even movements oriented around collective well-being and 
inclusion may have the unintended side effect of exacerbating divisions and 
other differences between groups that make true consensus and community-
building deeply problematic. In fact, even using the phrase “our community” 
inevitably means acknowledging, however tacitly, the presence of others who 
exist outside of the community’s inclusive bounds.5 

Yet while identity movements can call on identities of gender, country, 
or sexual orientation to activate the loyalties of potential supporters, groups 
like Wal-Mart Watch face a tougher challenge in convincing onlookers that 
they should care about where they buy paper towels or laundry detergent. 
Thus groups concerned with economic issues must construct new catego-
ries through which they distinguish between “us” and “them” in their public 
debates, and offer their audience a choice of identities by which they can 
“divide up and make sense of the social world.”6 And even though most 
researchers who study social movements focus on tangible group identi-
ties—groups in which activists engage in face-to-face interaction with oth-
ers, for example—movements that connect individuals to a larger collectiv-
ity may ultimately do so through a more ethereal, “imagined” community 
as well.7 Thus the metaphors and images used by a group in their public talk 
turn out to be particularly important in activist campaigns waged primar-
ily through the media, as in the debate over Wal-Mart conducted between 
groups like Working Families for Wal-Mart (WFWM) and Wal-Mart Watch 
(WMW). 
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For example, the pro-Wal-Mart advocacy group Working Families for 
Wal-Mart once explained on its website that “Wal-Mart contributes to work-
ing families in a variety of ways,” and went on to frame the identity of move-
ment participants as being a part of four different imagined communities:

•	 As parents, we’re always on the way to pick the kids up from soccer prac-
tice, or taking them to dance lessons, or helping them with their home-
work. There’s so much going on that saving time, energy and a few dollars 
is important. Wal-Mart allows working parents to do all those things. . . .

•	 As community leaders, we understand that Wal-Mart is a company that 
cares about its neighbors. Working Families for Wal-Mart will work to 
ensure that Wal-Mart’s community involvement and generous donations 
to charitable organizations continues. . . .

•	 As customers, we at Working Families for Wal-Mart want to ensure the 
low prices Wal-Mart offers to working families remain available. Wal-Mart 
saves the average working family over $2,300 per year. . . .

•	 As Americans, we want to see our economy grow, and we want to see jobs 
created. We’re involved with Working Families for Wal-Mart because of 
the 210,000 jobs in our economy last year because of Wal-Mart—and the 
many more it will continue to generate.8

By offering website visitors at least four different identities through which 
to imagine their participation in WFWM, the group communicates that its 
vision is connected to larger collectivities: that of parents seeking more time 
with their families amid hectic lives, community leaders who appreciate 
Wal-Mart’s charitable contributions, customers who need the store’s savings, 
and, finally, Americans who “want to see our economy grow.” These collec-
tive groups are also particularly noteworthy because they are imagined—they 
provide a connection to collective groups that are as abstract and ephemeral 
as they are real and widespread. Unlike the local Masons or Elks lodge, for 
example, the community of parents in the United States doesn’t have a local 
chapter and regular meetings with fellow group members; at the same time, 
the group is so broad that few people could feel excluded from its member-
ship. Because groups like WFWM are made up primarily of email addresses 
as opposed to local chapter initiates, rhetoric is the bread and butter of these 
groups in the same way that community socials and membership drives 
might have been the staple recruitment techniques of voluntary community 
groups a generation ago.

But how do social movements centered on economic issues construct these 
relationships between individuals and larger collectives? What imagined 
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communities of reference does each group of activists refer to in their efforts 
to motivate the uninvolved observers of their campaigns to become more 
invested? This chapter addresses these questions by arguing that important 
differences emerge when we consider how each movement connects its par-
ticipants to a larger collective in terms of the audiences to which they refer 
and speak. In doing so, I argue that both sides of this controversy create sep-
arate audiences as their imagined communities of reference—for Wal-Mart’s 
supporters this group is that of the average family, for Wal-Mart’s critics it is 
the citizen and activist (and to a lesser extent, the taxpayer). Yet despite the 
populist dimensions of these categories, I argue that these reference groups 
are ultimately divisive because of the economic dimensions of the organiza-
tions’ language, in which Wal-Mart frames its supporters as average families 
pursuing the American Dream, while its opponents are portrayed as out-of-
touch elitists. 

Yet despite their differences, both SMOs also use person-centered rheto-
ric that dramatizes Wal-Mart as a person who has a certain moral character, 
and imputes other moral characteristics to the company by virtue of its asso-
ciation with key individuals. Although this is a strategic metaphor designed 
to heighten their audience’s emotions, it ultimately creates a kind of false con-
sciousness that simplifies complex, multinational processes by using personal 
characteristics as a shorthand way of talking about the activities of a global 
corporation. Finally, although both groups do reference ideas of community 
and collective good, the notion of “community” invoked throughout is one 
with a decidedly local flair that ironically makes it something of a divisive and 
conflictual concept, in that the wishes and desires of some communities are 
inevitably prioritized over the needs of others. I conclude the chapter by plac-
ing these findings in the larger context of economic populism, paying attention 
to the ways these same ideas and concepts are mobilized by other social move-
ments—most recently the Tea Party, with leaders like Sarah Palin at its helm.

Divisive Populism

For WFWM and Wal-Mart itself, the language of various actors—spokesper-
sons for WFWM or Wal-Mart, as well as the personal narratives of various 
Wal-Mart supporters—refers most consistently to the “average working fam-
ily” as the primary imagined community that unites their supporters. For 
instance, a WFWM webpage titled “What’s at Stake?” announced, “Working 
families everywhere know what the unions won’t acknowledge: Wal-Mart is 
good for America’s working families. Working families continue to shop at 
Wal-Mart and line up by the thousands for jobs at Wal-Mart stores because 
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Wal-Mart continues to save working families money and provide good jobs 
with competitive pay and affordable health care.” Similarly, former ambassa-
dor Andrew Young (then president of WFWM) issued an early press release 
about Wal-Mart’s ILC application on February 27, 2006:

A few months ago, when the FDIC was first considering Wal-Mart’s 
request, I went and testified. I told the FDIC that Wal-Mart is a good com-
pany, and that I support the company’s request for an ILC. I told them how 
important Wal-Mart is to working families, and how this step will help 
Wal-Mart ensure that it can keep prices low.

Similarly, testifying to the FDIC on behalf of Wal-Mart’s ILC application, 
WFWM steering committee member Catherine Smith framed some of her 
arguments in favor of the retailer’s petition in light of the potential savings 
that could be passed on to customers, who also come from working families: 
“For working mothers and fathers, something as arcane as an industrial bank 
may mean the difference between shame or pride in the clothes their chil-
dren wear to school or church” (WFWM website).

Of course, some of this may stem from the company’s purposeful naming 
of its short-lived advocacy group “Working Families for Wal-Mart,” in which 
the retailer’s PR firm, Edelman, intentionally crafted press releases and pub-
lic statements that emphasized the store’s appeal to families seeking to stretch 
their limited resources. Moreover, WFWM solicited more than three hun-
dred narratives from (mostly) customers, as well as employees and suppli-
ers, who offer their personal testimonies about Wal-Mart’s benefits. This 
imagined community of the “average working family” appears throughout 
Wal-Mart’s own press releases, as well as the remarks the store solicited from 
these supporters on WFWM’s website (emphases added):

“During our most recent open enrollment period, we signed up more than 
70,000 associates who didn’t have our health insurance before. Fifty thou-
sand of those working men and women were previously uninsured. And 
this is just a start,” Wal-Mart CEO Lee Scott will say. “In the weeks ahead, 
we’re going to take significant steps to make our health benefits even more 
affordable and accessible to the working families we employ.” (Wal-Mart 
press release, February 23, 2006)

Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. today announced its 2005 charitable giving numbers, 
which total more than $245 million in financial and in-kind donations to 
various charitable organizations and causes. The figure represents a nearly 
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$38 million increase from 2004 and demonstrates Wal-Mart’s commit-
ment to making a difference in the lives of working families—its customers, 
associates and neighbors. (Wal-Mart press release, July 13, 2006) 

“These are medicines for diabetes, cardiovascular disease, asthma, colds 
and infections—the kinds of medicines that working families need so they 
can treat illness, manage conditions and stay well,” said Simon. “Rising 
healthcare costs are eating up more and more of families’ budgets, so this 
program brings a lot of value to our customers, associates and communi-
ties.” (Wal-Mart press release, September 21, 2006)

I just want to say thank you Walmart for the low prices. Your prices can-
not be beat. I am anxiously waiting for the new Supercenter to open that 
is closer to my home. Not only will I be saving on all my shopping needs 
at Walmart but also on my gas bill. My family buys everything from food 
to tires on all of our vehicles at Walmart and we save a lot of money. Keep 
up the good work for us hard working Americans to be able to afford more 
things because of your low prices. Thanks. Lou. (WFWM website, per-
sonal story)

There are two kinds of Americans—those who work for a living and those 
who tax for a living. Wal*mart is for those who work for a living and with-
out Wal*mart I would not have enough money to satisfy the greed of those 
who tax for a living. (WFWM website, personal story)

In all these examples, Wal-Mart’s supporters frame their constituency as 
that of the “working family” that derives certain benefits from Wal-Mart’s 
low prices, such that these “hardworking Americans” are “able to afford more 
things” by virtue of the store’s cost-saving efforts.

As the final example above also suggests, the category of the “working 
family” also subtly addresses the populist dimensions of this appeal, which 
comprises not just families but also those who know what it means to be 
a “working family” (in the last speaker’s words, this has to do with “two 
kinds of Americans”—those who “work for a living,” and those who “tax for 
a living”). Thus this concept of the “working family” acquires a particular 
kind of significance within the context of economic populism. Elsewhere, 
other words and phrases such as “everyday Americans,” the “common man,” 
and “regular people” reiterate this emphasis on a message that appeals to a 
large (yet largely amorphous) majority in an economically stratified society 
(emphases added):
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Just as Working Families for Wal-Mart is made up of everyday Ameri-
cans from all walks of life, our leaders come from a diverse range of back-
grounds and experiences. (WFWM website)

Wal-Mart is a must in my family. There is no way that I could possibly not 
shop there. The low prices on every day items of necessity and even non-
necessity make it possible for the average working family to actually buy 
that Dove soap, BBQ grill, new bath towels, DVDs and the list goes on and 
on. (WFWM website, personal story)

It has long been my observation that if one sets out to make a great contri-
bution to helping the socalled little people help themselves, one can expect 
a lot of opposition from many of the socalled big people (really a minority 
. . . but they are always there to try and kick you down). (WFWM website, 
personal story)

There are few institutions in America that champion regular people—
working men and women—more than Wal-Mart. This is a company that 
has created 240,000 jobs over the last three years, offers $23 per month 
health plans to both full-time and part-time associates, and saves the aver-
age American household more than $2,300 per year. (WFWM website, 
“Paid Critics” page)

“But at the end of the day, when someone builds a better mousetrap, it’s 
not the American way to deny average folks the chance to use it to improve 
their lives,” Scott said. “The horse and buggy industry wasn’t permitted to 
crush the car. The candle lobby wasn’t allowed to stop electric lights. Ulti-
mately, that’s what this debate is about.” (Wal-Mart press release, February 
23, 2005)

Throughout these and other similar excerpts, speakers’ language empha-
sizes how Wal-Mart meets the needs of average families with modest eco-
nomic means. The populist nature of this appeal is underscored by speakers’ 
references to groups like the “socalled big people,” who, the speaker adds, are 
“really a minority . . . but they are always there to try and kick you down.” Just 
as most Americans tend to identify themselves as middle class, the notion of 
“regular people,” “average folks,” or “people like us” would seem to offer a 
broad-based, populist appeal.

Yet implicit in this discourse is the idea that the audience of these utter-
ances is one that can sympathize with the perspective contained in these 
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emails and press releases—not to mention the personal stories collected by 
WFWM. Thus the “working families” cultivated as an audience in this dis-
course actually creates an even more focused audience—for Wal-Mart’s sup-
porters, this audience is one that can identify with the perspective of average 
Americans who have to watch their household budgets:

My mother and I appreciate Walmart! Like a lot of people, we struggle with 
our finances. We know that we can get about anything we need at Wal-
mart and know that it will be quality and great priced. (WFWM website, 
personal story)

Us that are on fixed low incomes appreciate the convience [sic] and sav-
ings that we get from Walmart. Thank You Walmart. (WFWM website, 
personal story)

Wal-Mart is the kind of company we can all be proud of. It grew up in 
small town America, the product of one man’s dream. Now it makes a 
difference every week for millions of working families across America. 
(WFWM email, September 7, 2006)

For instance, in the first example, the speaker announces that she and her 
mother are “like a lot of people” in how they struggle with money; likewise, 
the second speaker presumes that other people in the audience are in the 
same group—“us that are on fixed incomes” appreciate Wal-Mart’s bargains. 
And finally, in the WFWM email the official party line of Wal-Mart’s advo-
cacy group speaks from the perspective of inclusion—it is a “company we 
can all be proud of ” that assists millions of “working families across Amer-
ica.” Here, the imagined community of reference is one that presumably any-
one could be familiar with—the “average man” or “working family”—but the 
way in which this category is constructed is necessarily exclusive because of 
its populist undertones.

One way that the pro-Wal-Mart activists construct this populist concep-
tion of the family among their audience is by referencing the concept of the 
American Dream. Although the American Dream is certainly a common-
place trope that invites widespread support and acceptance, Wal-Mart uses 
this concept with a stratified slant that emphasizes socioeconomic differ-
ences between those who support Wal-Mart and its better-heeled critics:

I wish those down on Wal-Mart would visit Bentonville. They would see 
that Wal-Mart “is” small town America housed in a building that not one 
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other big US Corporation would ever consider suitable for a headquarters 
building. I wish they could hear my buyer at Wal-Mart state his enthu-
siasm for a company that gave him his first job stocking shelves and has 
given him the opportunity to grow in a manner he never thought possible. 
(WFWM website, personal story)

“We hope that by helping so many young people reach their dream of a 
higher education, we can help improve the standard of living for families, 
local communities and our national community,” said Betsy Reithemeyer, 
vice president of Corporate Affairs over the Wal-Mart & Sam’s Club Foun-
dation at Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. (WFWM press release, June 2, 2005)

If many more companies were like Wal*Mart, maybe we would not need to 
have a discussion about the store. Are there issues that need to be improved 
at Wal*Mart . . . yes, any corporation can improve itself for its employees. 
However, let’s give Wal*Mart some credit for being there for a lot of people 
when others are practicing what I call “Economic Snobbery” by not want-
ing poor people in their communities in housing or shops . . . they are more 
concerned about Starbucks and other high-end shops . . . give some credit 
to a man’s dream being fulfilled. (WFWM website, personal story)

Incorporating the trope of the American Dream in the pro-Wal-Mart 
discourse represents yet another way that Wal-Mart’s supporters are rhe-
torically connected to the larger community of “average Americans”—that 
is, those who work hard to do their best, stretch their dollars, and achieve 
their dreams. Thus Sam Walton was frequently mentioned for his own pur-
suit of an entrepreneurial dream to create a company “we can all be proud 
of,” which offers opportunities for economic mobility, and doesn’t practice 
“economic snobbery” by eschewing low prices in favor of “high-end shops” 
like Starbucks.

If Wal-Mart’s supporters are the “regular people,” then it follows that their 
critics must be elitist. Indeed, this explains why Wal-Mart frames its oppo-
nents—be they critics like Wal-Mart Watch, unions, or politicians who have 
publicly questioned the store—as elites and hypocrites. Thus WFWM steer-
ing committee member Catherine Smith criticized John Edwards for shop-
ping at Wal-Mart and once owning Wal-Mart stock even as he criticized the 
company for its provision of employee benefits: “Now he and other political 
candidates are telling working men and women that they can’t save money 
or take jobs at Wal-Mart? This is all about special interest politics” (WFWM 
press release, August 4, 2006). Elsewhere, WFWM juxtaposed Edwards’s 
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statement that “I want to be a champion for the people I have fought for all 
my life—regular people” with its claim that “there are few institutions in 
America that champion regular people—working men and women—more 
than Wal-Mart” (WFWM website, “Paid Critics” page). Similarly, WFWM 
wasted little time highlighting allegations of hypocrisy among opposing 
groups like Wal-Mart Watch, which had posted a job advertisement noting 
that successful candidates should be willing to work long hours, including 
weekends. WFWM went on to allege that WMW had used paid picketers to 
protest a local Wal-Mart—and paid them less than the average wages of the 
Wal-Mart workers employed inside.

The essence of this strategy thus serves to link Wal-Mart supporters and 
potential advocates with a larger imagined community of “regular people,” 
who are primarily part of “working families,” while their opponents and 
detractors are simultaneously portrayed as inauthentic hypocrites concerned 
only with special interests. Further, the “average” or “common” people ref-
erenced throughout the pro-Wal-Mart discourse is a group defined largely 
in populist, economic terms: these families are such because they need Wal-
Mart’s low prices, and thus can’t afford the luxury of criticizing the retailer on 
high-minded grounds and perhaps choosing to shop elsewhere. The back-
drop against which this exchange takes place is one with a decidedly strati-
fied slant: the world contains just a handful of elites for whom money isn’t a 
concern, while “the rest of us” and our families have to watch our pennies. 
Just as the speaker quoted above referenced the “socalled big people” who 
were “really a minority,” another supporter explained: 

I have always been an advocate of Walmart and I have the utmost respect 
for Mr. Walton who is someone who built a tremendous company thru 
hardwork and intelligence unlike other companies who have grown thru 
nothing but mergers. Mergers help only the top-level executives and the 
workers suffer layoffs. Walmart helps millions and millions of people thru 
the lower prices which is something only the Unions can dream about. 
Unions only help the union members and that’s it. Society is stuck with 
paying for it. (WFWM website, personal story)

Wal-Mart’s low prices, then, are the means by which “millions and mil-
lions” of people receive assistance, while unions “only help the union mem-
bers and that’s it.” By virtue of its massive appeal, Wal-Mart’s imagined com-
munity of reference becomes an inclusive collectivity in which membership 
is achieved simply by defining oneself as a “regular person” or a member of 
an “average American family.”
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Citizens and Activists in WMW

In contrast to the family-centered appeals of Wal-Mart and WFWM, the 
imagined community of reference for the progressive organization Wal-
Mart Watch centers on a cluster of categories that I argue are connected 
to the larger concept of citizenship, such as other activists and taxpayers. 
WMW also frames this appeal in the language of populism, arguing that 
“it takes a village to beat a Wal-Mart” (WMW website, “Battlemart” page), 
and reminding its supporters and potential allies that “Wal-Mart’s busi-
ness practices affect us all in many ways” (WMW website).9 At the end of a 
series of issue-based pages detailing Wal-Mart’s alleged grievances, WMW 
tells website visitors “What You Can Do,” suggesting that the uninitiated can 
“join thousands in signing the Handshake with Sam agreement” and “tell 
friends and family” about Wal-Mart’s shortcomings “and how that affects 
our communities” (WMW website). Throughout, the community of ref-
erence is others who are fighting Wal-Mart—other citizens’ groups, other 
“citizens like you,” the “thousands” you can join in this campaign, and so on. 
In fact, the very structure of the WMW website sets up its appeals in this 
manner, offering visitors resources and connections created for other like-
minded activists under the heading of “Networks”—other elected officials, 
other communities battling Wal-Mart locally, other people in faith commu-
nities, and so on.

Any appeal in a social movement of this sort is designed, at least initially, 
to empower people in grassroots activism. Accordingly, WMW emphasizes 
broad-based notions of empowerment in a series of emails sent to those who 
had already signed up as partners with the organization (emphases added):

And while Wal-Mart has added hundreds of new marketing experts, high-
powered lobbyists and expensive lawyers to their team since our campaign 
started last April, we’ve added you. (WMW email, March 9, 2006)

Over the past year, Wal-Mart Watch and our partners nationwide have 
been quietly building networks of activists, community leaders and elected 
officials who together represent an unstoppable force for change. This is 
not just another political campaign. This is a call for reform that requires 
thoughtful dialogue and bipartisan state-and-community-specific part-
nerships. Above all, this fight requires you, your support, your willingness 
to stand up for what’s right for your hometown. (WMW email, January 13, 
2006)
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You stopped Wal-Mart from sneaking its bank through the process, and 
now it’s time for you to weigh in on these hearings. We’ve found the email 
address to send comments to the FDIC—take a moment to compose 
your own thoughts and tell them why the Bank of Wal-Mart is a bad idea. 
(WMW email, April 5, 2006)

By framing appeals for activism in terms of participants’ existing mem-
bership in a community of activists—while also crediting them for past suc-
cesses against big business—WMW attempts to empower these supporters 
by connecting them to the larger collectivity of other anti-Wal-Mart activ-
ists. Such a move is particularly important in a large virtual movement such 
as this one, when many of WMW’s supporters may do little more than check 
the organization’s website or occasionally forward a web link to a friend.

Although its correspondence to the converted may take the form of 
appeals like those above, Wal-Mart Watch constructs a slightly different, 
but related, imagined community for the broader public—those who might 
only read about the organization in a passing visit to the website, or in press 
releases cited in the larger media. In these cases, the community of reference 
created by WMW is most consistently framed as taxpayers, another identity 
that is closely linked to the larger ideal of citizenship. This category is cre-
ated most obviously via the organization’s criticism of the public support of 
Wal-Mart created through corporate tax breaks and Medicaid for Wal-Mart’s 
uninsured workers (emphases added): 

Now your state senator needs to hear from you. If you agree that Wal-
Mart, a company with $10 billion in profit, run by a family worth $90 bil-
lion and growing, should not be getting welfare from you, speak out today! 
(WMW email, February 7, 2006)

Despite numerous tweaks to their health plan, Wal-Mart simply cannot 
offer an affordable plan to cover its workers. Lagging behind industry 
averages, Wal-Mart’s employees are subjected to unnecessary charges and 
fees, wait longer for coverage eligibility, and are forced to seek out public 
health programs to fulfill their health care needs. (WMW website)

Right now, when health care coverage fails, everyone ends up paying the 
cost. That includes individuals and small businesses. When people are 
uninsured, we all pay for non-emergency visits to emergency rooms, 
which is how the uninsured most often get care. The visits translate into 
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higher insurance premiums. When people go on Medicaid as a last resort, 
our taxes pay to cover their health care. (WMW website)

The Fair Share Health Care Act is being supported by a broad coalition 
of organizations including business, faith-based, union, and community 
groups who are demanding that Wal-Mart pay its fair share. We will no 
longer accept Wal-Mart’s unfair tactic of shifting health care costs to the 
taxpayer. (WMW press release, January 9, 2006)

Wal-Mart’s failure to provide healthcare to their employees is costing 
American taxpayers over 1.5 billion dollars every year and leaves an esti-
mated 46% of the children of Wal-Mart employees on publicly-funded 
healthcare programs. How much does it cost your state? (WMW website)

In recent months Wal-Mart, America’s largest corporation and private 
employer, has been exposed and shamed for shifting the responsibility of 
its employees’ health care costs onto Medicaid, and, consequently, foisting 
billions of dollars onto the backs of local taxpayers like us. (WMW press 
release, January 9, 2006)

Partly because WMW had organized ballot initiatives proposing that 
Wal-Mart pay some remunerations for the costs of its workers who use state 
public assistance, the economistic language of taxpayers’ financial interests 
comes to the fore when considering imagined communities of reference. 
It thus makes sense that WMW would want to motivate those on the side-
lines to take action by reminding them of their economic self-interest in this 
issue—if Wal-Mart’s workers use public tax dollars to fund their health care 
needs, the public arguably has an economic interest in holding Wal-Mart 
accountable for the way it cares for its employees. 

Yet the irony of creating this kind of imagined community is that it is 
actually a rhetorically fracturing move. If motivating the public toward 
engagement requires reminding them of how Wal-Mart shifts “its respon-
sibilities” onto “the backs of local taxpayers like us,” and thus “our taxes pay 
to cover their health care,” this inevitably creates not one imagined commu-
nity but two: those who are unfairly made responsible for the medical care of 
uninsured workers, and those dependent, uninsured workers themselves. In 
inviting onlookers toward engagement in this way, WMW may have created 
a discursive universe in which its language leaves open to question just whom 
the movement aims to benefit: the workers who are poorly compensated, or 
the “public” who, as a result, assumes the cost of their care? Therefore, much 
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in the same way that Working Families for Wal-Mart creates divisions in its 
imagined community by emphasizing economically stratified concepts like 
the “average working family,” WMW also divides its audience by emphasiz-
ing the financial self-interest that audience has in reforming Wal-Mart. In 
both cases, these populist appeals have the subtle but unavoidable side effect 
of addressing separate audiences and constructing a divided public.

A Darker Side of Community?

In like manner, a closer examination of the use of the word “community” 
by both SMOs suggests that the rhetorical construct of community—at least 
as expressed here—has a more subtle, divisive meaning. Both Wal-Mart/
WFWM and WMW use the word frequently—to talk about topics rang-
ing from “Wal-Mart’s positive impact on our communities” (WFWM press 
release, November 1, 2006), to WMW’s stated goal of “real change—trans-
parent and lasting—to benefit Wal-Mart communities” (WMW website). 
A closer examination of “community” in context, however, suggests that 
the meaning of the word is really a synonym for “local” or, conversely, “not 
national.” 

Thus Wal-Mart frequently refers to “the communities we serve” and the 
arguably vague notion of “helping the community,” but the “community” 
referenced here is most often a local grouping or regional area. Thus cus-
tomers tell stories of how “Wal-Mart is continually helping in the commu-
nity, whether it be sponsoring local groups or providing a place for groups 
to sell their cookies or whatever” (WFWM website, personal story), and 
argue that “Wal-Mart is a great community-oriented company” because it 
allowed that particular speaker’s civic group to sell Christmas trees on the 
store lot, donated supplies to a pancake breakfast, and supported other local 
nonprofits (WFWM website, personal story). Similarly, Wal-Mart’s own 
statements affirm that “Wal-Mart is committed to community stewardship 
and service” (Wal-Mart press release, March 5, 2005) through efforts such 
as preserving national parks and the Sam Walton Community Scholarship 
program, which awards scholarships to outstanding students recognized 
at local stores. This localized notion of “community” has been at the heart 
of Wal-Mart’s ethos from the beginning, as Sam Walton’s initial goal was 
to seek out underserved small towns and provide them with more varied 
merchandise. (In its modern-day form, Don Soderquist, former Wal-Mart 
executive, referred to the “store of the community” to describe the ways that 
Wal-Mart uses technology to tailor its merchandise offerings to local needs 
and tastes.)
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But Wal-Mart Watch also used “community” in much the same man-
ner. Describing itself early on as an organization that will “bridge the gap 
between ordinary citizens and community organizations” (WMW website), 
WMW offered citizens concerned about Wal-Mart’s expansion a collection 
of resources to fight a proposed Wal-Mart in their “community,” and pub-
lished a research report in 2005 titled “Shameless: How Wal-Mart Bullies Its 
Way into Communities across America.” Here, as in Wal-Mart’s own dis-
course, “community” bespeaks the concept of a local town or regional cen-
ter—presumably one that is able to practice self-determination and should 
be safe from intrusions from “outside” entities. Thus, in excerpts such as the 
examples below, WMW also used community in a similarly local manner 
(emphases added):

Whether it is accepting unnecessary subsidies, driving local stores out of 
business, pressuring local town officials or encouraging workers to join 
state health rolls, Wal-Mart has a negative impact on local communities. 
(WMW website)

Wal-Mart’s efforts in Flagstaff serve as a warning to communities nation-
wide that the world’s largest corporation will stop at nothing in its attempts 
to force-feed local communities its own brand of greed. (WMW press 
release, May 18, 2005)

Wal-Mart Watch executive director Andrew Grossman today urged Wal-
Mart to heed the words of its founder, Sam Walton. Grossman said, “Sam 
Walton wrote that Wal-Mart should ‘not go where we’re not wanted.’ Wal-
ton also said ‘if some community, for whatever reason, doesn’t want us in 
there, we aren’t interested in going in and creating a fuss.’ We urge Wal-
Mart to adopt the principles of Mr. Sam and reconsider their decisions in 
California and Florida.” (WMW press release, May 24, 2006)

Framed in such ways, “community” also has an exclusionary undertone. 
Thus, when Wal-Mart speaks of “the communities we serve” or “giving 
back to the community,” it implies that Wal-Mart is not itself a member of 
the community, but more of an interloper whose identity remains sepa-
rate, even removed, from the local store’s surrounding area. Thus, in one 
instance where Wal-Mart mentions “our own community,” it does so in 
reference to a contribution the corporation made to expanding preschool 
education in the company headquarters town of Bentonville, Arkansas 
(emphasis added): 
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“Education is always a smart investment,” said Betsy Reithemeyer, vice 
president of corporate affairs at Wal-Mart and executive director of the 
Wal-Mart & Sam’s Club Foundation. “Wal-Mart has an ongoing commit-
ment to education, and I can’t think of a better way to demonstrate that 
commitment than by helping children and families in our own commu-
nity.” (Wal-Mart press release, February 8, 2006)

In marked contrast, when the same spokesperson issued a comment 
on Wal-Mart’s charitable contribution of $2.5 million toward Gulf Coast 
reconstruction after Katrina, she explained, “Wal-Mart remains committed 
to helping the people of the Gulf Coast region restore their lives and com-
munities” (Wal-Mart press release, January 12, 2006, emphasis added). Here 
the concrete adjective “their” reinforces the sense of a divided public audi-
ence, in contrast to the more inclusive dimensions inherent in the concept of 
community.

For Wal-Mart Watch, many mentions of “community” serve to underline 
a similarly divisive, even exclusionary message. When “Battlemart” pages 
describe how local activists fight “to keep the unwanted mega-store from 
intruding upon their community” or proclaim that “thanks to the commu-
nity’s efforts, Turlock, not Wal-Mart, can decide what’s best for its residents” 
(WMW website, “Battlemart” page), the notion of community invoked is 
parochial and protectionist. In keeping with this theme, one local organiza-
tion highlighted on the site adopted the name “Our Community First.” Much 
as some critiques of communitarianism would expect, the use of this concept 
in the discourse of both groups of activists may actually serve to underscore 
existing divisions between towns and other municipalities, and between dif-
ferent groups of activists themselves.10

Accordingly, notable social scientists in recent years have expressed res-
ervations about the potential of community-focused discourse to success-
fully motivate widespread moral concern about economic issues. Wuthnow, 
for example, suggests that moral language that invites individuals to exam-
ine their own economic decisions more easily resonates with the strains of 
individualism that are deeply entrenched in American culture; as a result, 
it’s much easier to imagine economic reforms being successful when they 
work within that individualistic paradigm rather than against it. Yet Wuth-
now also cautions that such individualistic discourses have their limits, 
especially because moral language that prioritizes individualism is not 
always separated from the assumptions that dominate economic spheres 
of discourse—such as ideals of consumerism that promise low prices, good 
values, and the opportunity to define oneself expressively through material 
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purchases.11 Further, economic issues may prove especially problematic for 
activists who hope to knit together both individualistic and communitar-
ian rhetoric in motivating collective concerns. Whereas one could support 
immigrants’ rights or environmentalism without experiencing any nega-
tive consequences, it may be more difficult to imagine how activists could 
support the kind of improvements that Wal-Mart Watch envisions for Wal-
Mart without suffering some kind of individual hardship. Advocating for 
increased standards among workers in the “global community,” for example, 
could well mean higher prices for everyone, activists included. Economic 
issues offer a particularly difficult challenge for individualistic kinds of lan-
guage that seek to build movements that improve outcomes for large groups 
of people.

Strategies of Personhood

One way that SMOs can attempt to bridge this gap between individually 
and collectively desirable outcomes is by activating emotional sentiments 
in their language and arguments. Particularly in moral debates, activating 
emotions can build support for a group’s chosen cause in ways not pos-
sible through rational debate. Experimental brain research, for instance, 
shows that people make moral decisions based on emotional reactions, not 
rational deliberation. In the classic “trolley experiment”—where individu-
als are first asked if they would sacrifice one life to save five others by flip-
ping a switch, and then asked if they would do so if it required pushing a 
bystander in front of a train—the more personalized test setting (which 
involves physically initiating a stranger’s death) activates the emotion cen-
ters of the brain as test subjects decide what they would do in this unen-
viable hypothetical situation.12 Not surprisingly then, scholars of social 
movements argue that emotions can play very powerful roles in all phases 
of social movement motivation and execution—particularly in motivating 
the uninitiated to join with others in a collective response.13 Therefore, per-
son-based discursive strategies—for example, focusing on personal nar-
ratives, emphasizing the outcomes of economic policies for certain indi-
viduals, or adopting metaphors that conceptualize groups or institutions in 
person-based terms—may be particularly compelling both in their ability 
to resonate with individualistic impulses in our culture, and in their abil-
ity to activate emotions in ways that more abstract, collectively oriented 
language cannot. 

The latter strategy, using person-based terms to talk about groups or 
institutions, is especially important in language about corporations like 
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Wal-Mart. In fact, the metaphor of an institution-as-person appears rather 
often in both colloquial and formal discourse about institutions and typi-
cally allows us to ascribe emotions or moral characteristics to otherwise 
large and impersonal bureaucracies. Personifying the federal government 
as “Uncle Sam,” for instance, allows cartoonists to depict the U.S. govern-
ment as alternatively aggressive, weak, sheepish, ailing, angry, or confused. 
Metaphors of personhood also appear frequently in discourse about the 
economy, such as when the entire economic system is dramatized as a sick 
or ailing hospital patient.14 Moreover, the unconscious ease with which we 
think of corporations themselves as persons appears in the popular “corpo-
rate citizenship” rhetoric, which projects a set of personalistic values (those 
of democratic, community minded individuals) onto the corporation itself. 
Accordingly, long before the controversial 2010 Supreme Court ruling on 
campaign finance in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, the soci-
ologist James Coleman observed that in the United States, corporations were 
generally treated legally as persons, in that they have many of the same rights 
as individuals even as their size and scale creates an asymmetry of power 
between corporations and individuals, or what Coleman terms “natural 
persons.” Similarly, corporate actors in this “asymmetric society” threaten 
natural persons because corporate actors tend to be bigger, control more 
information, and give people more opportunities for malfeasance, since cor-
porations are rarely monitored as carefully as “natural persons” are.15 In this 
way, the rallying cry against such corporate personhood in movements such 
as Occupy Wall Street represents only the most recent expression of backlash 
against this form of corporate power and influence.

Not surprisingly, then, Coleman and others warn that the imbalance 
between corporations and persons is so great that only other large-scale 
actors, such as the state, can effectively direct their activities toward com-
munity-minded pursuits (with often ambiguous results, since the state is 
also a kind of corporate actor).16 Wal-Mart, for example, tends to focus its 
corporate citizenship activities on small-scale, local communities and spe-
cific “do-good” initiatives rather than large-scale projects; as a result, such 
initiatives are often short-term in duration and offer little in the way of 
lasting benefits.17 Examining how a corporation like Wal-Mart embodies a 
metaphor of personhood in a divisive public debate offers important clues 
to understanding how different social movements in the democratic polity 
ground their claims on a company’s moral obligations to the common good. 
In particular, looking at personhood in discourse about corporations may 
help shed light on why Americans experience no small amount of difficulty 
in holding corporations to higher standards (one need think only of recent 
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corporate disasters such as the BP oil spill, the Enron accounting scandal, 
or the long-standing allegations against the tobacco industry), as well as the 
cultural challenges we face in sustaining more broad-based, lasting forms of 
public-spirited collective action.

Consistent with Coleman’s observation that corporations in the United 
States bear the same legal status as natural persons, the most common strat-
egy of personhood observed in both groups of texts concerned framing Wal-
Mart as a person, particularly by invoking physical metaphors to describe 
the corporation. For example, physical attributions to Wal-Mart were com-
mon in both groups. A WFWM representative claimed that “working fami-
lies pour into Wal-Mart because they know that Wal-Mart pours its heart 
out for them,” and the WFWM website mentioned how “Wal-Mart touches 
the lives of hundreds of millions of Americans.” Giving Wal-Mart a heart, 
and describing the company as something that “touches the lives” of Ameri-
cans, adds to this image of a corporation having a physical body with moral 
dimensions. Likewise, on its webpage WMW asked its supporters to “join 
thousands in signing the ‘Handshake with Sam’ agreement and calling on 
Wal-Mart to wean itself from public dollars,” and argued that “Wal-Mart can 
have a massive impact by taking positive steps to improve its environmen-
tal practices or can continue to leave a negative footprint across the globe.” 
Implicitly framing Wal-Mart as a company that needs to “wean itself ” from 
public subsidies and “take steps” that reduce its “footprint” gesture to meta-
phors of the body that give the company a corporeal existence, and by exten-
sion, a moral dimension that can and must be redirected.

Using the metaphor of personhood to frame Wal-Mart’s contributions 
and opportunities for action serves at least two main functions. First, despite 
the backlash against corporate personhood that has become more common 
in recent years, this metaphor of personhood actually attempts to embody 
Wal-Mart with a kind of moral character: the company that “touches the 
lives” of working families who benefit from low prices, or “pours its heart 
out” for people in need. These strategies of personification underscore these 
interpretations because they imply that Wal-Mart indeed acts as a person, 
rather than as a diverse group of individuals in a corporate hierarchy whose 
actions are only loosely coordinated, at best. If Wal-Mart is a person, not a 
complex organization, then its true character might be more easily distilled 
and examined. Second, constructing Wal-Mart in such physical terms often 
frames the corporation as one that stands at a crossroads: Wal-Mart in this 
view can either “take positive steps” for the environment or “continue to 
leave a negative footprint,” or could choose to “extend its hand” to those who 
challenge it to embrace higher standards of operation. In a slightly different 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Individuals and Communities  >>  65

way, this rhetorical strategy also creates a false picture of the complexities of 
change for a multinational corporation like Wal-Mart: deciding to be more 
environmentally responsible becomes as simple as turning a corner or taking 
a new direction. As a person, Wal-Mart could simply choose to act differently 
and thus change.

Accordingly, both Wal-Mart and its critics projected character traits that 
we typically associate with individuals onto the larger corporation itself. For 
Wal-Mart and WFWM, personalizing Wal-Mart in these ways alternately 
frames Wal-Mart as either a caring hero or, ironically, as a “little guy” who 
needs defending. In this way, both activist groups capitalize on a political 
culture that tends to invoke binary images to frame political candidates 
in the public eye. As Jeffrey Alexander has summarized, “Making oneself 
pure, polluting one’s opponent—this is the stuff of which political victory 
is made.”18 In the case of Wal-Mart’s proponents, this means that Wal-Mart 
itself is framed as a hero that stands out among the landscape of similar cor-
porations, for Wal-Mart is a corporation that truly cares about the people 
who work and shop inside its doors. As one Wal-Mart employee explained, 
Wal-Mart is different from other corporations, which must rely on unions to 
keep them committed to their employees:

I have told many people about how Wal-Mart has allowed me to trans-
form from a typical college student to a business professional able to suc-
cessfully deal with difficult situations. I have been given opportunities to 
grow, learn, and mature and have been compensated fairly. . . . My father 
is a member of a union because he has no realistic choice. Otherwise, no 
one would be looking out for him and he wouldn’t have a voice. Wal-Mart 
gives associates that voice without the need for union dues—which drives 
down prices and saves American families thousands. (WFWM website, 
personal story)

Just as this speaker emphasized Wal-Mart’s gifts of “opportunities to grow, 
learn, and mature,” in other places Wal-Mart’s own rhetoric also frames the 
corporation as something of a virtuous “little guy” being attacked by mean, 
bullying critics from all sides—a dubious claim in light of the company’s size, 
scale, and influence. Thus this discourse turns to other physical images to 
urge activists to come to Wal-Mart’s rescue and “stand up” or “speak out” for 
their company in the name of populism. Similarly, other narratives express 
their wish that Wal-Mart be “left alone,” much in the same way that a parent 
might hope their child would be ignored by the playground bullies (empha-
ses added):
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That’s why civic and community leaders from all over have joined together 
to form Working Families for Wal-Mart—an organization that will talk 
with friends, neighbors, and people in our communities about the positive 
contributions Wal-Mart makes every day. Join us, and speak up for Wal-
Mart and working families everywhere. (WFWM website)

Now Working Families for Wal-Mart is standing up to support Wal-Mart 
and help the company continue making positive contributions for families 
and communities across the country. (WFWM website)

We can’t let them get away with it. We need to send a clear message to 
Wal-Mart and the paid critics. Wal-Mart needs to know that we support 
and appreciate their move to lower prices on generic prescription drugs. 
The paid critics need to know that we’re not overlooking their hypocrisy. 
(WFWM email, September 25, 2006)

I wish that Wal-mart could be left alone. People shop where they want to 
shop regardless. If Wal-Mart’s competitors is where people want to shop 
they will. I personally want and very much need to shop at Wal-Mart. 
(WFWM website, personal story)

Keep it [Wal-Mart] free from a union it is better that way. They never 
wanted a union. So please leave them alone. They work too hard to have to 
worry about this. (WFWM website, personal story)

Framing Wal-Mart as a kind of David in a battle with Goliath is no acci-
dental move—Wal-Mart, of course, has worn the nickname of the “retail 
giant” in the national media for over a decade, and has even been tagged 
with the alliterative epithet “the bully from Bentonville.” Attempts to turn 
the tables on this metaphor challenge the person-based language that oth-
erwise frames Wal-Mart as a behemoth bent on expansion at all costs. And 
indeed, this is a typical outcome of the kind of physical imagery applied to 
the retailer by Wal-Mart Watch (emphases added):

We all need to be on-watch against Wal-Mart. Put simply, their sheer size, 
market share and irresponsible business practices threaten you and your 
family, regardless of where you live. (WMW website)

Since 1962, the Wal-Mart Dust Machine has done damage in every state 
in the country. Wal-Mart has cannibalized mom and pop shops on the 
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bottom, to the mid-level regional chains, to the very top national chains. 
Local businesses are known for their better service and higher quality 
merchandise, but too often cannot compete against Wal-Mart’s harmful 
low-pricing scheme. (WMW website, “Battlemart” page)

The retail giant’s self-interest sunk to a new low in the Flagstaff campaign. 
We certainly commend the citizens of Flagstaff for standing up to Wal-
Mart’s vicious tactics, resulting in the narrowest vote margin of just one 
percent. But Wal-Mart’s efforts in Flagstaff serve as a warning to commu-
nities nationwide that the world’s largest corporation will stop at noth-
ing in its attempts to force-feed local communities its own brand of greed. 
(WMW press release, May 18, 2005)

A Wal-Mart Bank would dwarf the banks of other retail stores. Target’s FY 
2006 revenues of $52 billion were only one-sixth the size of Wal-Mart’s. 
Other large companies with ILCs—like General Electric and General 
Motors—are only approximately half the size of Wal-Mart. (WMW website)

In sum, although Wal-Mart’s supporters’ rhetoric and that of its critics use 
physical imagery to different ends—to render Wal-Mart a hero or weakling, 
or a bully with an insatiable appetite—both use this metaphor of personhood 
to ascribe a certain character to Wal-Mart. The kind of imagery used—caring 
or bellicose—mitigates the ultimate characterization, but in both instances 
personalizing Wal-Mart in such a manner serves to construct a kind of false 
consciousness that simplifies the debate’s more complex contours, reducing 
the ethos of a gigantic corporation to the kind of character traits we more 
typically associate with individual persons.

Both groups also render their language more person-based by identify-
ing individuals who exemplify the different controversial issues involved 
in the Wal-Mart debate. This strategy singles out specific persons—former 
executives of Wal-Mart, union leaders, paid lobbyists, and the like—for criti-
cism and then uses their individual failings to illustrate principles ascribed to 
larger, collective groups. Again, this strategy was invoked among both pro-
Wal-Mart and anti-Wal-Mart actors:

Our organization was saddened and greatly disappointed to learn of the 
alleged rampant corruption of New York Assemblyman Brian McLaugh-
lin, a close union leader ally and one of the nation’s most vocal anti-Wal-
Mart officials. We were sad because the victims of this anti-Wal-Mart 
associate’s alleged theft include taxpayers, dues-paying union members, 
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and even Little Leaguers. We were also disappointed because the union-
supported leaders responsible for spending millions of hard-earned union 
dues to demand transparency, accountability and change from Wal-Mart 
appear incapable of holding their own allies and associates to the same 
standard. (WFWM press release, October 19, 2006)

Wal-Mart Watch commends the Maryland legislature for recently pass-
ing a bill that would compel Wal-Mart to increase its health care spending 
for the more than 10,000 employees in that state. But Maryland Governor 
Robert Ehrlich has threatened to veto the bill, saying that protecting the 
retail giant trumps the health care concerns of his constituents. (Ehrlich 
has also been the beneficiary of political donations from Wal-Mart, includ-
ing a Wal-Mart-hosted fundraiser in December 2004 and a donation in 
January 2005). (WMW press release, May 2, 2005)

Remember Susan Chambers? At the same time Wal-Mart was trying 
to convince us that it offered suitable healthcare to its employees, she 
authored last year’s infamous “secret” memo. In it, she recommended that 
the company increase physical activity in associates’ jobs as a way to dis-
courage unhealthy employees and lower Wal-Mart’s healthcare expendi-
tures. Well, last week, Wal-Mart promoted Ms. Chambers to Executive 
Vice President of Human Resources. (WMW email, April 12, 2006)

The common thread in these strategies concerns singling out a single per-
son—anti-Wal-Mart activist Brian McLaughlin, Maryland governor Mark 
Ehrlich, or Wal-Mart VP Susan Chambers—to illustrate how that individ-
ual’s actions are indicative of the skewed values or hypocrisy of the larger 
organization he or she represents. In terms of the ensuring discourse, the 
purity of the larger organization becomes polluted as a result.19 The impor-
tance of such associations was underscored by former ambassador Andrew 
Young’s statement of his resignation as the chairman of WFWM after mak-
ing comments about shop owners in minority neighborhoods that many 
interpreted as being culturally offensive:

I took on the position of chairman of Working Families for Wal-Mart 
because I believe so strongly in the good that Wal-Mart does to lift up 
the lives of the working poor. The last thing I would want to do would be 
to distract from that good. Therefore, effective immediately, I am resign-
ing the chairmanship of Working Families for Wal-Mart. (WFWM press 
release, August 17, 2006) 
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Of course, we see similar actions in the field of political campaigns reg-
ularly. Republican congressional candidates took pains to avoid being seen 
with an unpopular Republican president during their 2006 campaigns; some 
pundits considered Al Gore morally “tainted” by his association with Presi-
dent Clinton; Rudy Giuliani faced accusations of impropriety due to his 
previous relationship with Bernard Kerik, the former New York City Police 
Department commissioner indicted on numerous charges of fraud and con-
spiracy. But the significance of this rhetorical strategy accomplishes more 
than simply tarnishing the associated party’s reputation: in a debate such as 
the one over Wal-Mart, this kind of person-based rhetoric shifts the moral 
focus of the language onto individual rather than collective actors. Focusing 
on the alleged hypocrisy of individuals associated with groups like WMW or 
WFWM gives participants a concrete individual identity on which to attach 
their moral censure—thus, using Susan Chambers to highlight the larger 
corporation’s alleged mistreatment of employees draws rhetorical attention 
to a person, not a process.20 

These strategies are arguably successful and thus represent a conscious PR 
tactic—questioning an individual’s character, however officially decried in 
political campaigns, does bring results (witness the “Swift Boat” campaign 
of 2004 against presidential nominee John Kerry). But rhetorically it has a 
darker side as well—if individuals become the scapegoats of larger collec-
tivities’ failings, the logical corollary is that individuals should be the pri-
mary agents of their solutions. In Coleman’s terms, the “asymmetric society” 
endures because we turn to individuals to solve corporation’s problems, too 
often neglecting the complex organizational and political realities that con-
textualize the actions of a multinational corporation like Wal-Mart. Thus it’s 
not surprising that Wal-Mart Watch made a personal appeal to Lee Scott via 
a pleading letter from faith-based leaders:

As people of faith, we are asking you to commit in writing to the principles 
of “A Handshake with Sam,” a proposed agreement which outlines Wal-
Mart’s moral responsibility to employees, customers and communities. . . . 
Because Sam Walton was a man of faith, we hope that you will not follow 
the path that leads to corporate plantations and move to a higher, moral 
ground. (WMW website, faith-based community letter) 

Of course, in reality, Wal-Mart Watch has pursued numerous collective 
actions to challenge Wal-Mart’s hegemony—the campaigns in Maryland and 
elsewhere for Faith Share for Health Care, and vigils for workers it argues 
have suffered under Wal-Mart’s influence. Particularly when considered 
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alongside such collectively oriented social movement strategies, the organi-
zation’s rhetorical emphases on individual dimensions of change within Wal-
Mart itself are particularly striking. 

Conclusion

Examining the public talk produced by activist groups involved in the Wal-
Mart debate offers an important opportunity to examine how groups on 
both the political right and political left appeal to their perceived or potential 
audiences through their public discourse, illustrating how social activists can 
create linkages to larger communities of identity in their public talk. Focus-
ing on the discourse of Wal-Mart and its supporters, as well as the retail-
er’s main critic, Wal-Mart Watch, this chapter has argued that each group 
constructs a certain audience through its language—speaking to those who 
think of themselves as “average working families” in the case of Wal-Mart, 
and grassroots activists or taxpaying citizens in the case of Wal-Mart Watch. 
On the one hand, this is not entirely surprising—a store that encourages 
consumption would logically appeal to the families in which such consump-
tion occurs, while an SMO involved in criticizing Wal-Mart would naturally 
address its constituency of potential activists as citizens. What’s interesting, 
however, is how each group uses these categories to emphasize their sepa-
ration from the other side, even though America’s working families could 
hardly be considered an exclusive group, and “citizen” is itself a collective 
category. Rather, the economistic focus of this language emphasizes the divi-
sions of this debate, such that the populist discourse ultimately constructs 
the separate reference groups to which each side refers and speaks.

This chapter has also argued that both of these SMOs adopt language that 
is heavily person-centered—for instance, framing Wal-Mart as a person and 
focusing criticisms on individuals instead of organizations. To some extent, 
this emphasis on individuals stems from Wal-Mart’s decision to make per-
sonal stories a centerpiece of its Working Families for Wal-Mart website, 
whereas no comparable presentation appears in Wal-Mart Watch’s public 
materials—people writing stories about their own responses to Wal-Mart 
will surely emphasize personal and individual experience. Likewise, because 
Wal-Mart Watch is orchestrating a massive campaign to educate the pub-
lic about Wal-Mart and its alleged negative effect on Americans, we would 
almost certainly expect that its discourse would more prominently feature 
a consideration of the common good as it references a collective vision of 
economic justice. But despite these different organizational and rhetori-
cal strategies, both groups prove remarkably similar in the way ideas of 
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individualism and community appear throughout their public statements. 
Both discourses invoke person-based strategies throughout their rhetoric, 
and numerous examples from both groups of texts point to the difficulties 
inherent in using more community-focused rhetoric to create a broader dis-
course of inclusion. 

While these findings focus on the case study of recent debates over Wal-
Mart, the patterns observed here also surface in other forms of resurgent 
populism, most recently the Tea Party movement. Although it draws mostly 
from middle-class, white Americans, the Tea Party’s discourse carries a 
thoroughly populist, “protect the little guy” rhetorical slant. Thus astute 
observers of the movement find that while the smaller government, fewer 
taxes rhetoric of the Tea Partiers has been around for decades, the move-
ment also carries a decidedly anti-elitist tone that has created new rifts 
within the GOP itself.21 In this instance, the justification for lower taxes lies 
not in the benefits of “trickle-down” economics, in which big businesses are 
induced to invest tax savings in economic development, but rather in the 
sanctity of smaller units of social life to determine their own economic val-
ues. As Sarah Palin herself explained, “We need to cut taxes so that our fam-
ilies can keep more of what they earn and produce, and our mom-and-pops 
then, our small businesses, can reinvest according to our own priorities, and 
hire more people and let the private sector grow and thrive and prosper.”22 
Therefore, the movement is not merely a front for tax-cutting in the name 
of corporate welfare, or an outlet for the rage of middle-class Americans 
who have seen their economic fortunes decline steadily over the past thirty 
years. Rather, the movement has a potentially wide appeal among middle-
class Americans precisely because it finds its rhetorical foundations in a 
much longer and deeper tradition that sees the rejuvenation of civil soci-
ety as primarily the work of smaller social units, or “mediating structures,” 
such as family, local communities, and small business.23 These smaller 
forms of social organization pale in size and strength when compared to 
the perceived steady encroachment of big government, labor unions, and 
multinational corporations, which make them perfectly situated for an us-
against-them rhetoric of conflict. For this reason, Wal-Mart can become the 
“little guy” despite the corporation’s massive economic power, as its sym-
bolic importance is perceived as being part of a larger ideological struggle 
in which the store is a key piece of the daily survival strategies that families 
use to make ends meet. In the context of resurgent populism, movements 
like these unify the “little platoons” of families and local communities 
precisely because these categories of reference take on a particular signifi-
cance when juxtaposed against an “other”—in the case of both Wal-Mart’s 
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supporters and the Tea Party faithful, these are the out-of-touch elitists who 
spend wastefully to shore up the well-being of larger collective groups, such 
as labor unions, who usurp the free will of average, hardworking American 
families.

Understood within this economic context, the community-focused rheto-
ric of such populist movements can hardly be anything but divisive. In this 
way, focusing on the rhetoric of populism illustrates some of the most endur-
ing fault lines of the current culture war debate. Most important, the divi-
sions here are not rooted in orthodoxy and liberalism, or in different under-
standings of family and sexuality. Rather, the source of the divisions within 
this rhetoric stems from the ways the ideal of the family is situated in a larger 
discourse of economic scarcity, a frontier of the culture wars that has for the 
most part escaped the notice of most scholars who study ideological polar-
ization. Although the Tea Party has taken pains not to make social issues a 
centerpiece of its platform,24 the centrality of the “average working family” 
to the movement’s ideology lurks just beneath the surface. This is but one 
of the reasons why Sarah Palin was such an effective early personification of 
the movement’s public presentation. Not only does she blur class boundaries 
in her appeal to both suburban, middle-class mothers as well as working-
class, rural American men (after all, her husband, Todd, was a member of 
the United Steelworkers), but Palin also made her familial identity as the 
mother of five children an effective component of her political appeal as a 
vice presidential candidate.25 Referencing her identity as a “hockey mom” in 
her acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention, Palin contin-
ued to use familial tropes to describe her approach to politics, as when she 
framed her thinking about foreign policy: “As the mother of one of those 
troops, [John McCain] is exactly the kind of man I want as commander-in-
chief. I’m just one of many moms who will say a prayer every night for our 
sons and daughters, our men in uniform.”26

The subtle dimensions of this us-against-them rhetoric was partly what 
made Sarah Palin’s speech at the RNC in September 2008 so electrifying for 
conservatives—and on the other hand, so alarming to progressives. Palin 
continued:

A writer observed: “We grow good people in our small towns, with hon-
esty, sincerity, and dignity.” I know just the kind of people that writer had 
in mind when he praised Harry Truman. I grew up with those people. 
They are the ones who do some of the hardest work in America . . . who 
grow our food, run our factories, and fight our wars. They love their coun-
try, in good times and bad, and they’re always proud of America.27 
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Having established just who “those people” are—the ones who “grow our 
food, run our factories, and fight our wars”—Palin continued moments later 
not only to cultivate the audience to whom she was speaking, but also to 
establish her credentials as a reliable member of that imagined community: 
“Before I became governor of the great state of Alaska, I was mayor of my 
hometown. And since our opponents in this presidential election seem to 
look down on that experience, let me explain to them what the job involves.” 
Then, in perhaps the most controversial moment of the speech, Palin deliv-
ered just what her audience was hoping for:

I guess a small-town mayor is sort of like a “community organizer,” except 
that you have actual responsibilities. I might add that in small towns, 
we don’t quite know what to make of a candidate who lavishes praise on 
working people when they are listening, and then talks about how bitterly 
they cling to their religion and guns when those people aren’t listening. We 
tend to prefer candidates who don’t talk about us one way in Scranton and 
another way in San Francisco.

Moving through the speech, Palin had described “those people” who 
make America great, and only moments later established herself as a true 
insider among an audience who was prepared to detect imposters. “Those 
people” that she praised for their quiet resolve and unfailing patriotism, the 
“working people” who don’t like to be talked down to, become “we” as the 
speech unfolds: “We tend to prefer candidates who don’t talk about us one 
way in Scranton and another way in San Francisco.” The implication is clear: 
Palin carefully treads the path at the beginning, referencing her credentials 
as a mother, her respect for hardworking people, and eventually her disdain 
for politicians who seek the votes of working people in one context, then 
insult them in another. The message is subtle but unmistakable: you know 
who “they” are, and I am not one of “them.” I know who you are, and I am 
one of you.

The reference to “working people” so early in Palin’s speech was telling. As 
a key early figurehead of the Tea Party movement, Palin effectively injected 
the movement’s populist rhetoric with the trope of the family in ways that 
emphasize not sexuality and reproduction, but economic survival and self-
determination. Accordingly, Freedom Works (the grassroots organization 
behind much of the Tea Party’s on-the-ground success at recruiting sup-
porters for local events and rallies) includes school choice as one of its key 
platform issues alongside other economic priorities, such as tax reform, 
repealing health care reform, and regulating immigrant workers.28 Palin 
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herself personalizes the movement, just as calling health care reform “Obam-
acare” personalizes the debate by marking the health care reform legislation 
with the image of a president many conservative activists see as representa-
tive of all that they find deplorable about progressivism, most importantly 
an emphasis of collective forms of redress for large-scale inequalities, pro-
moted by an elite spokesman. The historian Lisa McGirr has observed that 
conservatism has appealed as a remarkably coherent ideological movement 
because it has “provided a total set of explanations for what they believe is 
wrong with America, focusing specifically on the dangers of federal power 
and control along with liberal efforts to distribute power more equitably in 
society.”29 Obama, as a key personification of these forces, offers a power-
ful rallying cry against which Tea Partiers can construct a common, collec-
tive identity that grows out of their rage over a host of economic issues, such 
as tax policy, health care reform, and looming budget deficits. In contrast, 
Sarah Palin becomes a hero, representing an opposing personal identity that 
signifies everything that Obama is not.

Focusing on the significance of the family and the citizen as potentially 
opposing rhetorical categories helps to demonstrate how economic divisions 
lurk beneath the surface of much of the culture war rhetoric and give these 
debates such potential for division. Consistent with the economic topic of 
focus, these communities of reference on both sides of the debate are defined 
almost exclusively by their economic parameters—“average Americans” 
are those who can’t afford not to shop at Wal-Mart, and citizens are those 
whose tax dollars go to support a corporation that critics allege has failed 
to properly care for its employees. In different ways, then, the strategies of 
both Wal-Mart activists and Tea Party participants reference potential move-
ment members’ economic well-being in their attempt to motivate participa-
tion on different sides of a social movement. With these economic categories 
at the heart of their rhetorical strategies, movements organized around eco-
nomic populism face steep challenges in creating compelling discourses that 
can successfully tie these individualistic economic concerns to large-scale 
changes, be they consumption practices or national tax policy. In the case of 
Wal-Mart, the store’s critics will eventually need to convince individuals that 
they will need to spend a bit more on groceries; likewise, the Tea Party will 
eventually face a reckoning concerning Social Security and Medicare—pro-
grams that benefit its middle-class supporters even as they create the very 
same looming budget deficits that the group decries. In each case, an effec-
tive economic solution will demand that activists think not just as individu-
als, but also as members of a collectivity. In each case, however, activists have 
yet to create a discourse that effectively frames relevant issues in this way.
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Why does the rhetoric of such groups really matter? After all, one could 
argue, what really matters are the concrete techniques that SMOs such as 
these employ to advance their causes—including organized rallies, media 
campaigns, or consumer boycotts. Although social action may be the ulti-
mate means by which any change is effected, economic debates such as this 
one are primarily being waged in the national media. Because a corporation 
like Wal-Mart is so ubiquitous and powerful, the best hopes of its critics lie in 
tarnishing Wal-Mart’s public persona so that negative press hits the retailer 
where it matters most—store sales declines, decreasing stock value, and 
other negative indicators of economic performance. The Tea Party’s tactics 
have similarly relied on grassroots methods of turning out supporters who 
can increase the visibility of the movement’s platform and successfully con-
vince the Republican establishment to acknowledge the movement’s grow-
ing national presence. The media is the primary tool by which most SMOs 
advance their message; therefore, in these campaigns the primary currency 
is language—either in the group’s own publications and statements, or in the 
media coverage it may generate in print and in broadcast sources like televi-
sion and radio. Thus language is essential because it is the main venue by 
which these activists make their case to the public. Language also represents 
the means by which groups like the Tea Party can legitimize their cause by 
justifying it within in the larger traditions of American political culture, par-
ticularly constitutionalism. The multivocality of the narratives of America’s 
founding, for instance, allows Tea Partiers to frame their claims for less gov-
ernment and more freedom within the context of the national identity, as a 
powerful symbolic beacon of both past and future hope.30 These rhetorical 
strategies carry so much power precisely because they draw on shared mean-
ings and narratives, however subtly, that sample from common American 
traditions about individualism, freedom, and the family.31

Further, all social movements rely on language to mediate their concerns 
for both the uninitiated and their core loyalists, which is why social move-
ment scholars have placed so much emphasis on the concept of framing. 
Understood in this way, the significance of framing suggests another reason 
why the individualistic or person-based nature of a movement’s rhetoric 
remains of particular interest to analyses such as this one. If the categories 
used to frame a problem are largely personal/individualistic, then it stands 
to reason that individual persons will similarly be the units of analysis tar-
geted for action in return. In this case, if Wal-Mart is framed in person-
based ways—either by emphasizing its moral failings in ways that we typi-
cally associate with individuals, or by describing the questionable actions 
of individuals associated with the corporation—then it follows that those 
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problems might be solved by simply amending the character of the company 
itself, or by bringing in different individuals to participate in its leadership. 
Either way, such person-based terms of a debate make it more difficult for 
SMOs like Wal-Mart Watch to motivate observers to think in the collective-
based terms required to challenge the individual-based economic rhetoric 
that privileges Wal-Mart’s low prices and consumer savings.

The sociologist Karen Cerulo has argued that Americans are remarkably 
optimistic, and thus often fail to think about the worst thing that might hap-
pen. As a result, we often need what Cerulo calls “emancipating structures” 
to prod us toward preparation for disasters like September 11 or Hurricane 
Katrina.32 Likewise, rhetorical structures that place economic problems 
in a larger web of systemic and institutional processes may be required to 
help people think outside the parochial economic box that leads many of 
us to simply not question Wal-Mart’s benefits for the country, or the poten-
tial downsides of tax cuts. If my own, individual grocery bill is significantly 
lower because of Wal-Mart’s low prices, it becomes difficult to imagine how 
other people or aspects of society could be suffering in order to bring those 
savings to me and my household. Rhetoric that relies largely on similarly 
individualistic themes—as in WMW’s pleas to website visitors to consider 
how Wal-Mart may negatively affect their community, or how Wal-Mart’s 
corporate welfare misspends “your” tax dollars—may be effective in motivat-
ing involvement among the uninitiated, but may prove somewhat less potent 
in prompting deeper consideration of the systemic and institutional fac-
tors that are also at work in such economic dilemmas. Rhetoric, in this way, 
shapes our perception of who has power to effect change, and just how much 
influence they wield. Moreover, the implied audiences in public debates such 
as this one also affect how its moral dimensions are received and interpreted 
among those divergent publics. The next chapter demonstrates that these dif-
ferent reference groups shape how the moral values of thrift and benevolence 
acquire such different meanings in the public debate about Wal-Mart.
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4

Thrift and Benevolence

Back in 1751, Franklin and like-minded citizens saw a need and put 
their money and resources together—yes, private funds—to open 
America’s first public hospital: Pennsylvania Hospital. It’s still in 
operation today. Franklin saw that there really were, at that time, 
sick people wandering the streets of Philadelphia without any-
where to go. But he didn’t expect the government to fix the prob-
lem. In fact, he refused money from the politicians and instead 
went to friends to secure the funding. . . . The Founders could have 
written it in the original Constitution—they had health care prob-
lems back then too—but they knew the answer was private, not the 
government.
—Media personality Glenn Beck, December 15, 2009

Americans’ debates over health care reform raise a host of issues invit-
ing moral reflection from the American people. Is health care a right or a 
privilege? Who should make decisions about costly end-of-life procedures? 
And perhaps most important, how much will health care reform ultimately 
cost? Aside from the ethical issues involved in health care decisions (the 
crazed panic about “death panels” notwithstanding), the debate over what 
would eventually become the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act 
was unavoidably one about how much of a public entitlement program the 
United States could actually afford. At the same time, this politically charged 
controversy also forced Americans to consider where the responsibility for 
funding health care appropriately resides: with the state (as Obama initially 
suggested with the short-lived “public option” proposal), or with private citi-
zens, as the conservative talk show host Glenn Beck argued to his viewers by 
appealing to the legacy of Benjamin Franklin. Referencing Franklin served 
more than one purpose in Beck’s remarks, most notably to frame the health 
care debate as one relevant to an individual’s interpretation of the Constitu-
tion. Yet Beck’s reference to Franklin also connects the health care debate to a 
larger moral concept with deep and lasting symbolic power: the moral value 
of thrift. Regardless of how supporters or opponents of health care reform 
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attempted to look at the issue, there was no way around the cold, hard truth 
that insuring the American public was going to be very expensive.

Beck’s appeal to Franklin reminds us that even the recent health care 
debate is tied to a long cultural tradition of moralizing thrift in public dis-
course about economic issues. In his famous Poor Richard’s Almanac, Ben-
jamin Franklin offered such memorable aphorisms as “A penny saved is two 
pence clear” and “Pay what you owe, and what you’re worth you’ll know.”1 
It was, of course, this characterization of Franklin’s ascetic restraint that 
prompted Max Weber to offer excerpts of Franklin’s writing as an example 
of the spirit of capitalism that so famously captured his attention in The Prot-
estant Ethic. Yet Franklin’s own life choices also illustrate the importance of 
philanthropy and volunteerism, as he retired early and proceeded to devote 
much of the latter part of his life to supporting the arts, community issues, 
and politics.2 Accordingly, Franklin warned of the perils of unchecked thrift, 
which could degenerate into the kind of rampant greed that undermines 
relationships and calls out for voluntary self-restraint. “Avarice and happi-
ness never saw each other; how then should they become acquainted?” he 
asked, while additional proverbs from the Almanac note the risks of unre-
strained greed, such as “A wise man will desire no more than he can get 
justly, use soberly, distribute cheerfully, and leave contentedly.” Understood 
in this way, the pennies saved over one’s lifetime will serve their master well 
only if they are used responsibly, shared willingly, and protected for the well-
being—and presumably prudent usages—of others. Thrift, when properly 
apprehended in Franklin’s writings, is merely one part of a continuum by 
which resources are saved but also shared, connecting it to its companion 
virtue of benevolence. 

This edifying vision of thrift stands in marked contrast to another, much 
more negative historical characterization of thrift: the character Ebenezer 
Scrooge in Charles Dickens’s 1843 classic novella A Christmas Carol. Initially 
described as a “tight-fisted” miser who doesn’t mind keeping his house cold 
and poorly lit because “darkness is cheap,” Scrooge undergoes a profound 
transformation that renders him the picture of cheerful benevolence by the 
end of the story. Central to Scrooge’s transformation are, of course, the three 
spirits of Christmas past, present, and future who visit him during the eve-
ning. But the scenes these spirits show him say even more about the larger 
context of his rampant greed: Scrooge’s avarice is explained in the story as a 
vice rooted in his own ruptured familial bonds—specifically, a father’s cru-
elty and the death of his kind and loving sister. Similarly, Scrooge’s redemp-
tion is found in witnessing scenes of kinship (Bob Cratchit’s meager but 
happy home and his cheerful but disabled son Tim) and culminates in his 
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surprising decision to join his nephew’s family for Christmas dinner. If, for 
Franklin, thrift resulted in the virtues desired on behalf of a worthy citizen, 
Dickens’s portrait of avarice turned benevolence finds its greatest fulfillment 
and expression in care of the family.

These time-honored literary portrayals of thrift and benevolence are sig-
nificant not only because they exemplify both the best and the worst con-
ceptions of thrift—the responsible Poor Richard and the greedy, selfish 
Scrooge—but also because they illustrate well the moral values placed on 
thrift and benevolence in our broader culture, as well as the potential dif-
ficulty inherent in reconciling them. Simply put, thrift and benevolence take 
on moral relevance because they proscribe some manner in which one is to 
live a good life. How people spend or share their material resources has some 
bearing on the well-being of others, as well as the character of the individual 
herself (think, for example, of Scrooge’s potentially atrophied soul and Poor 
Richard’s warning that avarice and happiness are incompatible). Further, 
thrift—defined simply as the frugal use of one’s material resources—need not 
be estranged from its companion virtue of benevolence. In Franklin’s con-
ception, thrift and benevolence are almost two sides of the same coin—thrift 
itself is an example of the kind of moderation and restraint that leads one 
to share her wealth instead of hoarding it, which will ultimately bring the 
greatest happiness and contentment. But when we consider the meaning of 
benevolence more broadly—for example, as generous acts or concern for the 
welfare of others—we can understand why Dickens’s portrayal of Scrooge 
confers a much harsher sentence on thrift, as he comes quite close to pro-
nouncing its complete abandonment as the only way to redeem oneself in 
generosity and goodwill toward the less fortunate. Thus finding the right bal-
ance between frugality and benevolence is not necessarily an easy project.

This tension between thrift and benevolence emerges in a very clear way 
in economic debates—about taxes, health care reform, government bailouts, 
or Wal-Mart—precisely because both sides of these controversies refer to 
these ideas through their language, although I will argue throughout this 
chapter that they do so in profoundly different ways. Focusing specifically on 
the debate over Wal-Mart, I argue that the store and its supporters empha-
size thrift as the more important moral virtue, while the store’s critics tend 
to emphasize benevolence. Yet the most important differences between the 
two groups have more to do with the contexts in which they invoke these 
moral virtues. Wal-Mart and its supporters in WFWM consistently reference 
thrift as a moral virtue practiced primarily within the context of the fam-
ily; with this frame of reference, thrift can be easily reconciled with benevo-
lence because Wal-Mart’s low prices help individuals and families be more 
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generous to others. In contrast, Wal-Mart Watch (as the store’s leading critic) 
frames its arguments as being primarily about thrift and benevolence as they 
affect larger social groups, especially workers, citizens, and taxpayers. These 
different referents—which create different contexts for the use of these moral 
values—lead the two sides to construct radically different moral frameworks, 
even though they do so by referencing common values.

This chapter also reveals that when conservative economic activists speak 
of the importance of thrift, they do so largely without reference to the larger 
economic forces that make it more difficult for their families to make ends 
meet, focusing instead on coincidental explanations and family disruption 
as the root causes of economic hardship. As a result of this familial context 
of discourse, many of the Americans whose manufacturing jobs have argu-
ably been eliminated due to the outsourcing of big-box retailers speak of a 
store like Wal-Mart as a lifeline for their family, rather than a threat to their 
economic well-being. On the other side, Wal-Mart Watch, in focusing on 
the store’s relationship with its workers and the broader ramifications of its 
employee policies, situates its construction of the market within the broader 
category of economic systems. In this context, Wal-Mart becomes a greedy 
corporation that need only show a little less thrift by acting more benevo-
lently to their employees. At the conclusion of this chapter, I extend this 
argument to other recent national debates, most importantly the debate over 
health care reform that led Glenn Beck to invoke Benjamin Franklin’s legacy 
of economic privatization as well as ascetic restraint. In both cases, we find 
common themes in political language, especially a conservative rhetorical 
worldview that places the family and thrift at its center, as opposed to a more 
progressive conception of benevolence that emphasizes the needs of the citi-
zen within the context of larger webs of social groups.

Thrift and Benevolence, Families and Citizens

As noted earlier, the examples of Poor Richard and Scrooge exemplify the 
best and worst potential of thrift and benevolence, as well as some of the 
challenges that may arise when we attempt to reconcile such potentially 
competing values. But these literary illustrations are also noteworthy because 
they point to ways in which thrift and benevolence have long been con-
nected to other key concepts, such as the citizen and the family. For example, 
Franklin connects both thrift and benevolence to the virtues of citizenship, 
while Dickens roots both Scrooge’s avarice and transformed generosity in the 
transcendent bonds of kin. Accordingly, these categories still prove relevant 
in our present day—findings in the social sciences, for example, emphasize 
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how families view thrift as a moral virtue. The anthropologist Daniel Miller 
demonstrates this in his study of women’s discourse about shopping. When 
wives and mothers talk about their grocery shopping, they celebrate their 
ability to save money while also buying special items for their loved ones. 
Any “treats” purchased alongside the necessities only underscore the central-
ity of thrift in the process of buying household necessities.3 

Yet consumers often struggle to reconcile household thrift and larger 
concerns for the welfare of others; even as they render shopping a moral 
activity, similar work suggests that consumers are unlikely to view purchas-
ing behavior as a primary place to take ethical or moral stands.4 Union label 
campaigns in the early twentieth century, for example, faced steep challenges 
from union housewives whose predominant concern was frugality,5 and even 
individuals whose family-run businesses have cratered due to Wal-Mart still 
buy groceries there because of its irresistibly low prices.6 Miller’s explana-
tion for this kind of mismatch may be particularly relevant for understand-
ing how shoppers construct a moral framework that incorporates both thrift 
and benevolence in the Wal-Mart debate. He concludes that while “thrift 
expresses the larger significance of working on behalf of the household as 
a moral enterprise,” it is often “incompatible” with ethical alternatives, like 
buying fair trade coffee or organic produce. He continues to argue that

ethical shopping is a means by which the immediate interests of the house-
hold are subsumed in the larger concern for others. These others may be 
the social welfare of producers or a general sense of the global environ-
ment, but they are defined as large and global in contradistinction to the 
parochialism of the household as a focus. The incompatibility of these two 
agendas is particularly clear when it comes to the question of price, since, 
at present, ethical shopping is almost always regarded as more expensive 
than ordinary shopping.7

Put another way, the conflict becomes one in which family meets soci-
ety, or what the nineteenth-century social theorist Ferdinand Tönnies called 
Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft. Tönnies was referring to two different means 
by which societies may be organized— Gemeinschaft (which means “com-
munity”) bonds of family and group ties, which are contrasted with Gesell-
schaft, or the more rationalized bonds of modern society. In close communal 
ties, people are satisfied with relationships themselves as a source of mean-
ing, while members of more modern social groups generally seek to have 
their needs met through a series of contractual regulations.8 These distinc-
tions can also help to explain why thrift and benevolence are not always 
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easily reconciled: while the ethic of thrift may serve well the moral bonds of 
family and household, shoppers may find that acting as an ethical citizen on 
behalf of the larger society—for example, by paying higher prices for goods 
made in sweatshop-free factories—is incompatible with this ethic.

Given Wal-Mart’s long-standing emphasis on thrift, it should come as no 
surprise that a central trope in the Wal-Mart debate concerns the family, 
particularly for Wal-Mart’s supporters. Don Soderquist, former vice chair-
man and COO of Wal-Mart, emphasizes the family in his description of the 
“Wal-Mart way”: “We are a family store. We want to supply the everyday 
needs of every member of the family. Furthermore, we want to offer mer-
chandise that every family in the country needs, regardless of the socio-
economic level.”9 Similarly, as the historian Bethany Moreton has observed 
in her historical analysis of Wal-Mart’s ascendancy, the company’s agrar-
ian and evangelical roots created a culture in which workers voluntarily 
accepted low wages, long hours, and dead-end futures in exchange for the 
folksy feeling associated with being part of the Wal-Mart “family.”10 Given 
the power of relationships and relational norms to imbue market relation-
ships with meaning, as well as their centrality in our everyday lives, using 
the trope of “family” is a key rhetorical tool in any contentious debate. The 
magnitude of Wal-Mart’s wages means something different depending on 
whether those wages support a “family” or simply provide pocket money to 
consumption-hungry teenagers.

But the family is more than merely a linguistic construct. Roger Friedland, 
for example, has argued that modern nationalist movements that center on 
religion often place the family—and its defense against the corrupting influ-
ences of capitalism—at the very center of their ideology.11 Given the Enlight-
enment’s legacy of creating modern individuals to be the building blocks of 
a rationalized society, a return to the discourse of family and an affinity for 
its filial ties as “the social space through which society should be conceived 
and composed,”12 both challenges the Enlightenment paradigm and connects 
with earlier strains of socialist ideology that defended the family via cam-
paigns for “living wages,” the elimination of child labor, and the establish-
ment of protections for those who might be unable to support their families 
due to disability, age, or economic recessions.13 

Of course, supporters of Wal-Mart are not religious nationalists, but 
this argument offers valuable insight into the way that activists might use 
the concept of the family as a defense against the perceived encroachment 
of a destructive capitalist marketplace. Even as empirical research on the 
relationship between social ties and the capitalist market exposes the short-
comings of this “hostile worlds” approach to market society,14 analysis of 
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discourse often suggests that hostile worlds talk is alive and well.15 Invoking 
the theme of family—as Wal-Mart itself has done by establishing the group 
called “Working Families for Wal-Mart”—is a powerful rhetorical device that 
highlights simultaneously the messy intermingling of economic and intimate 
rhetoric along with some of the difficulties this may create for envisioning 
social change. In families, for example, people do not usually ask for raises 
or demand promotions. Families call to mind norms of altruism and self-
sacrifice that may not be compatible with economic solutions to inequality, 
such as organized labor or consumer boycotts.

The previous chapter argued that Wal-Mart consciously constructs the 
“average working family” as the core audience in its discourse, but Wal-
Mart is not alone in invoking the theme of family. Large corporations have 
long encouraged employees to think of their commitment to the company 
and their co-workers in familial terms, and workers often talk about work in 
narrative forms that emphasize its human dimensions.16 Some progressive 
organizations have begun using familial terminology as well, perhaps recog-
nizing the rhetorical appeal and political success of social movements orga-
nized around these strategies.17 In 2000, Al Gore initially adopted the cam-
paign theme “Change That Works for Working Families,”18 and Wal-Mart’s 
critics have similarly begun to critique the company on the grounds that its 
wages do not allow workers to “provide for their families.” Yet the way that 
both groups conceive of and use “the family” as a rhetorical construct in 
their discourse proves an important way of distinguishing the moral world-
view of Wal-Mart from that of its critics—a disjuncture I will discuss later 
on in this chapter. 

Noting the potential conflict between conceptions of thrift that empha-
size the family and the larger, ethical concerns that call for benevolent cit-
izens, Christine Williams concludes that the best hopes for addressing the 
inequalities wrought by the retail industry will be those that break down the 
dichotomy between worker and consumer, and that between economy and 
household.19 If people can think more deeply and systematically about their 
purchasing decisions (e.g., did other people’s children in a Bangladesh sweat-
shop make the clothes I buy for my children at Wal-Mart?), then the moral 
consequences of thrift and opportunities for benevolence may be more read-
ily apprehended. In this regard, Miller’s argument about the micro- and 
macro- foundations of moral criticism offers an important clue for under-
standing some aspects of the rhetoric in the Wal-Mart debate: when we 
speak about families, thrift seems the more fitting moral priority, but when 
we speak of citizens and the larger society, benevolence more easily comes 
to mind. Therefore, bringing concerns rooted in the family to bear on larger 
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concerns regarding the labor market and commercial sector might represent 
a useful strategy for connecting these two frameworks, and thus a useful 
source of critique. However, the analysis discussed in this chapter suggests 
that so far Wal-Mart’s critics are not employing such strategies. 

The Morality of Thrift for Wal-Mart’s Supporters

When compared alongside the other moral concepts considered in this 
book—for instance, freedom and fairness, individual and communities—
the values of thrift and benevolence are far and away the most prevalent 
in representative samples of language drawn from the Wal-Mart debate. 
Even so, this is primarily because these values are so frequently mentioned 
in the documents produced by WFWM and Wal-Mart Inc. Of 402 sepa-
rate references to thrift in these documents, for example, 353 of them occur 
in documents related to Wal-Mart and its chief advocates. Benevolence is 
almost as frequent, with 309 references coded as such—most of them (279) 
in Wal-Mart supporters’ materials. Additionally, when Wal-Mart and its 
supporters speak of thrift in particular, they do so with reference to the 
family at least a quarter of the time—89 instances out of 353. And while 
some might argue that excessive thrift undermines benevolence (think, for 
example, of the pre-Christmas Scrooge), the discursive universe of Wal-
Mart and its proponents do not understand thrift and benevolence to be 
at odds with each other. Quite the contrary, they are complementary, with 
one furthering the other. 

One document that exemplifies all these themes is an email I received 
from Working Families for Wal-Mart’s board member Courtney Lynch upon 
signing up as a supporter of the group via the website.20 Titled “Thanks for 
Joining Working Families for Wal-Mart,” the first portion of the email began:

It starts with $2,300.
That’s how much Wal-Mart saves the average working family each year. 

But that’s just one way to measure the good that Wal-Mart does for work-
ing families and communities like yours every day. You know, because 
you’ve seen them yourself.

•	 The senior citizen who’s able to earn extra income thanks to an 
opportunity with Wal-Mart.

•	 The student working her first job and cashing her first paycheck.
•	 The family that can finally afford a portrait for the mantle or glasses 

for their youngest thanks to Wal-Mart’s low prices. 
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•	 The local charity that’s able to help more people thanks to Wal-
Mart’s generosity.

•	 The small business that makes it big after Wal-Mart begins carrying 
its product.

This email represents many of the key themes in WFWM’s discourse 
about thrift and benevolence: most important, the centrality of the family, 
not the citizen or the worker, as the main referent in their language. The 
words “family” or “families,” for example, are mentioned fourteen times in 
the entire email—not only by reiterating the group’s name, “Working Fami-
lies for Wal-Mart,” throughout, but also by calling attention to Wal-Mart’s 
savings for families and (at the conclusion of the appeal) asking the reader 
to share this positive message with “friends and family.” But more than just 
cohering around familial categories, both here and elsewhere WFWM con-
structs a moral universe in which thrift and benevolence are complementary, 
not conflicting, moral goods. Below I explore these themes more fully.

Thrift and the Family

It is no accident that my email from Courtney Lynch began by explaining 
“Wal-Mart’s positive message” with a reference to thrift—“It starts with 
$2,300” a year—or that this value of thrift would be immediately tied to the 
concept of a family—“That’s how much Wal-Mart saves the average work-
ing family each year.” The letter goes on to reference positive stories about 
Wal-Mart that the reader has likely seen firsthand: a senior citizen who is 
able to earn extra money working for Wal-Mart, or a family who can pur-
chase necessities for its children because of Wal-Mart’s low prices. Although 
it also contains press releases not unlike those found on Wal-Mart’s com-
pany website, the centerpiece of Working Families for Wal-Mart’s website 
highlights personal stories of this nature. The significance of thrift for this 
demographic takes on even more significance when we consider that in a 
recent survey 56% of Wal-Mart’s regular shoppers come from families mak-
ing less than $50,000 a year. Similarly, only 27% of the store’s regular shop-
pers have household incomes that exceed $75,000.21 The store’s shoppers are 
not primarily poor people, but rather Americans who are solidly middle 
and working class, seeking to stretch their wages a bit further to support 
their families.

Understood in this context, thrift acquires a particular moral significance 
in the larger discursive setting of the family, particularly in the following 
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personal stories showcased on the WFWM website. The central role of thrift 
and family in these narratives becomes clear after reading the opening lines 
of just a few of these testimonials:

My husband is a police officer in a nearby city and I am a stay at home 
mom of three small children so needless to say we don’t have a lot of 
money.

My husband recently decided to go back to school to finish his degree. 
This has definitely had an impact on our finances. We have two small boys 
and it has been really hard to make ends meet.

WalMart is great! We call it “Wally World” in our family because you get 
so much for my money when I go there, especially since they put in the 
grocery store.

I am a mother of 3 teenage children and are proud to say that I love to shop 
in Walmart. It saves us a lot of money towards groceries and I also support 
taking our yearly pictures at Walmart studios. 

I am a married mother of three school age children and Walmart’s low 
prices are the only way I can survive. 

I am a mother of three, ages 8, 4, and 2. It can be hard at times to take 
everyone places I need to go. Wal-Mart supercenter makes it alot easier on 
me by having just about everything I need in one place.

My family and I do appreciate the low prices at Wal-Mart. Because of Wal-
Mart’s low prices we are able to stretch an already stretched budget! 

We recently had our first child, a little girl. Having a baby is very expensive 
but Wal-Mart prices make it a little easier. 

My name is Kourtenay and I am a single mother of three. That should 
be the whole story as to why I shop at Walmart but theres [sic] so much 
more . . . 

As a mother of a growing teenager and recently gaining custody of my 
niece, it’s nice to have a store where I can shop for just about everything 
and still save money.
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In these examples, and the countless others like them solicited by 
WFWM, the speakers almost always begin by referencing their membership 
in a family—their role as a mother, or a wife, for example—or by designat-
ing their family as the unit that shops at Wal-Mart. In other cases, shop-
ping at Wal-Mart allows not only thrift of money but thrift of time, which 
enables the shopper to get home more quickly and spend precious time with 
loved ones. The consistency of this narrative formula certainly raises sus-
picions that Wal-Mart’s PR firm, Edelman, might have crafted these stories 
itself, although the variety and diversity of the stories would require seem-
ingly endless creativity. Either way—whether these narratives are genuine or 
counterfeit—their central place in Wal-Mart’s chief advocacy group under-
scores the intentionality with which Wal-Mart presents a message emphasiz-
ing thrift and its connection to the family.

In addition to their prominent focus on family, these narratives make a 
number of consistent assumptions about the referents of this discourse and 
its intended audience. Most important, they refer to a worldview in which 
women are presumed responsible for managing the family’s budget, and the 
speaker’s associated familial identity emerges early in the author’s story—as 
the wife of a hardworking breadwinner, the mother of consumption-hungry 
teenagers, or the single head of household with numerous mouths to feed. 
Consistent with accounts that emphasize women’s roles as the chief media-
tors of their families’ consumption,22 the narratives offered here consistently 
refer to women as the family members who most often acknowledge the 
daily sacrifices demanded for frugal living, and who take it upon themselves 
to help the family live within its means. 

The pro-Wal-Mart discourse also presumes a familiarity among the audi-
ence with the “average working family” discussed in chapter 3. In some 
instances, Wal-Mart and WFWM issued press releases that emphasized 
their allegiance to the country’s working classes—for example, one advocate 
explained in a WFWM press release from August 2006 that “Wal-Mart gives 
the poor and working class people the opportunity to live like they are mid-
dle class, at a working class cost.” Similarly, Wal-Mart frequently mentioned 
providing jobs to “those who need them most,” and WFWM criticized its 
detractors for being elitist, as in a WFWM press release dated October 19, 
2006: “Sadly, the critics who are paid to attack this company no matter what 
it does, fail to face the fact that perhaps more than any single company in 
America, Wal-Mart is providing the opportunity for a better life for poor and 
working families.” 

In the WFWM personal stories, allusions to class were quite frequent 
but also more understated. Unlike the speaker who said straight out, “We’re 
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on the lower end of the Middle Class scale,” most speakers referenced their 
lower-middle-class status in ways designed to obliquely communicate their 
need for savings alongside their determination to remain self-sufficient. 
Words indicating class included the ubiquitous “afford,” as well as references 
to the financial challenges involved when “we have to juggle our bills every 
month” or the hardship of working two jobs. One writer referred to “my fam-
ily of eight, income of one,” and how Wal-Mart has “made basic household 
needs and recreational wants readily affordable.” Thus, over and over again, 
social class is communicated in largely economic terms. Even a reference to 
“hardworking people” serves to communicate both the speaker’s pride and 
his or her seemingly precarious economic position:

I have just retired at age 66 and lost B/C–B/S. Cobra was too expensive 
for me so I had to join Humana’s PPO. Cost of prescriptions for me now is 
from $7.00 to $70.00, which I can’t afford, plus a fee every month which i 
[sic] didn’t expect. If Wal-Mart charges $4.00 I will change over my medi-
cation to them. Thanks for thinking of us hard working people who live on 
a fixed income. 

To be sure, in some cases speakers speak of thrift as an absolute essential 
for survival (e.g., “Walmart’s low prices are the only way I can survive,” as 
one woman wrote), but in many cases speakers describe thrift as a virtue that 
helps them achieve upward mobility—or at least the illusion of it. For exam-
ple, one speaker—echoing the reference to “average working families” in 
WFWM’s initial email—said simply, “I am an ‘average’ American. I earn an 
average income. Walmart helps me to be more than average.” Others empha-
sized how Wal-Mart’s savings helped them provide more of the “extras” they 
wanted for their family:

In September 2005, we had a wonderful addition to our family. A grandson 
whose father was in Iraq. Mom & baby moved in with us. Then came the 
increased expenses. I shopped at Walmart and found everything we needed 
for the baby at very reasonable prices. The lower costs allowed us to purchase 
extra little things for the baby, as well as develop pictures to send to Dad. I’ve 
found shopping there to be economical and a great benefit to our family.

Our daughter recently got married (June 24), and she chose Wal-Mart for 
her gift registry. This has helped her new husband and her start their new 
home together by saving hundreds of dollars on appliances, bedding, and 
other household items. She also bought some of their wedding decorations 
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there—such as the wedding cake topper and guest book pen. This was at 
a big savings as well as we compared these prices to many others around. 

As far as I’m concerned, Wal-Mart is one of those factors that makes it 
possile [sic] for us to raise our children in relative prosperity, yet allowing 
us to spend more time with them to share the values, disciplines, and love 
that will help them grow into the sort individuals and citizens we can all 
be proud of.

In such examples, the formula is remarkably consistent: financial savings 
(thrift) allows family members to participate in the activities (consumption) 
that constitute decent living and upward social class mobility. Most impor-
tant, the virtue and morality of thrift take shape within this core discursive 
context of the nuclear family.

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft in the Wal-Mart World 

In this discursive landscape, one must ask the question: Why would families 
need the opportunities for thrift that Wal-Mart offers—either to simply sur-
vive or to purchase “extras” such as a wedding cake topper? Why would chil-
dren need parents to “spend more time with them” in order to bring them up 
with the proper values and discipline? In conjunction with the overarching 
emphasis on the relationship between thrift and family, the more common 
explanation for economic hardship in these personal stories has to do with 
familial disruption, not economic or social contract disruptions. Instead, the 
larger economic scene in which these individual family struggles are played 
out recedes into the background, rarely confronted head-on and almost 
never mentioned explicitly (although there are some exceptions).23 The fol-
lowing excerpts from the WFWM website illustrate how speakers view eco-
nomic disruption through the primary lens of the family:

I am single mom with three children. Two in college and one a sophomore 
in high school. I have worked for the Postal Service for over 20 years love 
my job. Working single mom’s favorite store is WalMart, not just because 
they have great prices, but because they have everything from groceries to 
school supplies and are open 24 hours. 

I am a widowed, handicapped senior on a fixed income, so I am limited in 
my ability to get around. I am very pleased to be able to shop at Wal-Mart 
because I can make my money go farther with their low prices.
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Wal-mart gave me a job when others wouldn’t. I had been looking for a job 
for about two months but kept getting turned down because I was preg-
nant. By the time I interviewed at wal-mart I was seven months pregnant. 
I went to the interview and it went well and as I had [with] all the others I 
made them aware that i [sic] would need time off when the baby was due. 
I got the call an hour after I left the interview. The department I worked 
with gave me a baby shower and covered my position without complaint. 
When I had the baby they were the first to send flowers and cards. You 
become like a family. 

In these three examples, women describe the difficulties of making ends 
meet without the financial support of a household breadwinner. As in the 
first excerpt above, the refrain of being a single mom was frequently offered 
as a justification for needing Wal-Mart’s low prices. In examples such as 
these, the speaker’s status as a single woman—whether divorced or wid-
owed—is offered as enough of a reason for financial hardship. For the wid-
owed retiree mentioned in the second excerpt, it is notable that she refer-
ences her family disruption—in other words, her status as a widow—before 
listing other conditions that are understandably associated with financial 
difficulties, including being handicapped and living on a fixed income. 
Finally, the woman who was employed at Wal-Mart in the latter months of 
her pregnancy even goes so far as to name her Wal-Mart coworkers as “like 
a family,” since they gave her a baby shower and sent immediate congratula-
tory gifts and cards after the birth of the baby. Her initial difficulties were 
rooted in her family situation—being an undesirable employee because she 
was pregnant—but by the end of the narrative she has found both employ-
ment and a new kind of family in her Wal-Mart coworkers. Further, when 
she speaks of her new job, she emphasizes not the wages, but her relation-
ships with employees—“When I had the baby they were the first to send 
flowers and cards.”

Some narratives that reference economic disruption do attribute their dif-
ficulties to the economic cause—a spouse’s illness that renders her unable to 
work, or a husband being laid off. Yet in the following examples, even when 
the family is intact and economic hardship occurs, the speaker scarcely con-
siders the larger context of the wage earner’s difficulty, but focuses instead on 
the experience of hardship for the family: 

As a long time cutomer [sic] I would like to thank you for giving my fam-
ily and I a chance to survive in tough times. My husband was just layed 
[sic] off from his job that he had for over 10 years. Lets [sic] keep it simple. 
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Without your prices, we would not be able to eat and clothe ourselves with 
just my income. 

My name is Danielle Hodge and, like many people, our family has expe-
rienced the transition from two incomes to one. My husband was laid off 
in October of 2005 and has had a very hard time finding work. He finally 
accepted a position not too long ago but is only making 1/4 the salary he 
once made. Since he was the primary source of income, I found myself 
having to cut corners anywhere possible. I love WalMart, because not only 
am I able to save on groceries but I save on other necessities, as well. . . 

My husband and I have no money and now live week to week since my 
husband’s diabetes was discovered about two years ago. We went from 
living on a happy medium to a very low medium because his medication 
does not allow him to continue his occupation which was roofing. We are 
about to lose our vehicles and our roof over our head, but, WalMart has 
made it possible to keep food on our table by continuing with their low 
prices. 

Several years ago my sister-in-law experienced major health problems 
and many resulting surgeries. My brother had a very good supplemental 
insurance policy with the company he retired from, still his deductibles 
and co-pays was more than their budget could afford. He applied for and 
was hired by Wal-Mart in Semi, California. He has now worked there as a 
senior greeter for almost ten years. He will be eighty next January (2007). 
His pay not only helps them pay for the out-of-pocket expense of her 
many medical bills but also gives him such a sense of pride and well being.

The first speaker, for example, begins the narrative by thanking Wal-
Mart “for giving my family and I a chance to survive during tough times.” 
This declaration precedes the explanation for hardship—her husband being 
laid off. In the next two examples, the male breadwinner has been unable 
to continue contributing to the household as he once did, either by forced 
layoffs or illness. In response, the narrator explains the hardship as the fam-
ily has experienced it, glossing over any explanation that could be found 
in larger economic processes, such as corporate downsizing or inadequate 
preventive health care. Instead, the speaker, Danielle Hodge, frames the 
hardship as one borne by the family, not the wage earner, and describes her 
contributions to the family’s survival strategies. In a similar manner, the 
third speaker frames her husband’s difficulties—he “could not continue his 
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occupation” due to his medication—as one experienced by the family: “We 
went from living on a happy medium to a very low medium,” and “We are 
about to lose our vehicles and our roof over our head” (emphasis added). 
The speaker takes little time to explore how these hardships are potentially 
rooted in forces outside the individual and the family unit in which they are 
most pointedly experienced—even while the agent that comes to the fam-
ily’s rescue is Wal-Mart, a corporate giant that arguably plays a role in the 
very economic system responsible for recessions that prompt layoffs, or cor-
porate cost-cutting that reduces available funds for comprehensive medical 
care. In C. Wright Mills’s terms, these “troubles” remain just that—private 
troubles that have yet to be transformed into the public “issues” worthy of 
collective concern.24

Perhaps because Wal-Mart’s help in these tough times is experienced at 
the level of the family, there’s little cognitive dissonance involved in simul-
taneously ignoring the “issues” of the economic system for their causal role 
in private “troubles”—thus Wal-Mart itself couldn’t be a part of the exter-
nal economic system that forced someone into early retirement. Much as 
Daniel Miller’s research would portend, the centrality of the family as the 
referent of this language may obscure the larger social concerns that linger 
behind the low prices that enable families to partake of Wal-Mart’s thrift. In 
the same way that large corporations encourage “local” and familial think-
ing to augment employees’ perceptions of their own personal influence,25 
the WFWM speakers’ locus of control is likely relevant as well—the larger 
systemic forces of the economy are well outside the realm of one’s individ-
ual manipulation, while the family budget can be directed and controlled 
at will. This may also lead supporters to speak more concretely about the 
family and the way that Wal-Mart’s savings have been experienced in their 
personal household, than they do about the comparatively distant and cha-
otic economic system.

A potential source of this familial lens for discussing thrift might also 
lie in the genre of these utterances—personal narratives or testimonials are 
more likely to lie in the realm of personal or family experience simply by 
definition. Yet even beyond the narratives solicited by WFWM—which rely 
on individuals’ perceptions of these issues—Wal-Mart Inc.’s own corporate 
statements frame the family as the unit under attack by these larger eco-
nomic forces, and emphasize the role of Wal-Mart in facilitating thrift. As 
declared in a Wal-Mart press release on September 21, 2006:

“Each day in our pharmacies we see customers struggle with the cost of 
prescription drugs,” said Wal-Mart CEO H. Lee Scott, Jr. “By cutting the 
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cost of many generics to $4, we are helping to ensure that our customers 
and associates get the medicines they need at a price they can afford. That’s 
a real solution for our nation’s working families.”

The “customers” who struggle with the cost of prescriptions at the begin-
ning of Scott’s statement are framed as “our nation’s working families” at its 
conclusion. Similarly, elsewhere Scott called the store’s low prices “a lifeline 
for millions of middle and lower-income families who live from payday to 
payday” and a WFWM email sent out around Christmas of 2006 explained 
that “Wal-Mart is working hard this Christmas to help American families 
in need.” Although common sense tells us that that living “from payday to 
payday” or needing assistance at Christmas is inextricably linked to being a 
worker in the paid economy (or perhaps unemployed or underemployed), 
the workers here are nearly invisible, replaced by the collective family unit. 
In Tönnies’s terms, the familial bonds of Gemeinschaft triumph as the dis-
cursive terms in which Wal-Mart and its supporters speak of the economy 
and its ramifications; the worker who claims his role in the Gesellschaft of 
modern society is mentioned only in passing, eclipsed by that worker’s expe-
rience in a network of kinship ties. 

This discursive preference for Gemeinschaft over Gesellschaft also helps 
to explain why unions are so often vilified in these narratives. For example, 
as one WFWM supporter declared, “People need the low prices and we don’t 
need the unions.” Underscoring this point further, a WFWM press release 
issuing a statement from a member of the WFWM steering committee 
explained, “It’s just plain wrong for union leaders to waste the hard-earned 
money of their members attacking a store where the vast majority of those 
members shop to save money,” concluding, “If union leaders aren’t on the 
side of their members and America’s working families, whose side are they 
on?” (WFWM press release, January 4, 2006). Elsewhere, another WFWM 
spokesperson explains, “Working families everywhere support Wal-Mart-
and that includes the people of New York City [site of recent Wal-Mart 
opposition] and those in union households, who are working families too” 
(WFWM press release, February 3, 2006). 

The choice of the word “members” in statements such as these describes 
a critical feature of this discursive context—union membership is voluntary, 
contractual. People choose to join or leave unions in ways that they don’t 
choose to become members of families—although, as WFWM argues, union 
households “are working families too.” Thus the categories of union mem-
ber and working family have an interesting relationship in this discourse—
on the one hand, union membership is distinct from working families, as 
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indicated by the construction “union members and America’s working 
families.” However, the category of working families is sufficiently broad to 
encompass union households as well. In this discursive landscape, the con-
text of “family”—one rooted in deeper, transcendent bonds—trumps other 
rationalistic, society-created categories like “worker” or “union member.” As 
WFWM explained in the wake of Wal-Mart’s announcement of a four-dollar 
generic prescription drug program: 

It is beyond explanation that union leaders claiming to advocate on behalf 
of working families are attacking a program that will not only make pre-
scription drugs more affordable, but will also make sure those who haven’t 
been able to afford their medicines now have the opportunity for bet-
ter health. Only a failing campaign would attack an initiative that makes 
prescription drugs more affordable for working families. (WFWM press 
release, September 22, 2006)

Union leaders, then, err by focusing their attention on the wrong targets: 
corporations, atomized workers, or morally bankrupt political campaigns. 
The proper focus—and the one in which thrift takes on the fullest expression 
of moral relevance—is the family. 

Reconciling Thrift and Benevolence

Thrift need not be opposed to its companion value of benevolence; in fact, 
they are often linked, as in the proverbs of Ben Franklin mentioned earlier. 
And to be sure, for Wal-Mart and its supporters the two values find little 
conflict with each other. This is explained by three primary reasons. First, the 
language of Wal-Mart’s supporters tends to frame both thrift and benevo-
lence largely at an individual level. For example, one shopper almost per-
fectly echoed Franklin’s suggestion to balance thrift with charity, writing:

As a private individual I have shopped at Walmart since they first opened 
in my area. I try very hard to be a good steward of the money God has 
given to my family. I realized early on that the savings I realized at Walmart 
would allow me more philanthropic opportunities. (WFWM website, per-
sonal story)

In other cases, Wal-Mart itself references the benevolent actions of its 
employees, framing benevolence in terms of the actions of individuals, as 
in the following: “With more than a million Wal-Mart Stores associates 
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nationwide serving 138 million customers per week, the ability to help thou-
sands of children through their efforts is quite amazing .  .  . even just col-
lecting donations through the purchase of balloons, one dollar at a time” 
(Wal-Mart press release, April 15, 2005). In other instances, Wal-Mart’s 
benevolence comes through in stories about how customers were able to 
use Wal-Mart’s premises for fund-raising, or the way that Wal-Mart made a 
financial contribution to an organization with which the speaker was affili-
ated. But because these benevolences are framed in individual terms by the 
speaker who experienced them—for example, “I was at our Boy Scout Troop 
meeting and one of the parents reported that the East Meadow Walmart 
made a $1000 donation to our troop” (WFWM website, personal story)—
they pose little challenge to the ethic of thrift that simultaneously pervades 
these narratives. The same person who witnesses or benefits from a benevo-
lent act can subsequently exercise thrift on her own without reconsidering its 
potentially negative consequences.

A second strategy through which thrift and benevolence are rendered 
complementary among Wal-Mart and its supporters is the way that Wal-
Mart Inc. frames its corporate benevolence in press releases and related 
materials. In many instances, Wal-Mart’s generosity is designed to encour-
age thrift itself—to help students who are stretching their family resources 
to go to college, to further environmental conservation, or to reward ele-
mentary school students for exemplary recycling programs. Further, unlike 
the stories of individual kindness between employees and customers, these 
press releases stress the magnitude of Wal-Mart’s charitable contributions 
and consistently emphasize their large size and local ramifications—in other 
words, the company’s external effects on communities as opposed to its 
internal dealings with employees. Thus statements like “As the largest cor-
porate cash contributor in the country with a presence in more than 3,800 
communities nationwide, Wal-Mart makes 90 percent of its charitable con-
tributions at the local level, where they can have the most impact” (WFWM 
website), reiterate themes heralding the size and scale of Wal-Mart’s phi-
lanthropy. By focusing attention on the corporation’s benevolence outside 
of the company’s internal practices, much of the potential tension between 
thrift and benevolence is averted. Accordingly, little discourse within the 
pro-Wal-Mart writings considers the internal workings of the corporation. 
And even if it did, the logical conclusion might be that it is actually because 
Wal-Mart cuts costs within its business operation that it can give so much 
money away. 

Even more important, a final strategy by which Wal-Mart and its sup-
porters reconcile thrift and benevolence concerns the way Wal-Mart itself 
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is framed as a benevolent and helpful entity, which has less to do with tra-
ditional conceptions of benevolence—for example, as when a corporation 
gives away charitable donations of cash—and more to do with the way its 
supporters frame Wal-Mart as an entity that goes out of its way to truly help 
people. By hiring those who are hard to employ, making others feel needed, 
or offering low prices to those who need them most, Wal-Mart’s supporters 
paradoxically portray the company as an entity that is actually anticapitalist 
and thus has chosen principles of benevolence instead of the market-driven 
values of greed and accumulation. One excerpt from the WFWM website 
makes this point most compellingly:

It sought out low prices for its customers—by way of low margins for 
itself—and brought affordable goods to working families, often in rural 
and underserved communities, by offering a high volume of those goods 
at a high number of stores.

The Wal-Mart presented in the above account, and Wal-Mart’s business 
model itself (in which thrift and low margins are central) is portrayed as 
a selfless act of benevolence on behalf of working families in underserved 
rural locations.

As in the above example, the verbs used to describe Wal-Mart’s actions are 
most illustrative; in the examples that follow, Wal-Mart alternately provides, 
gives, serves, helps, offers, supports, cares, and saves (emphases added):

Wal-Mart provides communities with good jobs, opportunity for growth, 
affordable health care and huge savings for working families. (WFWM 
press release, September 11, 2006)

What other company ever went into small town America and gave us a 
store we could buy anything we need. They are the best. (WFWM website, 
personal story)

Community leaders discussed how this underscores a need for the good 
jobs Wal-Mart offers in the Chicagoland area, as well as considerable sav-
ings and philanthropic grants to the Evergreen Park community. (Wal-
Mart press release, January 26, 2006)

Wal-Mart saves working families money, creates quality jobs in areas 
where they are needed most and is a corporate leader on environmental 
sustainability efforts. (WFWM press release, November 15, 2006)
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We think it is great that they give older people and those just starting out 
a place that will hire them and give them a chance. (WFWM website, per-
sonal story)

Wal Mart is the only store in my eighty years that ever really cared about 
their customers. (WFWM website, personal story)

Wal-Mart Wheat Ridge (CO) has given willingly to Wheat Ridge Rotary 
Club year after year. (WFWM website, personal story)

Walmart has really helped our community with all types of charitable giv-
ing. (WFWM website, personal story)

Wal Mart has provided opportunities for many of my friends’ children and 
may be a place for my dad to work someday. (WFWM website, personal 
story)

By using such terms to describe Wal-Mart’s actions, Wal-Mart’s sup-
porters frame Wal-Mart as a benevolent entity in and of itself. As a result, 
Wal-Mart’s benevolence becomes almost taken for granted, as if woven 
into the very fabric of the corporation. Understood in this way, how could 
this kind and caring entity be anything like the miserly Scrooge who rev-
els in the stacks of gold piled up in his counting house? Within this frame, 
Wal-Mart’s ethic of thrift poses little threat to its image as a benevolent 
store-of-the-people.

In addition to framing Wal-Mart as the kind of entity that engages in 
benevolent behavior through the verbs detailed above, many of the narra-
tives mention Wal-Mart in ways that imply reciprocity, thanking Wal-Mart 
for its contributions. The curious thing about these rhetorical moves is that 
by thanking Wal-Mart for things like job opportunities and low prices, the 
narratives imply that Wal-Mart has made the decision to engage in these 
activities voluntarily. Just as Scrooge made a choice to end his miserly ways 
and show care and concern for his fellow men, Wal-Mart has chosen—at 
least from this perspective—to ignore some of the most basic rules of mar-
ket capitalism. Time and again, speakers concluded their narratives about 
Wal-Mart with a simple “Thanks, Wal-Mart.” One particularly enthusiastic 
speaker went so far as to proclaim, “It feels wonderful, to let you finally know 
how I feel about your Fantastic (low prices) store. I loveeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee 
Wal-Mart and I thank you, for your great store” (WFWM website, personal 
story). When speakers thank Wal-Mart for doing the things one might 
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typically expect of a corporation—offering goods at competitive prices, hir-
ing workers to represent it to the public—they imply that these activities are 
being understood as benevolent choices rather than expected requirements 
of the capitalistic marketplace.

The Discursive Landscape of Wal-Mart’s Critics

In contrast to the materials produced by Wal-Mart and WFWM, the discur-
sive landscape of Wal-Mart Watch focuses less on thrift and more on benev-
olence. However, the conception of benevolence presented here is quite dif-
ferent from both the externally oriented benevolence touted by those who 
laud Wal-Mart’s charitable contributions, and the individualistic concep-
tion of benevolence presented in narratives that focus on how Wal-Mart has 
helped them personally. Instead, when Wal-Mart Watch speaks of benevo-
lence it tend to do so in an entirely different context: focusing on the compa-
ny’s actions toward its workers, and challenging Wal-Mart to provide more 
generous wages and benefits for its employees because the company could 
afford to do so. In other places, Wal-Mart Watch suggests that Wal-Mart 
could help workers simply by raising its prices by pennies on each item—a 
suggestion that, by definition, directly challenges a strict ethic of thrift. For 
this reason, benevolence and thrift are more often seen as oppositional in 
this group of texts, which represents another central difference between the 
moral worldview created in the language of Wal-Mart’s supporters and that 
of its opponents. Finally, although Wal-Mart Watch does mention families, 
the vast majority of this discourse concerns the categories of worker and 
citizen. In this way, Wal-Mart Watch uses the common symbolic language 
of thrift and benevolence, but applies these moral ideas to a very different 
central category. Moreover, this differential focus leads to a radically differ-
ent conclusion: far from being a benevolent store of the people, Wal-Mart’s 
critics construct it as a morally bankrupt, greedy exploiter of both workers 
and taxpayers.

All these themes are illustrated in a New York Times ad on April 20, 2005 
that announced the group’s formation and mission. The advertisement fea-
tured the headline “How much does Wal-Mart cost American taxpayers 
every year?” and included text alleging that “Wal-Mart’s low pay and mea-
ger employee benefits force hundreds of thousands of employees to resort to 
Medicaid, food stamps, and public housing. Call it the ‘Wal-Mart Tax.’ And 
it costs you $1.5 billion in federal tax dollars every year.” A press release26 
announcing the ad (and issued the same day) explained:
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The ad highlights the “Wal-Mart Tax”—the more than one-and-a-half bil-
lion dollars in federal taxpayer dollars that flow to the company each year 
on top of its annual profits of over ten billion dollars. And millions more 
in corporate welfare from state and local governments further add to the 
company’s bottom line. 

Wal-Mart Watch Executive Director Andy Grossman said, “Wal-Mart may 
say ‘low prices’ but we’re here to ask ‘at what cost?’ As the biggest corpo-
ration in the world, Wal-Mart is also one of the biggest recipients of cor-
porate welfare in the world. They greedily use American taxpayers’ hard-
earned dollars to enrich themselves at the expense of smaller businesses 
that don’t get corporate welfare. Shameful.” 

Key features of this press release point out some of the more pronounced 
differences between the discursive context of Wal-Mart Watch and that of 
Wal-Mart’s supporters. Most important, WMW eschews much talk of thrift 
in favor of an emphasis on benevolence, particularly in light of Wal-Mart’s 
purported corporate greed. Because this benevolence is understood in 
largely comparative terms—Wal-Mart can and should do more because it 
has so much in comparison to its low-wage workers—WMW frames thrift as 
oppositional to the moral value of benevolence. Finally, unlike WFWM and 
Wal-Mart, which use the family as their primary referent, WMW conducts 
much of its discussion of both thrift and benevolence with reference to the 
categories of worker, taxpayer, and citizen. Using the above press release as a 
starting point, I discuss all these strategies below.

Benevolence, Not Greed

As illustrated in this press release, Wal-Mart Watch fundamentally rejects 
thrift as a primary moral value: “Wal-Mart may say ‘low prices’ but we’re 
here to ask ‘at what cost?’” The characterization of Wal-Mart offered here is 
more like the unreformed Scrooge, as Wal-Mart “greedily use[s] American 
taxpayers’ hard-earned dollars to enrich [itself] at the expense of smaller 
businesses that don’t get corporate welfare.” The presumed reprehensibility of 
this practice is further underscored by the addition of the word “shameful” 
at the conclusion of this statement. The press release also implies that Wal-
Mart’s profits are already sufficient without the support provided by public 
revenues, contributing to the company “on top of ” its existing profits exceed-
ing $10 billion.
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Wal-Mart Watch’s rejection of thrift as a guiding principle—and the differ-
ence this creates between it and Wal-Mart’s supporters—is further illustrated 
by examining the way Wal-Mart Watch talks about the store’s environmental 
impacts. While Wal-Mart was unabashed in explaining how good environ-
mental practices were also good business, Wal-Mart Watch maintains that 
saving money is not a good enough reason to embrace conservation. The 
organization’s statement on environmental issues briefly acknowledges Wal-
Mart’s initial steps toward waste reduction before arguing that the retailer 
still needs to atone for its past grievances:

Wal-Mart has made a name for itself over the past year by highlighting 
various environmental initiatives, which it sees as an easy way to improve 
its image. While reducing packaging on food products and selling more 
energy efficient light bulbs are important steps that Wal-Mart should be 
applauded for, they must do much more to make amends for an environ-
mentally unfriendly past. In the past, Wal-Mart has been guilty of air pol-
lution, storm-water violations, and improper storage of hazardous mate-
rials. With millions in fines resulting from these violations, Wal-Mart’s 
environmental record has been blemished. (WMW website)

Saving the environment in the name of thrift—note that the two examples 
mentioned above are “reducing” food packaging and marketing energy-sav-
ing light bulbs—is only part of the issue. Other environmental concerns, pre-
sumably those that might cost money and not save it, must be addressed for 
Wal-Mart’s environmental reforms to be interpreted as genuine.

By focusing on thrift in a context that emphasizes employees, Wal-Mart 
Watch frames the value as something negative when it’s what the company 
does at the expense of its workers. As Andrew Grossman (who was then 
WMW’s executive director) argued in another press release in the fall of 2006: 

Their corporate headquarters pressures managers to reduce wage costs on 
the store level, and the store managers shift the burden onto the hourly 
workers. They’re exploiting their workers and passing it off as efficiency. 
Wal-Mart employees deserve far better from America’s largest corpora-
tion. (WMW press release, October 12, 2006) 

In this statement, words like “reduce” connote thrift—Wal-Mart is 
attempting to cut down on labor costs, through which store managers end 
up “exploiting” their workers. Note that this statement doesn’t imply that 
“efficiency” itself is morally questionable; what’s wrong in this case is that 
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the purported efficiency requires asking workers to assume extra burdens. 
Workers are again at issue in WMW’s denouncements of a well-publicized 
leaked memo, in which (then) Wal-Mart VP for employee benefits Susan 
Chambers suggested that among other ways to control health care costs 
would be to add physical requirements to all jobs in order to discourage less 
healthy workers from staying with the company. This earned vocal renuncia-
tions from the company’s critics; in press releases and emails from that week 
WMW claimed that Chambers had “detailed cutthroat measures to maxi-
mize savings—at terrible costs to their front line workers.” When “savings” 
(thrift) comes at “terrible costs” to workers, WMW argues that it is immoral 
and thus indefensible. 

At the heart of Wal-Mart Watch’s moral worldview is a scalar under-
standing of justice that argues that those who have more resources should 
have greater responsibilities. Thus WMW used the theme “To Whom Much 
Has Been Given, Much Is Expected” to christen a “Higher Expectations” 
week in November 2005 that challenged faith communities to consider the 
effects of Wal-Mart on their communities and the larger society. Simply 
put, this understanding of justice argues that the Scrooges of the world have 
more responsibility than the Bob Cratchits to act with benevolence simply 
because they can afford to do so. Wal-Mart Watch reiterated this argument 
time and again:

Even though the company makes billions in profits, you and your fam-
ily are stuck paying the “Wal-Mart Tax” because the retail giant fails to 
provide adequate health care for its workers and does not pay enough to 
keep its employees and their children off of New Jersey’s public health care 
programs. (WMW email, February 7, 2006)

It is unacceptable that America’s largest employer, a company with annual 
profits of $10 billion, has a health care plan that covers less than half of its 
employees. (WMW email, January 13, 2006)

A study released today by the Economic Policy Institute (EPI) asserts that 
Wal-Mart, the world’s largest retailer, can offer better wages to its employ-
ees while keeping profit margins nearly 50 percent greater than key com-
petitors. . . . The authors’ analysis also shows that Wal-Mart could provide 
workers sizable increases in wages and compensation without affecting 
prices if the store accepted the same profit margins as some of its competi-
tors or even accepted the same profit margins that characterized its own 
operations in the recent past. (WMW press release, June 15, 2006)
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Wal-Mart’s portion of the BadgerCare tab is four times as large as any 
other Wisconsin employer. It’s unacceptable that Wisconsin taxpayers are 
paying over $2.7 million to provide health care for Wal-Mart’s employees. 
Wal-Mart profited $10 billion dollars last year, yet 1,200 of its workers and 
their children are forced to rely on BadgerCare health care to make ends 
meet. (WMW press release, January 17, 2006)

Just as Wal-Mart Watch prominently mentioned Wal-Mart’s $10 billion 
in profits in the initial press releases noted earlier, this figure is used again 
and again to explain why Wal-Mart has failed by not providing more for its 
employees. Accordingly, this discrepancy is repeatedly called “unacceptable”; 
benevolence here is almost a mathematical proposition. And as such, it can’t 
be entirely reconciled with the practice of thrift, which is also portrayed as a 
largely mathematical calculation on the part of the company. Thus Wal-Mart 
“does not pay enough,” could “provide increases in wages,” and its health care 
falls short in that it “covers less than half ” of its employees.

Most of the discussion of thrift and benevolence thus far has focused on 
the relationship between Wal-Mart and its workers. But Wal-Mart Watch, 
like WFWM, also made some attempts to frame benevolence in individual 
terms. Most notably, WMW seized on the opportunity to compare heiress 
Alice Walton’s personal wealth—and expensive art acquisitions on behalf of 
a new museum in Bentonville—to the needs of Wal-Mart’s workers. In one 
instance, WMW noted that Alice Walton could have provided health care for 
ten thousand Wal-Mart workers for the $68 million she spent on a painting 
from the New York Public Library. And taking the opportunity to hammer 
away at the most notorious of Walton’s conquests—the historic, Philadel-
phia-housed painting The Gross Clinic by Thomas Eakins—WMW actually 
invoked the theme of “A Real-Life Christmas Carol” to frame her spend-
ing. Particularly since the subject of the painting in question was a young 
child receiving medical care, WMW wasted no time in drawing connections 
intended to highlight Walton’s alleged personal greediness, and urging her 
toward benevolence instead: “This holiday season, while Wal-Mart contin-
ues to deny nearly half of its employees’ children health care, Sam Walton’s 
daughter Alice—a billionaire heiress—is going art shopping. And guess what 
she has her eyes on? A $68,000,000 painting of a doctor treating a young 
boy.” The email sent shortly before Christmas in 2006 went on to explain 
that “we’re doing this for all the Tiny Tim’s out there—sons and daughters 
of janitors, associates and drivers who can’t afford to see a doctor,” and con-
cluded that “truth may be stranger than fiction, but sometimes it can have 
the same ending. Right now, an out-of-touch billionaire cares more about 
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a $68 million painting than the welfare of millions of children who’s [sic] 
parents depend on her company. . . . It’s time for a real-life Christmas Carol” 
(WMW email, December 21, 2006).

As opposed to the largely family-centered conception of morality created 
by WFWM (one that focuses on the practice of thrift as a moral enterprise), 
the conception of morality here is one that fundamentally relies on large-scale, 
societal comparisons: it is wrong for one person like Alice Walton to have so 
much disposable income when the workers who support her source of income 
are not adequately provided for by the company that generates her wealth. The 
cost of the painting—$68 million—is mentioned several times in the email, 
underlining this comparative, scalar conception of justice. On this scale, 
WMW implies, Alice Walton is simply greedy. The morality of her actions is 
not affirmed by their connection to a larger institution—as in WFWM’s con-
ception of thrift as a moral enterprise and its ties to the family—but framed in 
a comparative context. When she has so much, and has not shared it benevo-
lently, WMW invokes the trope of Scrooge to hold her accountable.

Workers, Not Families

In its initial statement of its mission, Wal-Mart Watch says that it aims to 
“improve Wal-Mart as a neighbor, employer, and corporate citizen” and 
encourage it to act “more responsibly toward its neighbors, its employees, 
our environment, and the American business community.” Any mentions of 
family—families who are presumably paying taxes, families who depend on 
a Wal-Mart employee for health care, or families who shop at Wal-Mart—are 
conspicuously absent. Similarly, in the larger text of the previous email about 
Alice Walton, “families” is mentioned only once—and this is when quoting 
a leaked Wal-Mart memo admitting that the company’s health insurance 
is “expensive for low-income families.” And while the email does mention 
family ties—“the sons and daughters of janitors, associates and drivers” and 
the “children of employees”—these family members are referenced in con-
junction with a worker’s identity—a janitor, driver, employee, and so forth. 
WMW’s initial press release makes similar rhetorical shifts, mentioning “tax-
payers” as the victims of Wal-Mart’s greedy exploitation of public revenues 
and listing among its goals facilitating networks between the “activists and 
citizens” who are already involved in fighting Wal-Mart in some way. The 
Gemeinschaft category of family, in this discursive context, has been super-
seded by Gesellschaft categories such as workers, taxpayer, and citizen. These 
are the key categories that animate the discourse surrounding thrift and 
benevolence produced by Wal-Mart Watch.
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Of course, it would be an overstatement to claim that Wal-Mart Watch 
does not ever speak of families in its effort to reform Wal-Mart. Wal-Mart 
does sometimes refer to “working families” as well as “workers and their 
families” or “employees and their children.” Unlike WFWM, however, Wal-
Mart Watch devotes scant attention to individual narratives that report a 
family’s experience with Wal-Mart. Further, when Wal-Mart Watch does 
speak of “working families” it is almost always in reference to a systemic eco-
nomic issue—health care, wages, cost of living—and not to activities that are 
constitutive of the family itself, such as helping workers with erratic sched-
ules find more time to spend with their children. The following are particu-
larly illustrative examples (emphases added):

They have the power to raise the bar for millions of hourly employees 
rather than nickel and dime working families at every turn. (WMW email, 
October 26, 2006)

“Working families need higher wages to keep up with the rising prices of 
gas and housing,” said co-author Josh Bivens. “Rent or mortgage, utilities, 
medical services and transportation—these are what take up the largest 
portion of a family’s income—not goods bought at Wal-Mart.” (WMW 
press release, June 15, 2006)

We continue to work with our broad coalition to illuminate the harm-
ful impact of Wal-Mart’s business model on America’s working families. 
(WMW press release, June 22, 2005)

Union leaders across the country want working families to benefit from Wal-
Mart. Unfortunately, Wal-Mart blocks every attempt by local employees to 
organize for fair wages, health care benefits and equal employment opportu-
nities—silencing those who stand up for their rights. (WMW website)

Of course, Wal-Mart and WFWM connect families to economic pro-
cesses, too—most notably to the economy of thrift within the household. Yet 
the difference between WFWM and WMW is that the latter more often con-
nects these economic processes to identities such as “workers” or “employ-
ees” who deserve “fair wages” and face the challenges wrought by the larger 
economic system—harmful “business models” and “rising prices” on things 
like fuel and housing.

Thus the difference in referring to families on both sides of the debate is 
not so much one of frequency—by which I mean the presence or absence of 
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certain words or constructions—but one of context. For progressive activists 
constructing discourse for Wal-Mart Watch, these examples suggest that the 
referential category of “worker” (along with larger, systematic economic pro-
cesses) are central to WMW’s moral worldview in much the same way that 
the more localized bonds of kin and community were fundamental in Wal-
Mart’s. Accordingly, Wal-Mart Watch would surely insist that families are an 
important unit of consideration in this public debate, but at the same time 
WMW consistently adopts rhetorical constructions that subsume the family 
under the larger category of “worker” or “employee”—speaking of “employ-
ees and their children” or an employee’s economic ability to “sustain a fam-
ily.” For example, in the foundational “Handshake with Sam” document—in 
which WMW uses Sam Walton’s own words as a challenge to the company to 
live up to its “moral responsibilities” in areas such as wages, supplier relation-
ships, sustainability, and public relations—every mention of the family is tied 
to systemic, economic relationships: Wal-Mart will pay “a family-sustaining 
wage” that “will enable the associate to raise a family without having to rely 
on public assistance.” Similarly, WMW demands that “Wal-Mart will set a 
national example by ensuring that all employees—salaried, hourly, full-time, 
and part-time—have quality affordable health insurance that fully covers the 
employee and their children.” 

In this discursive universe, the family ties of Gemeinschaft are eclipsed by 
the Gesellschaft of the rationalized economy, in which workers are the pri-
mary referent, not families. Other rationalized categories—such as consum-
ers, citizens, and manufacturers—are similarly prioritized. This was affirmed 
when I received an email from WMW with the title “Wal-Mart Toys with 
Your Children’s Health” (the email concerned large-scale toy recalls from 
Chinese manufacturers). Inside, the body of the email curiously contained 
only fleeting references to children or their safety, aside from an initial intro-
ductory sentence that declared, “Thousands of concerned parents are rush-
ing to pediatricians’ offices to have their children tested for lead poisoning,” 
continuing: 

Mattel has taken responsibility for the safety of its products, but Wal-Mart 
has to be held accountable as well. As it stands, you can’t trust that the toys 
Wal-Mart is selling you are safe. As the world’s largest retailer, Wal-Mart 
sets the standard for product safety—and by bullying companies like Mat-
tel to produce toys and other products at bottom dollar costs, it’s push-
ing American companies into shady overseas operations. Tell Wal-Mart to 
care about its customers’ health, and demand a higher quality for its prod-
ucts. (WMW email, August 21, 2007)
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The text of the email then moves quickly to the importance of “product 
safety” and “labor violations” in China, which presumably allow factories to 
avoid restrictions on hazardous materials in the manufacturing of children’s 
toys. While the beginning of the email referenced the family—specifically 
parents and children—the conclusion of the text had rendered readers as 
“customers” and framed their children’s potential lead poisoning in terms of 
global labor violations and Wal-Mart’s poor regulation of its suppliers. Here 
again, different categories entirely—customers and manufacturers—were of 
ultimate concern.

The centrality of rationalized categories such as “worker” or “manufac-
turer” help to further explain how Wal-Mart Watch appropriates the values 
of thrift and benevolence in this discourse. In the same way that Wal-Mart 
and its proponents repeatedly championed Wal-Mart’s assistance to those 
who “can’t afford” high drug costs, or the role of Wal-Mart’s low prices in 
helping families “stretch their budgets” for more of life’s extras, Wal-Mart 
Watch also considers “affordability,” particularly in reference to Wal-Mart’s 
health benefits (e.g., “Wal-Mart’s new so-called ‘Value Plan’ remains a raw 
deal for its employees who can’t afford the high deductibles and strict eligi-
bility requirements” [WMW press release, February 23, 2006]). Thus, while 
Wal-Mart and WFWM focus overwhelmingly on thrift and families, WMW 
calls attention to the financial difficulties of individual workers by speaking 
of the difficulties of employees, not families. This dichotomy is interesting, 
because it would be quite simple for Wal-Mart Watch to substitute “fami-
lies” for “employees” in excerpts such as the one above (or, alternatively, to 
say “employees and their families”), but this is not the case. Throughout, the 
dominant category considered in discussions of benevolence and thrift is 
that of the worker: Wal-Mart could afford to do more for its employees; simi-
larly, it is workers, not families, who struggle to engage in enough thrift to 
take advantage of the benefits that Wal-Mart does offer.

Systemic Conceptions of Economic Dislocation

Examining the rhetorical constructions surrounding the discussion of thrift 
and benevolence in Wal-Mart Watch’s discourse also sheds light on another 
divergence between these texts and those produced by Wal-Mart and 
WFWM. While WFWM tended to construct the economic hardships that 
necessitated thrift in terms of family disruption (or conveyed economic dif-
ficulties primarily in light of their impact on the family), Wal-Mart Watch 
favors a more systemic view that faults larger-scale economic dislocation 
for the precarious predicaments of workers in the twenty-first century. 
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This difference in attribution also helps to explain why thrift and benevo-
lence are seen as largely antithetical in the discursive universe of Wal-Mart 
Watch: WMW tends to consider the workings of thrift and benevolence on 
a macro-level as opposed to the micro-focus favored by Wal-Mart’s propo-
nents. In addition to WMW’s focus on Wal-Mart’s alleged lack of generos-
ity to employees, WMW also renders thrift and benevolence as largely con-
tradictory by emphasizing not family or individual hardship as the source 
of economic dislocation, but larger-scale problems in the broader capitalist 
marketplace.

The evidence for this conclusion comes in part from the warrants 
offered to support WMW’s demand that Wal-Mart to be more benevolent 
toward its workers. One tactic used to support this point of view is com-
parative reasoning, particularly comparing Wal-Mart to similar corpora-
tions that have embraced more generous strategies of compensating their 
workers. The debate over the short-lived Fair Share for Health Care legisla-
tion (FSHC) in Maryland, in particular, embodied this argument. While 
the FSHC bill targeted all employers in the state that had more than ten 
thousand employees, only Wal-Mart was not spending the required 8% of 
payroll expenses on health care. If other big companies were able to do 
it, the argument goes, then the same can reasonably be expected of Wal-
Mart. Similar reasoning has frequently prompted a comparison between 
Wal-Mart and Costco:

For instance, Costco, a competitor in the large-market food business, 
had a net profit margin of 2 percent in 2005, and Wal-Mart’s net profit 
margin grew from 2.9 percent in 1997 to 3.6 percent in 2005. Returning 
to its 1997 net profit margins would allow Wal-Mart to give its non-super-
visory workers 13 percent pay increases without raising prices, while still 
maintaining higher profit margins than a main competitor. (WMW press 
release, June 15, 2006)

Turning the focus to how Wal-Mart’s benevolence (or alleged lack thereof) 
compares to other retailers helps to place the context of this debate within 
the domain of larger economic systems affecting all retailers—and thus, by 
extension, other participants in the economy.

WMW’s focus on larger economic systems is also underscored by the use 
of language that emphasizes the debate over Wal-Mart as one that carries 
with it the power to change other large and powerful actors in the Ameri-
can capitalist system. As the press release noted at the beginning of this sec-
tion promised, “Reforms by Wal-Mart, the world’s largest and perhaps most 
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imitated business, will spawn improvements in corporate practices around 
the world.” This theme was reiterated throughout the WMW literature 
(emphases added):

Because the [Dukes v. Wal-Mart] case seeks injunctive relief as well as 
monetary damages, a judgment in this matter would fundamentally alter 
the way in which Wal-Mart treats women at every level in its workplace, 
thereby impacting how companies treat their women employees everywhere. 
(WMW website) 

“By bringing aboard Scalia, Wal-Mart has abandoned any pretense of 
even-handedness in its treatment of whistle-blowers,” said Tracy Sefl, a 
spokesman for the Wal-Mart Watch activist group. “As the nation’s larg-
est private employer, Wal-Mart is sending an ominous signal to millions 
of workers that their rights may be even more imperiled.” (WMW press 
release, June 20, 2005) 

Companies across America are confronting the soaring cost of employee 
health care, and they are dealing with the problem in different ways. All 
of them look to Wal-Mart, the nation’s largest private employer and indus-
try leader, to see how they manage health care costs for their 1.3 million 
employees. (WMW press release, October 28, 2005) 

We hope that as Lee Scott calls for a “new commitment from leaders in 
government and business,” he will first acknowledge that his own corpora-
tion’s woeful health benefits are a unique contributor to this nation’s crisis. 
As the world’s largest company, Wal-Mart sets the standard for eco-friendly 
behavior that all other companies follow. It’s up to us to make sure they 
raise that standard and become a better corporate citizen. (WMW email, 
December 11, 2006)

WMW’s focus on larger economic systems thus helps explain why so 
much of its rhetoric frames the controversy over Wal-Mart as a potential 
force for change among corporations everywhere. Its size, prominence, and 
role in economic processes such as globalization and the growth of service 
work all place Wal-Mart at the center of many economic questions plaguing 
Americans in the twenty-first century.

This systemic focus, then, also shapes how WMW talks about the values 
of thrift and benevolence—a large-scale system that emphasizes low prices 
for individual consumers or families proves ultimately incompatible with 
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goals for worker protection, benefits, and long-term economic well-being. 
Put another way, WMW’s systemic focus more closely approximates the 
macro-perspective of societal ethics that Miller identifies as a challenge to 
the micro-ethics of thrift rooted in the family. Thus the “mathematical” for-
mula pitting thrift against benevolence discussed earlier makes it increas-
ingly difficult to reconcile these two values. Prices cannot be continually low-
ered for consumers without neglecting some aspects of workers’ economic 
well-being. Understood from this systemic vantage point, thrift and benevo-
lence are fundamentally incompatible; further, it is benevolence—voluntary 
choices by a company to reject some of the price-cutting tenets inherent in 
free market capitalism—that emerges as the more worthy moral cause.

Conclusion

I have argued that both Wal-Mart’s advocates and critics employ a common 
symbolic language in their discourse about the company and its role in larger 
economic processes. Both Wal-Mart Watch and Wal-Mart Inc. (together 
with its advocacy group, Working Families for Wal-Mart) invoke the moral 
values of thrift and benevolence in their language about the store and its 
role in the larger economy. Yet the ways these values take shape in their dis-
course hinges on the very different reference groups that each side presumes 
in their public statements. For instance, Wal-Mart and its advocates build a 
discourse that centers on the family, and this familial focus colors both the 
store’s and its supporters’ evaluation of what they see as its largely positive 
effects. Understood within this discursive context of the family, Wal-Mart’s 
low prices become a lifeline during tough times; accordingly, for Wal-Mart 
and its supporters, the value of thrift is closely linked to Gemeinschaft, per-
sonal narratives that explain economic difficulties either as a result of family 
disruption or as hardships experienced primarily via their expressions in the 
family. Conversely, Wal-Mart Watch creates a discourse surrounding thrift 
and benevolence that takes shape around a cluster of categories more closely 
linked to Gesellschaft. Here, the referential categories most emphasized by 
Wal-Mart Watch are workers, customers, taxpayers, and citizens. Again, 
activists use common moral ideas of thrift and benevolence to frame their 
arguments yet appropriate them very differently—Wal-Mart’s critics create 
claims that primarily address the company’s relationship with its employees, 
not the families that depend on the store for good bargains.

Another key difference in these discourses surrounding thrift and 
benevolence concerns the larger context in which the opposing refer-
ents of family and worker are located. Pro-Wal-Mart speakers—whether 
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individual supporters or the company itself—tend to place their argu-
ments in a context that looks most closely at individuals and individual-
level experiences. This individual context allows the store’s supporters to 
reconcile both thrift and benevolence when it comes to Wal-Mart because 
they focus primarily on how Wal-Mart’s low prices can help individuals 
be more benevolent (such as when buying food or clothes for the needy) 
or because Wal-Mart has helped their own charitable cause in the past. 
Because Wal-Mart’s supporters consider thrift and benevolence largely in 
individual terms, these moral dialectics are rarely contradictory. On the 
other hand, the store’s detractors tend to focus on larger-scale economic 
systems, and thus benevolence is generally understood as something that 
is, in the final analysis, incompatible with large-scale thrift, particularly 
when focusing on the company’s internal operations toward its employees. 
If Wal-Mart would just be less thrifty, the critics’ argument goes, then the 
store could be more benevolent toward its workers. Again, both sides of 
the debate refer to the common moral values of thrift and benevolence, yet 
deploy these terms with reference to different core categories and within 
different contexts. 

This analysis of thrift and benevolence is a particularly compelling way 
to understand the distinctive features of conservative and progressive activ-
ists’ approach to the market and the dilemmas created by capitalism. While 
this chapter has argued this point by closely examining Wal-Mart debates, a 
brief examination of the discourse surrounding health care reform suggests 
that these patterns also appear in other economic conflicts. For instance, a 
close look at President Obama’s speech to Congress on September 10, 2009, 
in which he first laid out his proposals for reforming the nation’s health care 
system, provides a useful illustration of these same themes. In the opening 
moments of the president’s address to Congress, he motivated his call for 
health care reform by saying: 

We are the only advanced democracy on Earth—the only wealthy nation—
that allows such hardships for millions of its people. There are now more 
than thirty million American citizens who cannot get coverage. In just a 
two-year period, one in every three Americans goes without health care 
coverage at some point. And every day, 14,000 Americans lose their cover-
age. In other words, it can happen to anyone.27

Notably, the president’s initial attempt to motivate reform places his argu-
ments squarely within the context of citizenship—in an “advanced democ-
racy” that is also a “wealthy nation,” the president suggests that the hardships 
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of being uninsured are simply not acceptable for the country’s citizens. As he 
continues, he describes a litany of health insurance failures—such as a man 
refused surgery because of gallstones, and woman whose cancer doubled in 
size due to an insurance policy’s fine print—as “heart-breaking,” because “no 
one should be treated that way in the United States of America.” Here it is 
citizens who deserve the right to health care coverage, particularly in light 
of the nation’s comparative wealth and affluence. Throughout the speech, 
Obama returns to the concept of citizenship as a justification for the pro-
posed reforms, as when he claims that “in the United States of America, no 
one should go broke because they get sick.”

Similarly, Obama appeals to the audience not as working families, but as 
taxpaying citizens who are all stuck with the bill for other people’s health 
care—most importantly, those workers whose health care costs are not 
shouldered by their employers:

Now, even if we provide these affordable options, there may be those—
particularly the young and healthy—who still want to take the risk and 
go without coverage. There may still be companies that refuse to do right 
by their workers. The problem is, such irresponsible behavior costs all 
the rest of us money. If there are affordable options and people still don’t 
sign up for health insurance, it means we pay for those people’s expensive 
emergency room visits. If some businesses don’t provide workers health 
care, it forces the rest of us to pick up the tab when their workers get sick, 
and gives those businesses an unfair advantage over their competitors. 
And unless everybody does their part, many of the insurance reforms we 
seek—especially requiring insurance companies to cover pre-existing con-
ditions—just can’t be achieved.

Just as Wal-Mart’s critics called on Wal-Mart to “use some of [its] profits 
to help some of [its] people,” the president makes a similar appeal to benevo-
lence among employers, who are expected to do “their part” so that “the rest 
of us” will be spared the burden of having to “pick up the tab when their 
workers get sick.” Accordingly, Obama also emphasized benevolence within 
a collective system of economic activity when he later argued that “large-
heartedness—that concern and regard for the plight of others—is not a par-
tisan feeling. It is not a Republican or a Democratic feeling. It, too, is part 
of the American character. . . . A recognition that we are all in this together; 
that when fortune turns against one of us, others are there to lend a helping 
hand.” Later in the speech, appeals to large-scale benevolence also surfaced 
when the president added that businesses that don’t subsidize their workers’ 
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health care will be required to “chip in” to subsidize their workers’ costs, 
because “we cannot have large businesses and individuals who can afford 
coverage game the system by avoiding responsibility to themselves or their 
employees. Improving our health care system only works if everybody does 
their part.” Just as in the discourse produced by Wal-Mart’s most outspoken 
critics, the progressive case for health insurance reform appeals to benevo-
lence, along with the ideals of citizenship, as justification for seeing health 
care as a fundamental right for Americans. 

Alongside these references to collective conceptions of citizenship, 
another notable feature of Obama’s initial speech concerned what was 
absent—any mention of families. Here, the president might have motivated 
his calls for reform by appealing to families’ need for affordable care, or diffi-
culty in meeting health care costs in the wake of intermittent employment or 
prohibitively expensive premiums. But, in fact, the Gemeinschaft concept of 
“family” or “families” was referenced only three times in a speech that lasted 
nearly three-quarters of an hour. Instead, Obama’s text referred primarily to 
the rationalized, Gesellschaft categories of Americans (mentioned thirty-one 
times), individuals (ten times), customers/consumers (nine times), workers/
employees (eight times), citizens (two times), and taxpayers (two times). The 
progressive rhetoric prioritizes citizens and benevolence, appealing to collec-
tive norms that suggest that no American citizen, in a wealthy nation such as 
ours, should have to go without health care.

Not surprisingly, opposition to the reform package centered around two 
main objections: the cost of the bill, and the risks it posed to the autonomy 
of individuals in making health care decisions for themselves (for instance, 
as in the proposed provision in the bill that would require uninsured Ameri-
cans to purchase health insurance). Put another way, opposition to the bill 
focused on the moral value of thrift and, however subtly, the prerogative of 
families to make decisions without government intervention. Even before 
the president’s speech in September, Sarah Palin’s Facebook page notoriously 
warned that the bill would be expensive while also usurping families’ self-
determination to make their own decisions about medical care: 

The Democrats promise that a government health care system will 
reduce the cost of health care, but as the economist Thomas Sowell has 
pointed out, government health care will not reduce the cost; it will sim-
ply refuse to pay the cost. And who will suffer the most when they ration 
care? The sick, the elderly, and the disabled, of course. The America I 
know and love is not one in which my parents or my baby with Down 
Syndrome will have to stand in front of Obama’s “death panel” so his 
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bureaucrats can decide, based on a subjective judgment of their “level of 
productivity in society,” whether they are worthy of health care. Such a 
system is downright evil.28

Not only does Palin render a moral judgment on the plan—“Such a system 
is downright evil”—but she also references both thrift (the substantial costs 
of the legislation, which might not be solvent) and the family—her parents 
or her disabled child. Most important, she juxtaposes the Gemeinschaft of 
family with the Gesellschaft of modern society, which would allow “bureau-
crats” to make health care decisions based on individuals’ “level of produc-
tivity” in the larger social order. Of course, both the president and rational 
observers everywhere decried the notion of “death panels” that would make 
such outrageous decisions, but the six months following the president’s 
speech—which ultimately culminated in the passage of the Patient Protec-
tion and Affordable Care Act on March 23, 2010—did see a vigorous debate 
about the proposed costs of the bill in light of ballooning budget deficits, 
along with the rectitude of government intervention in the distribution of 
health coverage. 

The day after the bill passed, Phil Gramm wrote the following in an edi-
torial in the Wall Street Journal titled “Resistance Is Not Futile” (emphasis 
added):

Any real debate about health-care reform has to be centered on solving 
the problem of cost. Ultimately, there are only two ways of doing it. The 
first approach is to have government control costs through some form of 
rationing. The alternative is to empower families to make their own health-
care decisions in a system where costs matter. The fundamental question 
is about who is going to do the controlling: the family or the government.29

Here, the former Republican senator frames opposition to the health care 
reform bill in terms of its larger ideological significance: the gulf between 
responsible cost management and out-of-control deficits, and the locus of 
control for Americans seeking to manage their health care. The government 
becomes a distant system that cannot be counted on to control costs, while 
families should be empowered to make responsible, close-to-home decisions 
and stay free of government meddling. The terms in which Obama and his 
opponents cast the debate resonate throughout the deliberative process pre-
cisely because they are drawn from a larger cultural and political context in 
which ideas about family and thrift, citizenship and benevolence, acquire 
meaning by virtue of their connection to older traditions in political culture. 
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These different referential categories of the family and the worker/citizen 
help to explain how it is that each side of these economic debates arrives at 
such different conclusions—either concerning the moral rectitude of health 
care reform, or the morality of Wal-Mart’s low prices and their significance 
for Americans. The effects of these different discursive contexts in larger 
market processes—particularly those that concern the ideals of freedom and 
fairness—is the subject of the next chapter.
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5

Freedom and Fairness

We cannot, and must not, and we will not let our auto industry 
simply vanish. This industry is like no other—it’s an emblem of the 
American spirit; a once and future symbol of America’s success. It’s 
what helped build the middle class and sustained it throughout the 
twentieth century. It’s a source of deep pride for the generations of 
American workers whose hard work and imagination led to some 
of the finest cars the world has ever known. It’s a pillar of our econ-
omy that has held up the dreams of millions of our people. And 
we cannot continue to excuse poor decisions. We cannot make the 
survival of our auto industry dependent on an unending flow of 
taxpayer dollars. These companies—and this industry—must ulti-
mately stand on their own, not as wards of the state.
—President Obama’s remarks on the American auto industry, 
March 30, 2009

As Americans welcomed in the new year in 2009, most were still reeling 
from the previous year’s financial meltdown. Americans had lost substan-
tial portions of their retirement savings in the fall’s perilous stock market 
decline, and watched the equity in their homes evaporate seemingly over-
night. Economists forecast double-digit rates of unemployment, and cable 
news was abuzz with talk about bailouts—both for distant Wall Street bank-
ers, and for Main Street citizens facing foreclosure closer to home. As the 
year progressed, more Americans prepared to lose their homes, and the 
country watched helplessly as American car manufacturers filed for bank-
ruptcy. The free market system and its promise of an “ownership society” had 
been shaken to its core—along with the hidden streams of credit and finance 
that were revealed to be essential for its continual prosperity. In the wake 
of such destruction, one poll suggested that Americans’ preference for capi-
talism over socialism had reached a historic low at only 53%.1 Our market 
system, once seemingly invincible, had shown itself to be vulnerable in ways 
unthinkable only months before. 

In such an environment, the public rescue of struggling banking and 
financial companies appeared a necessary—indeed, vital—form of interven-
tion in the global economy. Abiding faith in “free markets” was supplanted 
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with an urgent rush to intervention, as the United States Treasury and Fed-
eral Reserve infused faltering U.S. banks and insurance companies with the 
necessary capital to avoid complete and devastating collapse. President Bush, 
in his September 24, 2008, televised national address, had this to say about 
the proposed financial rescue package that would eventually become known 
as the Troubled Asset Relief Program:

I’m a strong believer in free enterprise, so my natural instinct is to oppose 
government intervention. I believe companies that make bad decisions 
should be allowed to go out of business. Under normal circumstances, I 
would have followed this course. But these are not normal circumstances. 
The market is not functioning properly. There has been a widespread loss 
of confidence, and major sectors of America’s financial system are at risk of 
shutting down. The government’s top economic experts warn that, without 
immediate action by Congress, America could slip into a financial panic 
and a distressing scenario would unfold.2

In the wake of a widespread economic collapse more serious than any 
since the Great Depression, who would argue that an ideological com-
mitment to free markets should trump immediate intervention that could 
potentially stave off another prolonged worldwide depression? In the months 
following the president’s address, the United States government would com-
mit $700 billion to save floundering U.S. banking and financial firms.

Of all the government-funded rescues that took place in response to the 
financial crisis of 2008, the bridge loan that the U.S. government provided 
American auto companies the following year was arguably the most con-
troversial because it represented such a profound intervention in the free 
market processes that many believed should have permitted the strug-
gling automakers to fail. As Michael Useem observed, the bailout signified 
“a new chapter in the history books on American capitalism,” adding that 
“how we think about American free enterprise is really hanging in the bal-
ance.”3 President Obama and congressional Democrats justified the move in 
terms of preserving American automakers’ place in the national economy, 
along with the industry’s long legacy of manufacturing pride. Supporters 
also reasoned that assisting the struggling companies—specifically Chrys-
ler and General Motors—would potentially avoid shouldering the massive 
unemployment costs that would surely come if the companies failed. At 
the same time, conservatives rallied against the intervention, arguing that 
it rewarded companies that had been poorly managed, produced inferior 
products that consumers didn’t want, and had been dominated by unions 
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whose over-the-top demands left the companies bloated and unable to com-
pete against their streamlined counterparts in the open market. As a Wall 
Street Journal editorial declared after the automakers secured a bridge loan 
from the Obama administration, “From now on, GM and Chrysler are Mr. 
Obama’s companies, and taxpayers should hold him accountable for every 
dollar they are forced to spend to save jobs for the UAW and to make cars 
that Americans don’t necessarily want.”4 Viewed from this vantage point, 
American taxpayers had been forced to rescue a company that deserved 
failure—the market had spoken, and issued a death certificate for Ameri-
can auto companies. The Great Recession was a day of reckoning that was 
long overdue, and saving these companies was simply not fair to taxpayers 
or consumers. Understood from this perspective, the perversion of market 
forces was most offensive because GM and Chrysler deserved their dismal 
fate, only to have been saved by artificial tinkering with the purity of the 
market system. 

The contentious discourse surrounding the controversial auto industry 
“bailouts” reveals how central the ideas of freedom and fairness are to public 
discourse about market processes. A closer look at how these concepts are 
appropriated in public talk offers important insights into how progressive 
and conservative activists view market systems more generally. While the 
previous two chapters have described how conservative and liberal activists 
use different referents in their language and come to different moral conclu-
sions as a result, this chapter examines how each side of the Wal-Mart debate 
approaches the moral characteristics of the larger economic system of free 
market capitalism. In doing so, they tap into deep divisions inherent in the 
moral worldviews of the right and the left in political discourse. This chapter 
explores the language of both groups of activists, with particular attention 
paid to the way each group takes up these broader themes, and how they 
view the relationship between market freedom, individual freedoms, and 
larger concerns for fairness.

Freedom and Markets in American Culture

Americans have had a long and often turbulent love affair with the theoreti-
cal idea of the free market, with roots that stretch back at least to the Boston 
Tea Party. As the historian Jill Lepore has observed, the modern Tea Party 
movement attempts to frame its current agenda for lower taxes by appeal-
ing to the Constitution as a document that represents the essential spirit of 
free market capitalism.5 Accordingly FreedomWorks, the grassroots orga-
nization responsible for much of the Tea Party’s on-the-ground turnout, 
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describes its mission as fighting for “lower taxes, less government, and more 
economic freedom for all Americans.” Free market ideology pervades pub-
lic discourse, even in the very concept of a public “marketplace of ideas”—
here the claim is that if left to compete on their own, without interference, 
the most compelling arguments voiced in the public sphere will naturally 
win out.

Yet while we often endorse market freedom in principle, practically 
speaking most of us approach market issues with no small amount of ambiv-
alence. To wit, most Americans favor reducing the federal deficit but will 
likely still hope to claim their own Social Security and Medicare benefits. 
Survey data also reveal that most Americans are similarly conflicted in their 
thinking about market systems more generally. Robert Wuthnow, for exam-
ple, reported that just over half of Americans think our economic system is 
in need of “fundamental changes,” while only 6% think our economic sys-
tem is superior to alternative arrangements.6 And even a cursory survey of a 
century of American history reminds us that political movements concerned 
with economic equality have played key roles in the evolution of our finan-
cial policy. Key historical episodes such as the debate over the gold standard 
in the late nineteenth century, labor union struggles in the early twentieth, 
turn-of-the-century “trust busting,” and New Deal economic interventions 
(to name only a few examples), were necessarily concerned with the fairness 
of various expressions of market freedom: the relationships between differ-
ent actors in the economy (farmers and capitalists, wage laborers and fac-
tory owners), the appropriate limits that should be placed on market actors 
(the legality of the Standard Oil Company trust), and the viability of the free 
market itself (Keynesian economic policies in the early twentieth century). 
These examples also illustrate the many ways that Americans have sought 
to institute a growing set of controls on the “free” market, such that the very 
concept is something of a misnomer—witnessed, of course, most recently 
by the extraordinary amount of capital that the U.S. Treasury infused into 
American companies to ward off economic collapse during the financial cri-
sis of 2008. 

Even the libertarian economist Milton Friedman acknowledged the dis-
connect between Americans’ vocal support for laissez-faire economics and 
the reality of government intervention. In the 1994 preface to F. A. Hayek’s 
classic treatise The Road to Serfdom, for example, Friedman warned:

Today, there is wide agreement that socialism is a failure, capitalism a suc-
cess. Yet this apparent conversion of the intellectual community to what 
might be called a Hayekian view is deceptive. While the talk is about free 
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markets and private property—and it is more respectable than it was a few 
decades ago to defend near-complete laissez-faire—the bulk of the intel-
lectual community almost automatically favors any expansion of govern-
ment power so long as it is advertised as a way to protect individuals from 
big bad corporations, relieve poverty, protect the environment, or promote 
“equality.”7

Friedman’s observations highlight the difference between discourse (in 
this case, forms of “talk” that affirm the ideal of a free market) and popular 
support for government policies that emphasize the protection of the pub-
lic and the egalitarian redistribution of resources. In reality, as Friedman 
astutely observed, Americans have traded a strict view of market freedom for 
a host of market interventions that seek to make the institution more altruis-
tic, more manageable, and more equal—in short, more fair. 

As a result, our public talk about markets inherently involves consider-
ations of freedom and fairness—ideas that play key roles in other political 
debates as well. William Gamson, for instance, observes how the recipro-
cal themes of independence and equality continually surface in Americans’ 
discussion of political issues. On the one hand, we might find the “self-
made man” themes of Horatio Alger (in which hard work and persever-
ance reward individual effort and initiative); on the other, an emphasis on 
charity, mutual support, and the “Woodstock nation.”8 At a very deep level, 
this pair of themes has to do with freedom and fairness—the freedom of 
the individual to thrive in a world filled with opportunity, as well as the 
communal regard that may be necessary to ensure that everyone has the 
support they need to succeed. Such debates about freedom and fairness (or 
between procedural and distributive justice, as I argue further below) take 
on even more force when we consider their expressions in the domain of 
economic issues, because they necessarily concern the way people fare in 
a competitive economic marketplace. For instance, one of the issues that 
Gamson analyzes is affirmative action, in which supporters of affirmative 
action argue that such programs are necessary to create an equal playing 
field in the workforce, while its opponents vehemently oppose any attempts 
to tinker with a system that rewards people on the basis of their own inde-
pendent efforts. 

My examination of discourse about freedom and fairness suggests that 
despite our common ideological heritage in American political culture, lib-
erals and conservatives talk about freedom and fairness with regard to the 
market in remarkably different ways. The different referents that both sides 
prioritize in their language have broader implications for how they evaluate 
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the larger system of market capitalism. For instance, in this chapter I argue 
that Wal-Mart’s proponents tend to prioritize procedural justice—in other 
words, “fairness in the means by which distributions or decisions are made.”9 
In particular, these activists emphasize fairness as equal access for individ-
uals—to the market system, to the labor market, and to market goods like 
employment and consumables. Because the market system itself is consid-
ered largely fair, conservatives emphasize procedural justice because it offers 
all individuals an equal chance out of the starting blocks. From this vantage 
point, if people put in enough effort, what they receive in return are the 
appropriate rewards. In contrast, Wal-Mart Watch tends to prioritize distrib-
utive justice, or “fairness in the distribution of a set of outcomes to a defined 
circle of recipients.”10 Procedural justice is necessary for just distributive 
outcomes, and therefore Wal-Mart’s critics argue that the store limits mar-
ket freedom through its monopolistic dominance of the global supply chain, 
which in turn creates unjust outcomes for various market players. Framing 
its arguments in terms of the rights of larger collective categories of people—
workers, women, African Americans, and the disabled—WMW argues that 
the company needs to be more restrained precisely because it forces workers 
to rely on public assistance, drives small businesses out of the market, and 
usurps communities’ right to self-determination. 

Yet, despite their differences, both groups do endorse the free market—
at least in principle. Even Wal-Mart Watch affirms the ideal of market free-
dom when it argues that Wal-Mart is so big it threatens that freedom with 
potential monopolistic dominance. But relying almost exclusively on these 
market-based warrants turns out to have a downside as well: when compared 
to the more extensive discussion of personal stories and individual narra-
tives offered up by Wal-Mart’s supporters, I argue that the vision of fairness 
offered by Wal-Mart’s detractors is comparatively thin. Although Wal-Mart 
Watch makes some attempts to articulate a vision of fairness rooted in the 
family’s economic sustainability, these remain ultimately underdeveloped. 
Instead, the warrants that WMW uses to ground its calls for fairness and 
equality come from the market itself, which makes it harder for progressive 
groups to criticize economic policies and market systems. Finally, as I have 
argued in the previous two chapters, these findings can also help us under-
stand other contentious economic debates, in this instance the recent con-
troversy over government subsidies for American automakers. I conclude by 
returning to this example with the goal of using the findings from my analy-
sis of the Wal-Mart debate to enrich our understanding of economic debates 
more broadly.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Freedom and Fairness  >>  121

Freedom and Fairness in Wal-Mart and WFWM

Overall, Wal-Mart and its advocate, WFWM, reference a relatively broad 
range of freedoms in their official discourse—although, interestingly, the 
word “freedom” itself is seldom used. Instead, these texts signal references 
to freedom with words like “choice,” “choose,” and “opportunity,” along-
side other terms that connote freedom lost, such as “mandate” “compelled,” 
and “forced.” In these terms, freedom is portrayed alternately as freedom of 
choice, expression, or opportunity, as well as personal empowerment. The 
common denominator here is that these freedoms, as a whole, are largely 
conceived of as individual-level attributes. Further, these individual free-
doms are tightly linked to the idea of market freedom, which intersects with 
and complements individuals’ own self-motivation, self-determination, and 
self-reliance. Because the free market rewards individual virtue in this moral 
framework, freedom and fairness are not at odds with each other; rather, 
they are largely coherent in much the same way that the discursive world-
view of Wal-Mart and its supporters also created coherence between thrift 
and benevolence, as discussed in chapter 4. 

A Wide Range of Individual Freedoms 

The first interpretation of freedom found in the discursive universe of 
Wal-Mart and its advocates is personal freedom of choice. Thus Wal-Mart 
invokes the concept of freedom to portray its adversaries as committing a 
fundamental violation of individual self-determination, since Wal-Mart’s 
employees choose to work there and Wal-Mart’s shoppers choose to shop 
there: 

Working families choose to shop at their neighborhood Wal-Mart stores to 
save money, save time and to get everything they need in one convenient 
place. And associates choose to work at Wal-Mart because it offers good 
wages, solid benefits and a chance at a career. But some union leaders in 
Washington, D.C. don’t want working families to benefit from Wal-Mart. 
These union leaders want to tell us—America’s working families—where 
to shop and work. (WFWM website)

Similarly, Wal-Mart’s customers offer a number of reasons for why they 
are loyal to the store, such as the way Wal-Mart allows them to select from a 
wide range of goods without sacrificing on price and quality:
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I enjoy shopping at WalMart because they are accessible, in the neigh-
borhood or near an interstate exit. Their prices are economical and their 
products are of good quality. Another reason I enjoy shopping at WalMart 
is because everything is in one store. I can shop for my gardening tools and 
plants, my exercise and weight training materials, my toiletries, under-
clothes, groceries, dishes, and tee shirts while having my car serviced as I 
shop. Parking is wonderful and seems to be quite safe. (WFWM website, 
personal story)

We are a retired couple (my husband was a noncom with 20 years in the 
Air Force) who now shop at Walmart for groceries and just about any-
thing else we need (including Murphy gas). The low prices, high quality 
and wide variety of merchandise has made our retirement so much more 
enjoyable as it leaves us with money for other pursuits. (WFWM website, 
personal story) 

In addition to allowing individuals to choose “where to shop and work,” 
freedom of choice also helps individuals feel that they are self-sufficient, 
invoking themes of individual empowerment. This is particularly pro-
nounced in the personal stories from the WFWM website. For example, a 
writer named Judy explains that “about 3 years ago because of a diabetic 
complication I became unable to walk without assistance from a ‘walker.’ 
But leave it to Wal-Mart to understand this and provide the electric carts to 
let disabled people shop” (WFWM website, personal story). For Judy, Wal-
Mart offers the empowering experience of being able to shop for oneself 
without assistance. Similarly, other authors of the WFWM narratives stress 
how Wal-Mart helps them maintain self-sufficiency and dignity because 
they are able to get by without “government handouts.” One customer 
explained Wal-Mart’s ability to empower low-income shoppers in the fol-
lowing way:

I am a member of a resturant [sic] team and I am the manager, I am able 
to purchases [sic] things like prizes and gas cards for my team to help 
them strecth thir [sic] dollars and treat them to somthing [sic] extra when 
we have reached a goal. Walmart is the only store most of them shop at, 
because it is all that they can afford. If the gift card gets them food or 
shoes, I know that they are proud because they did it themselves, and that 
is important. To preserve one [sic] dignity, is most important, and enforces 
their self-respect. (WFWM website, personal story) 
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The low prices, then, allow people of meager incomes to purchase things 
“for themselves,” which the author argues functions to preserve their self-
respect. Finally, Wal-Mart and its supporters also create empowerment 
through providing jobs for hard-to-employ members of the labor force. As 
one couple explained, “We think it is great that they give older people and 
those just starting out to have a place that will hire them and give them a 
chance. It enables our mother to be more independent longer and be able 
to do all her shopping in one place” (WFWM website, personal story). This 
expression of freedom, then, emerges when individuals secure the means to 
provide for their economic needs on their own.

Such empowerment also echoes another kind of individual freedom, 
namely, freedom of self-expression. In this framework, Wal-Mart helps shop-
pers express themselves through the variety of consumables it renders more 
affordable. These goods, in turn, help consumers stand out in the way they 
present themselves and their homes to others. As one customer explained:

I am an “average” American. I earn an average income. Walmart helps me 
to be more than average. With the great home furnishings and accesso-
ries—my home looks fantastic! I am constantly getting compliments from 
my friends and family on the way our home looks. I’ve even decorated our 
patio with my purchases from Walmart. In addition, I love the clothes and 
shoes—my co-workers make comments about my clothing and ask me 
where I get it—I always tell them—Walmart! (WFWM website, personal 
story) 

Similarly, another Wal-Mart shopper simply stated, “Wal-Mart has the 
best prices and selection, period” (WFWM website, personal story).

This conception of freedom as self-expression also helps to explain why 
this side of the debate is so vehemently opposed to unions. For example, one 
speaker warned that the unionization of Wal-Mart would threaten employ-
ees’ ability to do their jobs like they wanted to: “The last thing that Wal-Mart 
needs are employee unions and their rules and regulations that would pre-
vent employees from serving the customer the way they want to and should” 
(WFWM website, personal story). Just as unions did not fare well in this 
moral universe because they are perceived as “wasting” members’ “hard-
earned dues” (violating the principle of thrift), unions are similarly vilified 
here because they violate these fundamental values of individual freedom of 
choice and expression, as in the statement noted earlier: “These union lead-
ers want to tell us—America’s working families—where to shop and work.” 
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Another statement by WFWM similarly explained the pro-Wal-Mart results 
of a recent opinion poll as follows:

“America’s working families support Wal-Mart, because the company cre-
ates more than 100,000 jobs per year and offers health care for as little 
as $11 per month,” said Working Families for Wal-Mart Steering Commit-
tee Member Courtney Lynch. “This poll shows that union families also 
support Wal-Mart. After all, they’re working families too. The American 
people clearly want to decide for themselves where to shop and work.” 
(WFWM press release, January 4, 2006) 

In this view, unions should respect the choices that their members make 
with their feet. To try to sway their members away from a store that saves 
them money and offers affordable health care smacks of elitist control. Fur-
ther, unions also violate the principle of freedom of choice in that member-
ship is often mandatory and their activities typically directed by elites who 
are perceived as out of touch with the interests of their members. As one 
writer explained: 

I have worked for a few unionized companies and belonged to the unions 
whether I wanted to or not. I don’t recall any benefits that I or my co-
workers received which could not have been negotiated personally with 
management. I do recall the unions supporting political candidates which 
were not of my choosing using my union dues to do so. I also recall the 
union officers voting themselves salary increases beyond the percentages 
they obtained for their members in contract negotiations. (WFWM web-
site, personal story) 

In this particular narrative, the union’s violations of freedom were two-
fold. Not only was the speaker’s union membership compulsory—“whether I 
wanted to or not”—but its political advocacy used “my union dues” for pur-
poses that were “not of my choosing.” Being a member of a union was a fun-
damental violation of the speaker’s self-determination.

Closely related to freedoms of choice and expression in the pro-Wal-Mart 
discourse is freedom of opportunity. Simply put, Wal-Mart helps individuals 
move up in the world by giving them jobs and helping them save money. In 
the words of a pro-Wal-Mart advocate who was also a union member, “Like 
millions of others, mine is a union family who shops at Wal-Mart and ben-
efits from Wal-Mart’s efficiencies. Wal-Mart puts money back in my family’s 
pocket and creates jobs with unlimited opportunity for advancement for its 
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associates. That is why I am speaking out” (WFWM press release, Septem-
ber 29, 2006). Personal narratives also illustrate some of the ways Wal-Mart 
offers opportunities to those who had previously experienced difficulty get-
ting ahead in the capitalistic marketplace. One writer explained, “My son has 
a learning disability, and Wal-Mart gave him a job that has helped him finally 
get into work he can do with dignity” (WFWM website, personal story). 
Another similarly recounted, “I started with Wal-Mart in Searcy, Arkansas 
back in 1979, working in their distribution center there unloading trucks on 
a receiving dock. Wal-Mart gave me opportunities I had never imagined” 
(WFWM website, personal story). 

Similar stories of Wal-Mart’s offerings of economic advancement are 
commonplace in WFWM’s online collection of personal stories, and likewise 
emphasize individual forms of opportunity. Throughout, the words used by 
the authors emphasize a highly individualistic and voluntaristic understand-
ing of this kind of freedom (emphases added):

I started at Wal-Mart October 13, 2004 as a cashier. .  .  . I’m now a depart-
ment manager . . . . I do not know of many jobs that you can climb the ladder 
this quick with. My goal is to be on store set up. I have been given the chance 
to go to New Orleans and help with the stores that were hit with Katrina.

OK, my point is Wal-mart has been great to me and my wife, they took 
us in treated us like family and gave me all the opportunity that I wanted. 
I worked for them 3 months and was moved to temp. department lead. I 
stayed that way until June 2006 and then took over the position full time. 
. . . Wal-mart is still treating me with great respect and giving more train-
ing. One day I’m looking to try to join the management team so I can give 
someone the chance that I got.

While working for Wal-Mart with all the support I had from my co-work-
ers each year I grew stronger and more confident. I went from Cashier to 
Department Manager to now an Assistant Manager and hope to further 
my career. Wal-Mart has made me who I am today. It brings tears to my 
eyes to think that a company cared that much for me and believed in me. I 
as an Assistant remember every day where I came from and share the les-
sons of compassion and caring and believe in associates the way Wal-Mart 
has believed in me. I love my family at Wal-Mart who has loved me.

I am the coordinator for a small adult education program in rural Kansas. 
Many of our students come to our program lacking not only their high 
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school diploma, but decent job skills, and most of all self-esteem. We help 
them develop these skills, and Wal-Mart has been instrumental in giving 
them the opportunity to utilize them. Wal-Mart has been the open door to 
a new life for several of our students. Some of them have opted to make 
being a Wal-Mart employee their career! 

I have been with Wal-Mart for over 7 years. I started when I was 17 as a 
cashier in West Burlington, Iowa. I was raised with the Wal-Mart culture, 
since my mom is a 21-year associate at the store in Galesburg, Illinois. I 
worked my way up in the company over the last 7 years to become a co-
store manager. Wal-Mart has given me the opportunity, with almost no col-
lege education, to make something out my life and not to [sic] many other 
companies would do that. I owe a lot of thanks to this company for all of 
the wonderful experiences that they have given me. 

My daughter, Vicki, has worked at our Super Walmart for approximately 7 
years. Vicki received a closed-head injury in 1984 at age 16 and we didn’t 
know if she could ever live a productive life after that. She was in a coma 
for 3 months & hospitals & a rehab center for 2 years after her coma. Her 
left side is affected like a stroke patient. She has no use of her left arm & 
cannot bend her left ankle. Walmart has been wonderful to her! She loves 
her job & has a real feeling of accomplishment.

Two main themes appear in these key phrases from the above personal 
stories and the numerous others like them. First, the narratives attest that 
Wal-Mart offers free and unlimited opportunities to those who have the 
drive to accept them—Wal-Mart “offers” and “gives” these chances away to 
willing recipients. Those who take advantage of this freedom are the peo-
ple who are willing to “climb the ladder” or “make something out of [their 
lives],” those who have “goals” for advancement and “opt to” do what it takes 
to “further [their] careers” at Wal-Mart. In this way, the rhetoric surround-
ing the discussion of freedom of opportunity in this discursive framework 
presents it as one that is largely apprehended and experienced by individuals. 

Of course, part of this emphasis on individual appropriations of freedom 
stems from WFWM’s reliance on personal narratives to communicate key 
aspects of Wal-Mart’s purported benefits—a strategy not pursued in like 
manner by its opponents. Yet individualistic frames of freedom also appear in 
other kinds of discourse associated with Wal-Mart’s supporters, such as press 
releases issued by Wal-Mart Inc. For example, in a press release describing 
Wal-Mart’s donations to the National Urban League, a representative of the 
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Urban League explained, “This grant will allow us to expand our workforce 
development initiatives and other programs, so that we can provide individu-
als in cities across the U.S. with the tools they need to secure economic self-
reliance and power” (Wal-Mart press release, July 28, 2006, emphasis added). 
The perceived beneficiaries of Wal-Mart’s benevolence—and those that Wal-
Mart chose to highlight in such a public statement—are individuals who 
receive “tools” they need for “self-reliance.” Similarly, Wal-Mart describes 
how its new Wal-Mart Discover card “shows our commitment to widen 
our services to help all our customers save money and improve their lives” 
(Wal-Mart press release, February 22, 2005). The customers can be offered 
the credit card only through Wal-Mart, but they may then choose to use it 
to save money and “improve their lives.” Again, the individualistic and vol-
untaristic conception of freedom of opportunity remains paramount. And 
in a particularly telling example, Wal-Mart found ways to include personal 
narratives in its corporate press releases, most notably those highlighting its 
four-dollar prescription drug program: 

“In one pharmacy in Florida, our pharmacist told me that a woman broke 
down and started to cry as she told of how the $4 program was saving her 
$75 a month,” said [Wal-Mart rep] Simon. “She said, ‘It may not sound 
like a lot to you, but for the first time in a long time, I’ll be able to buy my 
grandkids presents for Christmas. It has been a long time since I was able 
to do that.’ This woman, and so many others like her, are what drive our 
commitment to ensure this program is available to as many Americans as 
possible.” (Wal-Mart press release, October 19, 2006)

Here, Wal-Mart framed its decision to offer cheaper prescription drugs in 
terms that emphasize the empowerment of consumers—in this case, high-
lighting the way these savings translated into economic self-sufficiency for 
one particular individual, along with the freedom and empowerment that 
allowed that shopper to purchase presents for loved ones at Christmas.

To be sure, Wal-Mart also mentions groups in these texts, most notably as 
specific targets of empowerment. For example, Wal-Mart highlights partner-
ships with minority-owned businesses and ethnic activist groups with goals 
to empower groups such as Latinos and African Americans, who, due to his-
torical legacies of discrimination, have been historically excluded from full 
participation in the benefits of market-based society. Wal-Mart also singles 
out military families as worthy of special acclaim, as in a program that part-
nered with Sesame Workshop to distribute interactive resources for families 
with a deployed parent:
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“Wal-Mart has a long history of supporting our troops and their families. 
We are proud to be part of a program that will provide important resources 
to the children of our servicemen and servicewomen, who bravely serve 
our country and defend our freedom,” said Ray Bracy, Vice President of 
Corporate Affairs, Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. (Wal-Mart press release, July 14, 
2006)

Yet even though the statement is directed to the larger collective of “our 
troops and their families,” Bracy also goes on to add, “At Wal-Mart, we are 
committed to honoring and supporting these individuals each and every day 
and we are proud to be part of a project that takes a holistic approach to 
helping the entire family” (emphasis added). Similarly, even when singling 
out groups for special consideration in press releases describing corporate 
benevolence, the emphasis is on empowerment, not carrying out any moral 
redress for past wrongs. And in some instances, as in the partnership with 
the Urban League “devoted to empowering African Americans economically 
and socially,” Wal-Mart’s donation still aims to “assist job seekers and pro-
gram participants in meeting the requirements and performance standards 
of twenty-first century employers” (Wal-Mart press release, July 28, 2006). In 
other words, the empowerment of a group that has experienced discrimina-
tion is still to be accomplished through expressions of individual initiative—
potential employees receive assistance for competing in the labor market.

Centrality of Market Freedom

Another pattern in the discourse of Wal-Mart and its supporters concerns 
the way this range of individual freedoms—in particular, freedom of choice, 
expression, and opportunity—is tied to discourses about market freedom. 
(As noted earlier, even though ideal-typical laissez-faire capitalism does not 
really exist in the American economy, many of its subsidiary components 
do—such as open labor markets, consumer desire for choice and variety, 
and an emphasis on the ability of competition among both individuals and 
companies to bring enhanced benefits for the market’s participants.) Just 
as chapter 4 argued that Wal-Mart’s discourse rendered thrift and benevo-
lence as a largely coherent, non-conflictual whole, the discursive worldview 
of Wal-Mart and its supporters emerges again as a largely consistent, tightly 
linked network of concepts: the individual freedoms of choice, expression, 
opportunity, and the like are all enhanced by the free market and its oppor-
tunities for fair play. As a result, this conception of freedom generates lit-
tle conflict with its companion value of fairness. In particular, Wal-Mart’s 
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rhetoric emphasizes the virtues of individual freedoms largely because these 
freedoms are so compatible with—and indeed, find their fullest expression 
in—the free market economy.

For example, market freedom is tightly linked to freedoms of choice and 
expression because Wal-Mart’s discourse suggests that the market brings 
more choices to consumers, enabling them to meet their needs and desires. 
Thus WFWM steering committee member Bishop Ira Combs proclaimed, 
“Let’s start solving America’s health care crisis by lowering the cost of health 
care to allow everyone access to it” (WFWM website). Here the market, 
not the state, can best assure that consumers’ needs are met. Similarly, one 
woman wrote, “I love Walmart!!! My husband and I have a young fam-
ily of 5 and I don’t know what life would be like for us without Wal-Mart!!! 
From lower priced groceries to great savings for our everday [sic] needs. . . . 
Walmart makes me a smarter shopper in more ways than one” (WFWM web-
site, personal story). For this Wal-Mart supporter, Wal-Mart’s array of afford-
able choices helps the family participate in the consumption they desire. For 
another, Wal-Mart simply offers the goods consumers seek but can’t attain 
elsewhere: “I just wish we could have [a Wal-Mart] here in Vallejo, but we 
will be forced to do all our shopping in the next community where they do 
have one” (WFWM website, personal story). Here, the narrative frames the 
lack of access to a local Wal-Mart as an absence of choice—“we will be forced 
to do all our shopping in the next community” where a Wal-Mart is available 
(emphasis added). Finally, other speakers simply explained, “I am able to buy 
things at Walmart that I could not afford to buy without their lower prices” 
(WFWM website, personal story). In all these cases, the savings afforded by 
Wal-Mart (a market mechanism) help facilitate individual freedom of choice 
and expression.

In addition to these personal narratives, Wal-Mart’s own press releases 
often connect the purported benefits of the free market to the empower-
ment and advancement of lower-income consumers. For example, when a 
company like Wal-Mart has the freedom to lower prices on widely sought 
goods such as prescription medications, this brings new opportunities for 
low-income consumers who struggle to make ends meet. WFWM’s “Paid 
Critics” section of its website, for example, lamented that “it is a sad day 
when a group that claims to advocate on behalf of working families attacks 
a program that will not only make prescription drugs more affordable, 
but will also make sure those who haven’t been able to afford their medi-
cine now have the opportunity to receive better health care.” And just as the 
above excerpt references consumers’ “opportunity” to improve their health 
care, in several instances Wal-Mart’s press releases explicitly use words like 
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“empower” and “access” to describe how market savings like the four-dollar 
prescription plan help consumers (emphasis added):

“Wal-Mart has again stepped up and is accelerating the rollout of their $4 
generic prescription program across the state,” said Florida Gov. Jeb Bush. 
“This program empowers our people to talk to their doctors about access-
ing these more affordable medications, which can lead to higher compli-
ance rates and better health. This program is good for Florida and even 
better for Floridians.” (Wal-Mart press release, October 5, 2006)

“We’ve received an amazing amount of positive feedback from the mil-
lions of seniors, working families and uninsured who are already taking 
advantage of this program,” said Wal-Mart President and CEO Lee Scott. 
“We’ve added more medicines to our program so we can extend these sig-
nificant savings to even more Americans. No one should be denied access 
to the medications they need, and this program is a big step in moving our 
customers and communities toward access to affordable medicines.” (Wal-
Mart press release, November 16, 2006)

In these examples, Wal-Mart’s market offerings—which lower costs by 
virtue of the free market—help consumers expand their individual freedoms, 
as they are now “able” to spend money on other things, “take advantage” of 
this “opportunity,” and “access” affordable medicines. Such verbal construc-
tions underline the connection between the free market’s offerings and indi-
viduals’ own freedom of choice and expression.

Another way that discourse about the freedom of markets connects to dis-
course about the freedom of individuals appears in constructions that frame 
the free market as way of rewarding individuals who pull themselves up by 
their bootstraps through hard work. As one supplier explained, Wal-Mart’s 
tough rules about cost-cutting and efficiency helped his company improve 
and prosper:

Sure they [Wal-Mart] are tough and demanding but they have always 
treated us fairly. They are a major reason that William in production Bob 
in shipping, and JoAnn in the office were able to buy their first homes for 
their families in the last few years. .  .  . I’m not sure our company would 
exist today if Wal-Mart had not taken a chance on a 7 person firm 12 years 
ago. They have made us a far better company that provides 25 families with 
a decent living. We consider ourselves extremely fortunate to be a Wal-
Mart supplier. (WFWM website, personal story)
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In other examples, Wal-Mart offers essential job experience to individuals 
who transformed their opportunity into greater market success:

A few years ago my neighbor’s son who was quickly going nowhere took 
a job at Wal-Mart in the nursery. He was soon bringing home plants and 
landscaping his mom’s yard. He scraped together enough money to buy a 
pickup truck and then a good lawn mower. He started working on neigh-
bors’ in his spare time. He said he found out at Wal-Mart that he wasn’t 
worthless and he had a knack for landscaping. He now employs 4–6 peo-
ple, has a big enclosed trailor [sic] and lots of equipment. He started with 
Wal-Mart where he discovered the value of hard work. (WFWM website, 
personal story)

Because Wal-Mart helped him “discover the value of hard work,” the nar-
rative suggests that the individual described above attained even greater eco-
nomic and personal success.

Fairness as Equal Opportunity

In large part because Wal-Mart and its proponents emphasize the centrality 
of market freedom and its close coupling with other, individual freedoms, 
the predominant vision of fairness that emerges in this discursive framework 
is one of procedural justice, or fairness as equal opportunity. Because little, 
if any, of this discourse questions the fairness of the market (any assump-
tion to the contrary goes largely unspoken and thus unchallenged), the larger 
principles of fairness are achieved by giving everyone an equal chance out 
of the starting blocks. If people put in enough effort, then they get back an 
appropriate reward. Indeed, equality is referenced frequently in these mate-
rials, although Wal-Mart’s supporters emphasize equal “access”—to a range 
of goods such as health care and market commodities—if not equal results. 
The outcome, then, does not indicate whether a certain situation is “fair”; 
instead, the idea of a “level playing field” takes center stage. In this way, free-
dom and fairness are tightly linked for Wal-Mart and its supporters, and fair-
ness means giving everyone an equal chance to succeed or fail. Once they 
take their (presumably equal) places at the starting line, individuals are free 
to do their best, or if not, to fail. They are thus accountable for the outcome.

Because the market is generally assumed a “fair” institution in this dis-
course, individual rewards for effort receive significant emphasis. This pro-
vides yet another reason for rejecting unions in this moral worldview—work-
ers give more to the unions than they receive in return. As one individual 
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explained, “I do not wish to work for any union. I did not need a union while 
in the Army, and I do not need one now. I have seen how hard my dad & 
brother have worked under the union yoke with little or nothing to show 
from it” (WFWM website, personal story). Similarly, another described 
unions as simply “money paid out for nothing” (WFWM website, personal 
story). In another excerpt, the narrative describes Wal-Mart as a more “fair” 
employer than the grocery store where she worked previously:

I recently in June left my job of 2 years with HEB and joined Wal-Mart at a 
new store in League City, Texas. As soon as I left, HEB gave my same job to 
a man and immediately gave him a 50-cent raise to do exactly what I was 
doing. Wal-Mart not only pays me more based on my abilities and experi-
ence and not my gender, but the rewards are greater. I have good insurance 
and the benefits are awesome. (WFWM website, personal story)

For this worker, Wal-Mart’s compensation exemplifies the notion of fair-
ness offered throughout this discourse: compensation based on “abilities and 
experience” and not the group-based category of gender. Similarly, in 2006 
Wal-Mart Inc. emphasized merit-based pay increases “for those associates 
displaying excellent annual performance and customer service” (Wal-Mart 
press release, August 7, 2006).

With this understanding of justice in mind, it comes as no surprise that 
the following speaker concluded her narrative with the tidy aphorism “What 
you put into Wal-Mart is what you get out of Wal-Mart.” Because individ-
ual effort is rewarded in the marketplace (just as lack of effort is presum-
ably punished), the market becomes the institution charged with mediating 
one’s inputs and one’s just deserts. An extended personal narrative from the 
WFWM website argues just this point:

I want to thank Wal-Mart for making my life better. Almost nine years ago 
we left Ohio and moved to Arizona for a job opportunity for myself with 
the State of Arizona. My husband had been working automotive retail for 
10+ years. At the time we moved we assumed he’d be able to find employ-
ment in Phoenix in the same field. That wasn’t to be; however, he applied 
and obtained a position as a night stocker at a Division I store.

Since that time he has steadily received annual and merit raises at the 
maximum available rates. He has almost tripled his salary since he began 
working for Wal-Mart on October 6, 1997. He is now the Produce Lead in a 
SuperCenter and he enjoys working in the fresh areas of the SuperCenter.
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I find it upsetting to hear the false and mis-leading information being dis-
trbuted [sic] by the media. I know what Wal-Mart has provided for my 
family. As my husband tells people who ask him about Wal-Mart—”What 
you put into Wal-Mart is what you get out of Wal-Mart.” I’ve seen it for 
myself. Thank you. 

Most interestingly, in this excerpt the wife of the Wal-Mart employee pays 
little attention to her husband’s difficulties in finding work in auto retail—
an experience that might lead some observers to conclude that the market 
was indeed not rewarding individual effort and thus was an inherently unfair 
institution. This particular employee had over ten years of experience, and 
presumably worked hard to find employment in his previous field, since 
he ultimately accepted a position as a night stocker at Wal-Mart—almost 
certainly a demotion in any conception of the occupational hierarchy. Yet 
her husband’s experience at Wal-Mart only affirmed that Wal-Mart is a fair 
employer—rewarding his effort with a tripled salary and promotions, and 
providing adequately for the speaker’s family. By implication, this constructs 
the market as a fair institution overall. 

Therefore, Wal-Mart itself emphasizes the ways the market can enhance 
fairness and equal access. Thus Wal-Mart’s statements highlight ways in 
which the company is working to improve equality of opportunity and fur-
ther access to the tools that individuals need to compete in the free market. 
A particularly telling group of examples appears in the company’s state-
ments on diversity and its description of charitable activities designed to 
help groups that have historically experienced market-based and other 
kinds of discrimination. For example, one agency recipient of Wal-Mart 
funds explained, “The Thurgood Marshall Scholarship Fund is extremely 
grateful to Wal-Mart for continuing to support the important work of the 
TMSF, and its ongoing work to prepare our best, brightest and most tal-
ented students for the changing and challenging global marketplace” (Wal-
Mart press release, October 24, 2006). Here, Wal-Mart presents its contri-
butions to scholarships for outstanding black students as empowering them 
for market-based success. Similarly, Lee Scott explained why Wal-Mart 
hasn’t been afraid to invest in stores in minority communities: “Wal-Mart 
has never been afraid to invest in communities that are overlooked by other 
retailers. Where those businesses see difficulty, we see opportunity. That is 
who Wal-Mart has always been, and that is who we remain today” (Wal-
Mart press release, April 4, 2006). Here, Scott himself speaks of Wal-Mart’s 
commitment to those whose position renders them precarious market 
players—“communities that are overlooked by other retailers”—and uses 
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market-based terms like “invest” to describe Wal-Mart’s interest in reaching 
these communities. 

In fact, the bulk of Wal-Mart’s prepared statements about corporate char-
ity use similar language to present this market-friendly understanding of 
fairness as equal opportunity, as in the following examples (emphasis added):

The first five years of a child’s life are a time of great growth and learning. 
Yet many families struggle to find an opening—as well as the resources—
for their child to participate in a pre-kindergarten program. Thanks to the 
Wal-Mart & Sam’s Club Foundation, families in Bentonville will soon find 
hundreds of additional seats in classrooms for three- and four-year-old 
children. The company today announced a donation of $2.18 million to the 
Bentonville School District to fund significant expansion of its pre-kinder-
garten program. (Wal-Mart press release, February 8, 2006)

“We firmly believe it is possible to increase diversity in newsrooms across 
the country,” said Mona Williams, vice president for corporate commu-
nications, for Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. “This grant helps us demonstrate our 
strong commitment to both diversity and education by helping to ensure 
talented college students who aspire to be journalists will have access to 
practical training internships, and state of the art facilities.” (Wal-Mart 
press release, February 25, 2005)

“At Wal-Mart, we celebrate diversity 365 days a year,” said Joy Wooden, a 
director of diversity relations with Wal-Mart. “We are proud to support a 
worthwhile organization like APIASF [Asian and Pacific Islander Ameri-
can Scholarship Fund], and we applaud the scholarship fund for its leader-
ship in ensuring that Asian and Pacific Islander Americans will be able to 
pursue their dream of a higher education regardless of their financial situ-
ation” (Wal-Mart press release, May 18, 2005)

In all these examples, Wal-Mart implies that problems of inequality result 
not from disparities born of the market, but from unequal access to the tools 
that allow individuals to compete successfully in market institutions. Thus 
the appropriate form of redress concerns equipping these actors with the 
educational credentials they need to compete fairly in this market arena. 

At the same time, these examples also point to an ironic disconnect within 
what is otherwise a largely coherent, unified understanding of various kinds 
of freedoms and their hospitable relationship with the principle of fairness: by 
addressing challenges to market access, and emphasizing ways that Wal-Mart 
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helps empower those who would otherwise be left out of the labor market, 
much of the discourse simultaneously implies that some aspects of the market 
economy aren’t entirely fair. Otherwise, such empowering programs of redress 
would be unnecessary, and supporters offering personal stories describing 
how Wal-Mart has helped individuals make something of their lives would 
not find this experience with employment so noteworthy. Yet these points of 
cognitive conflict are rarely, if ever, acknowledged, raising the question: how 
do Wal-Mart’s supporters manage to avoid these pressing questions?

One strategy of avoidance concerns the language used by this group of 
activists. First, the texts produced by Wal-Mart and its supporters scarcely 
mention the words “equal” or “equality.” This represents one way that the 
pro-Wal-Mart discourse effectively limits the range of meanings that could 
be ascribed to fairness in this group of texts. Thus, even in the texts where 
Wal-Mart acknowledges histories of discrimination against people of color, or 
describes its efforts to develop ties to minority-owned businesses, Wal-Mart 
frequently mentions “diversity” but not “equality.” Although equality is cer-
tainly one expression of fairness that might be embraced in such statements, 
this interpretation is lacking in the pro-Wal-Mart texts. In this way, the dis-
cursive framework suggests it is “fair” to correct imbalances among market 
players by focusing on opportunity and “equal access,” even as it simultane-
ously implies that changing the endgame to effect “equal results” is not fair. 

Another discursive strategy that protects these contradictions from cogni-
tive dissonance involves shifting the focus from the larger economic system 
to the experiences of isolated individuals. Even though Wal-Mart’s support-
ers offer several anecdotes about Wal-Mart’s willingness to employ “special 
needs” workers, such as learning disabled or mentally challenged persons, 
keeping the focus of these stories on isolated individuals again distracts 
attention from larger market systems. Although these individuals are often 
assumed to be largely unemployable by other companies (“There should be 
more companies like you that give everyone a chance at being successfully 
employed,” wrote one speaker on the WFWM website), most speakers frame 
Wal-Mart as actually violating principles of market freedom by treating peo-
ple as individuals, not as market commodities. As one Wal-Mart employee 
explained: 

Wal-mart is a great place to work and there are so many places to go with 
this company. My only regret is that I did not start when I was younger. 
Wal-mart does not look at your age or race when they hire you. They look 
at you as a person with the ability to work for Wal-mart, and to become 
part of the family. (WFWM website, personal story)
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For instance, even as this narrative argues that Wal-Mart does not look at 
ascribed characteristics like age or race, but instead evaluates the potential 
employee “as a person with the ability to work for Wal-Mart,” the terms in 
which she describes her experience with the company reinforce the broader 
conceptions of individual and market freedom emphasized elsewhere in 
these documents. Wal-Mart offers opportunity to those who would accept 
it, as “there are so many places to go with this company.” Furthermore, 
research in social psychology affirms that, on the whole, an individual’s 
sense of experiencing procedural justice enhances one’s feeling of group 
loyalty and identification.11 Therefore, placing these reflections within the 
context of the employee’s own, largely positive individual experience also 
protects this account from any challenges that might result from consider-
ing whether the larger free market system is actually fair. Because the nar-
rative frames Wal-Mart and its person-based opportunity for advancement 
positively, there seems little reason to challenge the broader principles of 
market fairness.

Freedom and Fairness in Wal-Mart Watch

Given the centrality of the free market paradigm in American discourse, it 
comes as little surprise that Wal-Mart Watch, like its opponents, also affirms 
many aspects of this ideal. Yet WMW differs from its pro-Wal-Mart counter-
parts in two main respects. First, Wal-Mart Watch tends to argue that Wal-
Mart restricts market and other freedoms, rather than enhancing them. Just 
as the pro-Wal-Mart contingency speaks of market freedoms in ways that 
are highly compatible with other, largely individual freedoms, WMW argues 
for placing limits on Wal-Mart’s freedoms precisely because they hinder 
the freedom of other groups. In this way, both sides are operating within a 
shared moral framework, in which market freedom, in the best of all worlds, 
supports and enhances the freedoms of other kinds of social actors—they 
simply come to different conclusions about Wal-Mart’s role in that process. 
The reason for this comprises the second main difference between the two 
groups, which concerns the primary referents for each side: whereas WFWM 
and Wal-Mart frame their arguments largely in terms of individuals and use 
individual stories to make points about providing opportunities to larger 
categories of workers (e.g., people of color), WMW focuses its attention on 
collective categories of communities, small business owners, and groups of 
disadvantaged workers. Similarly, WMW also endorses a conception of fair-
ness as distributive justice; however, WMW attempts to connect this concept 
to a host of collective categories, not individuals. In this way, we might say 
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that both groups are using similar blueprints for creating a coherent moral 
framework, but that they do so while focusing on different key components 
of the market system.

Limiting (Wal-Mart’s) Market Freedom 

One refrain in Wal-Mart Watch’s text materials, press releases, emails, and 
other communications is that the retailer’s use of the free market must be 
restrained. For example, a WMW press release explained Wal-Mart’s support 
for the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA):

Wal-Mart Watch is not surprised that Wal-Mart is lobbying for CAFTA, 
since it could make it even more profitable for the retail giant to exploit 
Central American workers who lack basic labor rights. CAFTA would 
grant expanded access to the U.S. market without strengthening labor 
rights protections in that region. And by lifting trade barriers and granting 
increased protections to U.S. investors, CAFTA could increase the incen-
tive for companies like Wal-Mart to undercut U.S. jobs by sourcing from 
these countries. (WMW press release, June 14, 2005)

Elsewhere, WMW similarly suggests that inequality itself lies at the root 
of the capitalistic market model, with statements such as “To keep prices low, 
Wal-Mart must source goods from areas of the world where employment 
standards are severely lacking” (WMW website).

At the same time, however, these instances in which WMW challenges 
the free market itself are comparatively rare. Instead, WMW’s discourse more 
often speaks of “regulating” growth and cultivating “healthy” or “responsible” 
economic development instead of haphazard, unfettered capitalism. This was 
particularly pronounced in the “Battlemart” pages of WMW’s website, in 
which local groups of activists shared their plans for restraining “unplanned 
and irresponsible growth” and endorsed such goals as furthering a city’s “eco-
nomic and cultural vitality . . . through thoughtful, socially and environmen-
tally responsible growth.” The common theme in these documents is that Wal-
Mart’s own brand of economic growth is reckless and poorly planned, and 
should be countered with more refined and responsible plans for economic 
development. In short, citizens and activists should take on the task of direct-
ing their local economies in positive ways—managing the market so that it 
meets normative goals for distribution and welfare among their citizens.

In particular, WMW argues that Wal-Mart’s activities should be restrained 
in order to protect the free market itself. Accordingly, most statements 
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concerning market freedom focus less on broader market inequalities and 
more on how Wal-Mart hinders other expressions of freedom, a rhetorical 
decision that can be interpreted as endorsing the larger principles of capital-
ism, warts and all. In this way, even though WMW differs from Wal-Mart’s 
supporters in its policy positions, WMW has much in common with their 
endorsement of the free market as a taken-for-granted piece of a larger tap-
estry of freedoms. 

The strongest expression of this perspective appeared in WMW state-
ments and emails commenting on Wal-Mart’s FDIC banking application, 
which warned that should the FDIC grant Wal-Mart’s request for an Indus-
trial Loan Corporation charter, the resultant “Wal-Mart Bank would cre-
ate a dangerous concentration of commercial and financial power” (WMW 
website). Consumers should thus oppose Wal-Mart’s application because it 
threatens the free market via a potential banking monopoly. Other WMW 
statements echoed similar concerns:

Just like the “factory towns” of old, Wal-Mart wants to have its hand in 
every piece of the pie—and its next move is managing your money. Last 
September, Wal-Mart unveiled plans for the “Bank of Wal-Mart”: an enor-
mous power play to boost Wal-Mart’s domination of our economy by cre-
ating one of the largest financial institutions in the country. (WMW email, 
April 5, 2006)

Accordingly, elsewhere the rhetoric surrounding the FDIC application 
warned of a “Wal-Bank” should activists and regulators not intervene: “Last 
September, Wal-Mart renewed its plans to create one of the largest financial 
institutions in the country—an enormous effort to boost the retailer’s power 
in the marketplace. Wal-Mart execs thought they could breeze through the 
FDIC review process and quietly take control of the banking sector” (WMW 
email, July 31, 2006). In this view, Wal-Mart threatens to become a banking 
monopoly, which would undermine the very principles of market freedom 
that currently protect the best interests of consumers—as well as their free-
dom to find the best price and service among a multitude of financial provid-
ers in an open, competitive market.

In addition, WMW faults Wal-Mart’s unparalleled ability to lower prices 
on large volume sales for putting smaller and local merchants out of busi-
ness—in effect, interfering with a free market because these retailers are 
“forced” to close their doors as they are “driven” out of business. WMW’s 
statement on Wal-Mart’s “Community Impact,” for example, explains, 
“Whether it is accepting unnecessary subsidies, driving local stores out 
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of business, pressuring local town officials or encouraging workers to join 
state health rolls, Wal-Mart has a negative impact on local communities” 
(WMW website). Similarly, when Wal-Mart announced plans to explore 
markets in India, WMW warned that local Indian merchants would be 
at risk, because “small businesses, in particular, will be sacrificed at the 
expense of the global giant’s business model” (WMW press release, July 
18, 2005). And on a webpage titled “Why the Faith Community Must Get 
Involved,” WMW portrayed the effects of Wal-Mart’s business model as 
similarly exploitative of unregulated markets—and similarly injurious of 
freedom: 

Wal-Mart imported $15 billion worth of Chinese products last year, a 
result of pressuring its suppliers for costs so low they can only be achieved 
in an environment where human rights are violated at will. Its insatiable 
demand for cheap labor has crushed local competitors and driven thou-
sands of American jobs overseas, leaving nothing but, you guessed it, Wal-
Mart jobs, in their wake. 

WMW similarly faults Wal-Mart for limiting consumer choice via mar-
ket hegemony—in effect, using market dominance to subvert the freedom of 
choice that should accompany free and unregulated commerce. WMW state-
ments about “Plan B” contraception prescriptions– which Wal-Mart had ini-
tially resisted stocking in its pharmacies—illustrate this perspective particu-
larly well: “Wal-Mart is the only pharmacy in many of the rural markets it 
serves, and its corporate policy will determine whether women in these areas 
have access to the drug” (WMW press release, August 24, 2006). And, of 
course, WMW also accuses Wal-Mart of trampling on workers’ rights by not 
allowing the freedom to organize: “Union leaders across the country want 
working families to benefit from Wal-Mart. Unfortunately, Wal-Mart blocks 
every attempt by local employees to organize for fair wages, health care ben-
efits and equal employment opportunities—silencing those who stand up for 
their rights” (WMW newsletter, November 17, 2006).

Similarly, Wal-Mart Watch also turns its attention to the way the com-
pany is allegedly undermining freedoms for its workers by compelling them 
to rely on public assistance and take on additional jobs to make ends meet. 
In the following excerpts, the word “force” repeatedly emphasizes the non-
voluntary nature of these decisions (emphases added):

Lagging behind industry averages, Wal-Mart’s employees are subjected to 
unnecessary charges and fees, wait longer for coverage eligibility, and are 
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forced to seek out public health programs to fulfill their health care needs. 
(WMW website)

We are in a vigil because of thousand of reported and unreported workers 
who have been forced to work off the clock with no pay. (WMW website)

Wal-Mart profited $10 billion dollars last year, yet 1,200 of its workers and 
their children are forced to rely on BadgerCare health care to make ends 
meet. (WMW press release, January 17, 2006)

WMW also alleges that Wal-Mart violates fundamental freedoms by 
“forcing” the public—via its taxpayers—to fund these expenditures for the 
health care and other public assistance needs of workers who are not ade-
quately compensated by their Wal-Mart jobs: “Wal-Mart Watch credits Wal-
Mart for recognizing that their employee health plan is inadequate for their 
employees and unfair to taxpayers forced to support their use of Medicaid” 
(WMW press release, October 24, 2005). In this conception, Wal-Mart’s 
relentless pursuit of profits in the free market means that its workers para-
doxically lose some of their freedoms, either by working compulsory long 
hours or by being forced to access public assistance programs. 

Freedom and Fairness for Collectivities

The preceding section argued that, on the whole, WMW does not dispute 
the connection between a capitalist market and other expressions of free-
dom and self-determination: like its opponents, WMW consistently affirms 
the existence of a relationship between market institutions and the rights 
of communities, other retailers, workers, and consumers. However, WMW 
largely finds that the relationship between Wal-Mart’s freedom and these 
other, related freedoms is a negative one—that is, the unrestricted market 
activity of Wal-Mart itself threatens these other freedoms, whereas Wal-
Mart and WFWM would find that the retailer encourages them. In this sec-
tion, I argue that the reason for this disconnect can be explained in at least 
two ways, both of which are useful for explaining public market discourse 
more generally. First, WMW tends to focus its language on the effects of 
Wal-Mart’s unrestricted market activity on collectivities rather than indi-
viduals. This collective focus serves to highlight patterns of inequality that 
are obscured in the more individualistic-focused narratives and statements 
of groups like WFWM and Wal-Mart Inc. In addition, WMW largely con-
ceives of fairness not as equal access but as just rewards. Together, these two 
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patterns help explain why WMW and WFWM reach such different conclu-
sions evaluating Wal-Mart’s role in the free market.

The predominant collectivity that WMW emphasizes in this discourse con-
cerns certain kinds of workers—particularly broad categories of workers who 
have been disadvantaged by Wal-Mart’s alleged discrimination, particularly 
women, African Americans, and the disabled. As WMW simply summarizes:

Wal-Mart has been accused of every type of discrimination imaginable. 
African American employees and customers have both filed lawsuits 
against the retail giant. Disabled workers have sued Wal-Mart for passing 
them over for promotions. And Wal-Mart is the subject of the largest class 
action lawsuit ever, based on evidence that Wal-Mart systematically pays 
women less than their male counterparts, and offers them fewer opportu-
nities for promotion. (WMW website)

Instead of appealing to individual stories of bias, WMW relies on the 
media, legal proceedings, and the like to make this case.12 To illustrate, on 
its main page detailing the key issue of “Discrimination,” WMW cites such 
sources as the Dukes v. Wal-Mart Stores complaint, the NAACP, and numer-
ous journalistic articles to allege Wal-Mart’s systematic pattern of unequal 
treatment of these three categories of employees. WMW also introduces the 
issue itself in ways that highlight the equality of workers as a single class, 
emphasizing Wal-Mart’s unequal treatment of particular kinds of employees, 
not individual employees themselves:

As America’s largest company, Wal-Mart has a duty to treat all employees 
and suppliers with respect. However, this is not always the case. Wal-Mart 
is currently facing the largest workplace-bias lawsuit in U.S. history for 
widespread discrimination against women employees; a class action law-
suit filed by African-American truck drivers; and numerous other cases 
involving discrimination against workers with disabilities. For example, in 
2001, Wal-Mart paid $6 million dollars to settle 13 lawsuits, which alleged 
widespread discrimination and violations of the Americans with Disabili-
ties Act. (WMW website)

The paragraph above begins by emphasizing equality across categories—
“Wal-Mart has a duty to treat all employees and suppliers with respect”—
yet closes by highlighting the legal injunctions that Wal-Mart faces for not 
upholding these principles of equal respect through bias, discrimination, 
and violations of the law. 
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In addition to WMW’s focus on categories as compared to WFWM’s 
focus on individuals, another difference between the two groups has to do 
with the way WMW conceives of fairness. In contrast to Wal-Mart support-
ers’ dominant portrayal of fairness as equal opportunity, WMW emphasizes 
fairness as just rewards. To be sure, WFWM and Wal-Mart itself would likely 
agree that fairness is exemplified by getting what one deserves, either posi-
tively (promotions earned for hard work) or negatively (market difficulties 
due to laziness). However, WMW emphasizes fairness primarily in the con-
text of “fair wages” or “fair compensation” for Wal-Mart’s employees along 
with “fair competition” for small businesses. For instance, a telephone cam-
paign commissioned by WMW used the following script:

Hello, I’m calling with a special message for anyone who works for Wal-
Mart. As you know, Wal-Mart has had a number of serious legal and ethi-
cal problems. To help make Wal-Mart a better and more fair place to work, 
the Center for Community and Corporate Ethics is seeking anyone who 
knows of wrongdoing within Wal-Mart. You will be treated with complete 
confidentiality. (WMW press release, June 3, 2005)

The common implication here is that when people or entities try hard, 
they should be rewarded, although even WMW stops short of advocating 
equal rewards or distribution of resources. 

Yet how does the progressive side justify its claims for fairness in these 
instances? While WMW attempts to develop some moral grounding for 
these claims by drawing connections between fair wages and family suste-
nance, its discourse about fairness—and particularly about the level playing 
field that small businesses deserve alongside Wal-Mart—ultimately relies 
most heavily on market-based warrants. To be sure, there are instances where 
Wal-Mart Watch begins to offer a conception of fairness grounded in con-
cern for the family, particularly in WMW’s consideration of the relationship 
between compensation in the labor market and the well-being of the family. 
Just as WFWM and Wal-Mart emphasized the family primarily in relation to 
the moral value of thrift, WMW makes some attempts to connect the family 
to fairness, as when WMW challenged Wal-Mart to “justly compensate each 
associate with a family-sustaining wage” and to provide “affordable health 
insurance that fully covers the employee and their children” (“Handshake 
with Sam,” WMW website).

Similarly, in a May 19, 2005, press release concerning Maryland’s Fair Share 
Health Care debate, Wal-Mart Watch executive director Andrew Grossman 
stated, “I’m saddened, but hardly surprised, that Governor Ehrlich today 
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chose the interests of his massive campaign contributor over the health and 
welfare of the hardest working Marylanders and their families.” The implica-
tion of this statement is that Maryland’s governor acted unfairly when siding 
with big businesses (and Wal-Mart’s campaign contributions) in vetoing the 
FSHC legislation that would have compelled Wal-Mart to spend more money 
on its employees’ health care. However, WMW stops short of explicitly declar-
ing this unjust or unfair, and only loosely connects this alleged grievance to 
the interests and well-being of the family. The potential conception of fairness 
as a family-sustaining economic policy is only partially articulated.

Instead, the only place in WMW’s discourse where a more grounded con-
ception of fairness is repeatedly and consistently set forth is in its discourse 
about the tax subsidies that allegedly fund Wal-Mart’s bottom line by pro-
viding public benefits for its shortchanged workers. In this framework, tax 
breaks for big corporations like Wal-Mart are unfair because they erode the 
ability of smaller merchants to compete on a level playing field. At the root 
of this argument is the contention that Wal-Mart is not playing fair, or con-
tributing its fair share toward state Medicaid coffers. To this end, a host of 
verbal constructions emphasize fair play and fair distribution of responsibil-
ity throughout (emphases added):

Wal-Mart’s profits have long been subsidized by taxpayers—from corpo-
rate welfare to Medicaid spending to special treatment from federal investi-
gators. (WMW press release, October 31, 2005)

This new study rightly focuses further attention on Wal-Mart’s effect on 
local communities. We already know that when Wal-Mart moves into a 
community, its small businesses and residents are hit with the “Wal-Mart 
tax,” picking up the tab for store driveways, public aid for children of Wal-
Mart employees, and a host of other hidden costs. (WMW press release, 
November 3, 2005)

“As small business owners, we pay our fair share for our employees’ health 
care,” said Robert Dickerson, owner of Work Printing & Graphics in Bal-
timore. “In most cases, we have not received government support to start 
our operations or maintain them. Moreover, we carry our weight, we pay 
our taxes, and we contribute back to our local host communities,” added 
Dickerson. (WMW press release, January 9, 2006)

The Fair Share Health Care Act is being supported by a broad coalition 
of organizations including business, faith-based, union, and community 
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groups who are demanding that Wal-Mart pay its fair share. We will no 
longer accept Wal-Mart’s unfair tactic of shifting health care costs to the 
taxpayer. (WMW press release, January 9, 2006)

More than any other employer, Wal-Mart shifts its health care costs onto 
taxpayers—in all 21 states that have disclosed this data, Wal-Mart is by far 
the leader. Wal-Mart simply doesn’t pay its fair share. (WMW email, July 
20, 2006)

On the one hand, these objections on grounds of fairness are quite consis-
tent in the way they appropriate this value: the underlying premise is that all 
businesses have a shared responsibility to contribute to their employees’ well-
being by funding quality health care programs. When employers fail in his 
regard, they “shirk” their responsibilities and “shift” those costs onto other 
businesses, public programs, and, by extension, taxpayers themselves. Small 
businesses, for instance, are not avoiding this responsibility, so Wal-Mart’s 
actions are even more reprehensible—particularly because Wal-Mart’s prof-
its could well allow the company to do more. At the same time, this presen-
tation of fairness (or unfairness, as the case may be) is somewhat curtailed 
in that it doesn’t reach very deep to ground this claim of fairness in other 
moral discourses or ethical values. Instead, the grounds on which WMW 
urges fairness are rooted in the market itself (you should pay your share of 
required costs), and in the comparisons that may be drawn between Wal-
Mart and other market institutions (if small business owners can afford to do 
it, so can Wal-Mart). Again, the progressive discourse is ultimately limited 
by referring to the market itself as a source of positive change. This rhetorical 
move may ultimately limit the organization’s ability to challenge more funda-
mental premises of the market itself. For example, statements such as “[Wal-
Mart’s] medical coverage rates lag far behind those of other large employ-
ers” (WMW press release, December 5, 2005) place the burden of proof on 
comparisons with other corporations—alongside which Wal-Mart is found 
lacking—but not on deeper principles of ethical responsibility. More expan-
sive possibilities for the discourse are not adopted, and the discourse does 
not make any further consideration of how such demands might be justified.

Conclusion

This analysis of the ways in which various SMOs involved in the Wal-Mart 
debate appropriate themes of freedom and fairness suggests several main 
conclusions. First, both liberal and conservative activists acknowledge, to 
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varying degrees, the centrality of the (theoretically) free market. Although 
Wal-Mart’s critics urge that some limits be placed on market forces writ 
large—such as those that allow for sweatshop labor in developing coun-
tries—they are more likely to advocate limiting Wal-Mart’s market activ-
ity so that the procedural justice of the free market might actually be pre-
served. For WMW, this kind of market freedom ensures that other forms of 
distributive justice for collective groups persevere: small businesses remain 
vibrant, communities may decide for themselves the kinds of stores they 
wish to build, and workers from groups that have experienced discrimina-
tion are appropriately compensated in the labor market. In contrast, Wal-
Mart’s proponents focus more on procedural justice alone—freedom of 
choice, expression, and empowerment—all of which find even fuller expres-
sion in the free market because the market can be trusted to best distribute 
a variety of goods, lower prices to help consumers express themselves, and 
reward the efforts of those who work hardest. Even though some aspects 
of the pro-Wal-Mart rhetoric implicitly challenge the notion that the mar-
ket itself is fair, strategies of avoidance, including limited use of words 
like “equality” and an emphasis on individual narratives and experiences, 
serve to distract attention from some of these potential challenges of larger 
notions of fairness in the market and its institutions.13 This analysis has also 
suggested that progressives’ discourse about these themes is more limited 
than that of their critics, although it is difficult to specify fully whether this 
potential shortcoming inheres in the discourse itself or is an artifact of the 
David versus Goliath nature of the struggle between a small advocacy group 
like Wal-Mart Watch and a multibillion-dollar corporation like Wal-Mart. 
The power of a corporation to shape both the debate and the wider culture 
are formidable obstacles, to say the least. 

Even alongside the centrality of various expressions of the free market 
in this framework, we do find some significant differences in the ways that 
conservative and liberal activists talk about the market as a moral system. 
For instance, Wal-Mart’s supporters emphasize fairness as meaning equal 
access for individuals to the market and its institutions, while WMW frames 
fairness as just rewards and emphasizes how workers in particular should 
receive compensation that allows their families to be self-sufficient and avoid 
public assistance. Moreover, Wal-Mart’s critics tend to focus more on col-
lective groups—workers, women, and African Americans—instead of the 
individuals who receive paramount attention from Wal-Mart and WFWM. 
This helps explain why unions are praised by WMW and vilified by WFWM: 
unions may reward collective effort but overlook the varying abilities and 
contributions of specific individuals. For this reason, unions are suspect 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



146  <<  Freedom and Fairness

because they fail to endorse a key feature of the moral worldview articulated 
by Wal-Mart and its proponents. 

The significance of unions proves similarly important in understanding 
why the government intervention in American auto companies was so con-
troversial. For instance, in reflecting on the auto companies’ bailout, one 
national commentator argued, “The trouble with General Motors is not 
that it went bankrupt. The trouble is that it didn’t. It’s still there, not going 
bankrupt and not going out of business. Instead, along with Chrysler, GM 
is sliding through a government-backed reorganization and emerging as 
part of the same old whining, subsidy-seeking, protectionist, union-locked 
North American auto industry.”14 Much like pro-Wal-Mart activists who 
endorse the sanctity of the free market system, Terry Corcoran sees the 
main problem with the GM bailout as having to do with it rewarding a 
set of bad practices that should have been punished. The perception that 
the American auto industries are “union-locked” only adds to their prob-
lems of performance. Similarly, other national newspapers’ reporting of the 
events emphasized that Obama’s intervention was designed to intervene 
with the workings of the economy to ensure a favorable outcome. Just as 
in the Wal-Mart debate, observers characterized the president’s actions as 
using government intervention to maintain the sanctity of market compe-
tition—measuring the validity of a procedural system by virtue of its dis-
tributive outcomes. As the New York Times summarized early that summer, 
“President Obama will push General Motors into bankruptcy protection 
. . . making a risky bet that by temporarily nationalizing the onetime icon 
of American capitalism, he can save at least a diminished automaker that is 
competitive.”15 

One phrase that found its way into the public discourse during the bailout 
era was “moral hazard”—the idea that excusing some people or institutions 
from the consequences of their actions would lead other people to act in 
similarly irresponsible ways. This was a theme that reached beyond the auto 
industry loans and into the realm of homeowner assistance, mortgage modi-
fication, and even the TARP funds themselves. The conservative columnist 
David Brooks echoed many of the same themes that animate the discourse of 
pro-Wal-Mart activists when he wrote:

Our moral and economic system is based on individual responsibility. It’s 
based on the idea that people have to live with the consequences of their 
decisions. This makes them more careful deciders. This means that society 
tends toward justice—people get what they deserve as much as possible. 
Over the last few months, we’ve made a hash of all that. The Bush and 
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Obama administrations have compensated foolishness and irresponsibil-
ity. The financial bailouts reward bankers who took insane risks. The auto 
bailouts subsidize companies and unions that made self-indulgent deci-
sions a few decades ago that drove their industry into the ground. The 
stimulus package handed tens of billions of dollars to states that spent 
profligately during the prosperity years. The Obama housing plan will 
force people who bought sensible homes to subsidize the mortgages of 
people who bought houses they could not afford. It will almost certainly 
force people who were honest on their loan forms to subsidize people who 
were dishonest on theirs.16

Here again, we see the same themes emerge in discourse about markets—
the conservative perception of the foundation of a moral market lies fun-
damentally with individual persons who should act responsibly and then 
receive their just reward. Thus the larger economic system is just so long as it 
rewards the moral actions of individuals, so that those who suffer in its wake 
are receiving only what is fair—their deserved rewards in the larger scheme 
of procedural justice. 

To be sure, President Obama also warned of the dangers of moral haz-
ard in potentially rewarding American auto manufacturers’ legacy of poor 
leadership by conceding that “these companies—and this industry—must 
ultimately stand on their own, not as wards of the state.”17 But he did so only 
after framing the impending government assistance in terms of larger, col-
lective categories, particularly images of the nation and its legacy of manu-
facturing workers: 

This industry is like no other—it’s an emblem of the American spirit; a 
once and future symbol of America’s success. It’s what helped build the 
middle class and sustained it throughout the twentieth century. It’s a 
source of deep pride for the generations of American workers whose hard 
work and imagination led to some of the finest cars the world has ever 
known. It’s a pillar of our economy that has held up the dreams of millions 
of our people.

In Obama’s words, the reasons for assisting the struggling General Motors 
and Chrysler corporations have to do with the collective contributions of 
manufacturing workers to American “pride” that has been felt by “genera-
tions of American workers.” The auto industry is significant for its role in a 
larger economic system, for it is “a pillar of our economy that has held up the 
dreams of millions of our people.”
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Obama’s language is arguably inspiring, but I wish to suggest that the 
appeal of this rhetoric is ultimately less powerful than that of his conserva-
tive opponents because it draws on comparatively “thinner” moral warrants 
than does the language of a conservative spokesperson like David Brooks. 
Stephen Hart’s work on progressive social movements provides a particularly 
helpful rubric for differentiating between thick or “expansive” discourse and 
its comparatively thin or “constrained” counterparts. Hart argues that three 
characteristics denote the difference: temperature, issue links, and civil-soci-
etal links. In temperature, expansive discourse is passionate and focuses on 
transcendent concerns rather than procedural ends. In terms of issue links, 
expansive discourse ties various issues together rather than focusing on one 
particular topic, and expansive civil-societal links connect concrete politi-
cal issues to the existing cultural traditions of civil society. Hart argues that 
social movement activists cannot simply apply the language of values or 
rights to economic issues without doing cultural work to ground those claims 
in a framework that helps people interpret them alongside other values that 
might be conflicting.18 To claim that a government bailout of General Motors 
is moral, for example, requires that progressives engage in deliberate cultural 
work to ground this claim in more transcendent concerns and to connect 
the issue to other similar causes and relevant institutions in civil society. 
President Obama, for instance, might be attempting do just this through 
his appeal to the auto industry’s significance as an “emblem of the Ameri-
can spirit; a once and future symbol of America’s success” that is simultane-
ously a “pillar of our economy.” Yet such appeals to economic symbols and 
the American spirit may be less powerful than those rooted in a richer, more 
institutional moral discourse, such as that which revolves around the institu-
tion of the family. The abstract and ephemeral institutions of “the economy” 
and “the American spirit” may not carry the same emotional punch as rheto-
ric that emphasizes tangible relational ties.

With regard to the Wal-Mart debate, a group like Wal-Mart Watch begins 
to make richer moral connections in its call for Wal-Mart to pay “family-
sustaining wages.” Such a claim ties Wal-Mart’s wages to the institution of 
the family, which also offers a host of other value-laden issues that might 
be connected to these concerns for economic well-being—and would rate 
high on Hart’s “temperature” scale. The importance of workers’ investments 
in children and aging parents, for example, played a key role in creating sup-
port for the eventual passage of the Family and Medical Leave Act.19 Thus 
progressives could argue that transcendent, humanist principles of care 
and nurture emphasize the importance of parents’ ability to spend time 
with their children, and thus our society should be one in which parents 
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shouldn’t have to work more than one job to pay the bills. Likewise, a group 
like WMW could also emphasize themes woven into the very concept of the 
American Dream—the simple notion that hard work should beget tangible 
rewards of economic empowerment and intergenerational mobility. Simi-
larly, even though Wal-Mart Watch is largely consistent in arguing that the 
retailer limits freedom, it mirrors Obama’s remarks on the auto industry by 
focusing its arguments on questions of freedom that reside almost entirely 
within the realm of market activities, such as the legal rights of small busi-
nesses, workers, and state governments. Conversely, economic conservatives 
tend to create a discursive universe that addresses a wider range of freedoms 
(and issues) that exist both inside and outside the market simply by referenc-
ing countless examples of individual experiences within families and com-
munities that potentially create richer issue links and thus promote a more 
expansive, compelling public discourse. To be sure, WMW makes a few such 
arguments, and does so in some of its most public pronouncements (most 
notably, mentioning the idea of a family-sustaining wage in a full-page ad in 
the New York Times). At the same time, the discourse produced by Wal-Mart 
Watch only begins to fully engage these connections. When these progressive 
activists do work to link their policy positions to other domains, they tend 
to focus on civil-societal links to things like legal precedents in instances of 
alleged workplace discrimination. It’s very possible that these resources are 
less compelling to their audience than the more individual-centered, experi-
ential narratives of Wal-Mart’s advocates.

Robert Wuthnow has argued that an ideal moral discourse is one that 
proves “capable of challenging economic norms and providing alternative 
ways of thinking,” adding that “these arguments should be based on some-
thing other than economic calculations or assumptions about economic laws 
alone.”20 Yet in further investigations into the moral thought and discourse 
of a diverse sample of Americans, Wuthnow finds that most people are not 
able to give morally rich accounts of their economic behavior. In turn, this 
leaves a vapid space in which the scripts offered by institutions like the work-
place and the market come to dominate moral thought about economic 
issues. Further, he proposes that more Americans view work and family as 
somewhat oppositional, with family representing a haven from the pres-
sures and anxieties of the paid labor market. It should come as little surprise, 
then, that progressive economic critics find it difficult to connect issues of 
wage inequality to the institution of the family, and instead tend to occupy 
their discussion of fairness with concerns about potential monopoly power 
and preservation of the free market. Put a slightly different way, groups like 
Wal-Mart Watch tend to focus more of their attention on the end goals of a 
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campaign—like raising Wal-Mart’s workers’ wages, or urging more environ-
mentally friendly development—than evaluating the moral merit of the dif-
ferent means that might be used to achieve these goals. Wal-Mart and its sup-
porters, in contrast, fare slightly better in creating a coherent and expansive 
moral discourse. Tight linkages between individual expressions of freedom 
and the market create connections between individuals and a key institution 
of American society. Wal-Mart supporters’ remarks about freedom of choice 
and expression resonate well with the themes of expressive individualism 
that play key roles in American thought and political culture.21 These link-
ages, then, may prove both more expansive and more resonant than those 
attempted by their opponents. 

Further, conservative economic advocates are more likely to create tight 
linkages between these freedoms and their expression in consumerist soci-
ety, which further undermines the ability of progressives to challenge these 
claims. As Glickman has demonstrated, historical struggles for “a living 
wage” have been inextricably bound up in Americans’ rising standards of 
consumption—a story in which Wal-Mart plays a starring role as a peren-
nial hero. In Glickman’s analysis, socialist concerns with the natural value 
of labor were eventually eclipsed by the pursuit of higher standards of liv-
ing that began developing in the antebellum era.22 Accordingly, the present 
investigation reveals that conservative activists continue to emphasize the 
connections between freedom and consumption—in other words, the free-
dom to buy more and varied consumer goods—while progressives often 
struggle to articulate a morally rich argument about fairness in workers’ 
wages and compensation. Given this historical legacy (along with Ameri-
cans’ difficulty in articulating moral warrants to evaluate economic behav-
ior), progressives face steep challenges in creating a rich, expansive discourse 
about economic issues. The next chapter turns from the characteristics of 
the discourse among these “backstage” actors to the “frontstage” venue of 
American media, exploring how national newspapers take up these ideas 
and moral concepts in their coverage of issues related to Wal-Mart and its 
challengers, and the public debate surrounding these economic dilemmas 
created by global capitalism.
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6

How Wal-Mart Wins the War of Words

The left is returning to its historic mission of being the avatar of 
genuine democracy in the teeth of a class-dominated, business-
oriented society. It is the dedicated opponent of inequality, democ-
racy’s invariable cancer. .  .  . But this struggle to reduce inequality 
and to strengthen democracy will be incomplete for any prospec-
tive U.S. left without a vision of a more democratic media system, a 
program for media reform, and a strategic plan to organize around 
the issue.
—Robert McChesney, Rich Media, Poor Democracy

Wal-Mart’s critics, like most social movement activists, have a common goal: 
to be noticed in the press. For groups like Wal-Mart Watch, earning recogni-
tion in larger spheres of discourse is a prerequisite for success because these 
groups have no real constituency, such as a local chapter that meets regu-
larly to discuss goals, tactics, and future endeavors. At best, their core “con-
stituency” is individuals who have given the organization an email address 
at which they receive periodic updates and urgings to contact an elected 
representative, sign a petition, or send an email to Wal-Mart’s CEO. At the 
same time, they have a much larger target constituency in the broader public, 
through whom changes may be accomplished by convincing them that an 
everyday activity (shopping) carries with it a larger moral significance. This 
can happen only when their arguments and activities become of interest to 
the national media.

The national media is the master sphere in which the “primary claims” 
of activist groups are transformed into “secondary claims” by the national 
press.1 The media are considered “secondary claims” makers because “the 
press does not merely transmit claims; it translates and transforms them.”2 In 
other words, the way claims take shape in the public sphere is not accidental 
or arbitrary. In like manner, Myra Marx Ferree and colleagues have argued 
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that the media represent a kind of “master forum” in which various forums 
of speech—such as the public arena, the gallery of observers, and the back-
stage forum where actors strategically craft their messages—are contested.3 
Accordingly, they argue:

The mass media forum is the major site of political contest because all of 
the players in the policy process assume its pervasive influence (whether 
justified or not). The mass media present—often in a highly selective and 
simplified way—discourse from other forums. The participants in these 
other forums look to the mass media forum to assess their effectiveness. 
. . . To have one’s preferred framing of an issue increase significantly in the 
mass media forum is both an important outcome in itself and carries a 
strong promise of a ripple effect.4

In the Wal-Mart debate, as I have argued in the preceding chapters, activ-
ists on both sides of the divide have framed the issue in notably different ways. 
Progressive groups like Wal-Mart Watch, for example, frame the debate largely 
in terms of citizens and benevolence, arguing that it is not fair for a large cor-
poration like Wal-Mart to skirt its responsibilities to its employees and force 
them to depend on state-funded entitlements at taxpayer expense. In contrast, 
Wal-Mart’s supporters frame their arguments more often in terms of the needs 
of average working families who can maximize their individual freedoms in 
a market system whose fairness remains largely unquestioned. Yet the ulti-
mate fate of these arguments depends on just how they are transformed by and 
appropriated within the public sphere of the national media. This raises impor-
tant questions about both the future of these activist groups as well as how key 
media outlets present debates such as this one to the public. Informed by the 
preceding chapters, which examine how activist groups themselves talk about 
the moral issues raised by capitalism, this chapter asks how the media contrib-
utes to such debates through its coverage of the discourse of corporations and 
the activists who may challenge them. Accordingly, in this chapter I analyze 
coverage of Wal-Mart in 1,242 articles sampled from the New York Times, the 
Wall Street Journal, and USA Today during 2000–2006.5

Of course, most Americans don’t get their news from these three newspa-
pers, and most Americans’ information about Wal-Mart almost surely comes 
from other avenues, whether television news sources, the Internet, or their 
own shopping experiences. Yet SMOs like Wal-Mart Watch do count it as 
success when their activities earn journalistic coverage in these print sources 
with the highest rates of national circulation—particularly in elite newspa-
pers like the New York Times (arguably the paper of record for the United 
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States) and the Wall Street Journal (the paper of record for financial report-
ing). Examining Wal-Mart discourse in leading print sources thus promises 
to tell us more about how discourse about the economy is performed and 
enacted at these highest levels of the public sphere. My concern in this chap-
ter is therefore not so much to identify what discourse is most likely received 
among the American public, but instead to describe the kind of discourse 
that is produced and reproduced in key domains within the public sphere, 
and theorize what this means for Americans’ deliberations surrounding con-
tentious economic issues. 

We have good reason to believe that the media plays a key role as a gate-
keeper in shaping both the content and the quality of public discourse about 
market dilemmas, such as those raised by Wal-Mart and its business prac-
tices. The preeminent media sociologist Herbert Gans has written exten-
sively about the connection between journalism and democracy, arguing 
that despite journalists’ implicit desire to encourage democracy by informing 
the citizenry, news media is, in practice, too focused on politics as a means 
of this empowerment, and as a result pays too “little attention to the other 
parts of society that affect the country’s democracy.”6 Chief among these 
exclusions, Gans argues, is a sustained investigation of the economy and the 
influence of economic institutions and processes on American citizens and 
democracy itself. This is not to say that journalists are in the pocket of cor-
porations, or that journalists avoid the economy as a subject of news. Rather, 
Gans argues that a set of institutional conventions generally encourage cer-
tain forms of economic reporting at the expense of others that might expose 
more fully the hidden connections between economic and political power 
that serve to undermine democratic freedom. To be sure, recent develop-
ments in the economy and prominent social movements like Occupy Wall 
Street may challenge some of Gans’s conclusions, but his general argument 
about economic reporting is that journalists tend to package economic sto-
ries into at least one of four frames: the funding sources of election cam-
paigns and political lobbying; corporations’ legal troubles; quantitative 
economic indicators such as unemployment rates, inflation, consumer con-
fidence, and so on; and general business coverage of corporate performance 
and stock market earnings. Gans reasons that journalists may “believe the 
news audience to be uninterested in most economic news,” and suggests that 
“economic journalists could make economic news more appealing by bor-
rowing some leads from the folk economics with which people make sense 
of their personal experiences in the economy.”7 

The media historian and communications scholar Robert McChesney 
is even more pessimistic about the potential role of the news media in 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



156  <<  How Wal-Mart Wins the War of Words

furthering economic democracy.8 As such, he has argued that the commer-
cial ownership of national media outlets in the United States has ultimately 
created a less fruitful public discourse, particularly for issues of inequality 
wrought by capitalism. In this for-profit news environment, McChesney 
argues, “the corporate sector is increasingly exempt from any sustained 
critical examination from a public interest perspective,” although he quickly 
adds that providing corporate information “to the investment community, of 
course, is one of the main functions of the business press.”9 In other words, in 
an environment in which newspapers seek to both report the news and sell 
newspapers, media outlets are less prone to be critical of the same market 
system that determines their ultimate fate; therefore, “as commercial jour-
nalism almost always stays within the parameter of mainstream opinion, 
the tenor of journalism has become less conciliatory toward ideas critical of 
capitalism and the ‘free market’ and less receptive of ideas laudatory of social 
spending, poor people’s social movements, and regulation of business.”10 In 
this view, journalists are predisposed to write about the economy in ways 
that ultimately favor the existing economic order.

The Wal-Mart controversy of the mid-2000s offers a useful test case for 
exploring just how the national media covers economic critiques launched 
by SMOs like Wal-Mart Watch in their attempt to reform the world’s largest 
corporation. As the preceding chapters have argued, the backstage discourse 
of these SMOs does attempt to create the discourse “from the perspective of 
employees and consumers” that Gans hopes to see reflected in media cover-
age. At the same time, Wal-Mart is a powerful corporation that clearly enters 
this media debate with a wealth of resources, financial and otherwise, at its 
disposal in telling its story to the press. Can groups like Wal-Mart Watch 
succeed in having their positions proclaimed and reiterated in elite national 
newspapers? And how does media coverage potentially change and redact 
the arguments that social actors make in “backstage,” social movement ven-
ues when journalists write about the controversy in the public sphere? The 
answers to these questions promise not only to tell us more about the out-
come of the Wal-Mart debate, but also to reveal larger conclusions about the 
national media and how it discusses these different dimensions of inequality 
in a capitalistic society.

Claims-Making in the Public Sphere

The first question to answer in our analysis of leading national newspapers 
concerns whether the media even takes notice of economically progres-
sive movements such as those created by Wal-Mart Watch. Can progressive 
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groups like this earn attention in national newspapers, particularly in light of 
the capitalistic bias often attributed to national media? Answering this ques-
tion requires that we explore both who gets covered in national news—in 
other words, whose claims journalists include or repeat in their stories—as 
well as what these stories cover. To evaluate both of these aspects of newspa-
pers’ content, I coded the frequency of different kinds of speakers’ claims in 
stories about Wal-Mart for all years of the sample, from 2000 to 2006. Table 
6.1 summarizes the descriptive statistics for claims of speakers reported in 
this sample.

A quick look at the percentages of different kinds of speakers’ claims 
suggests that Wal-Mart’s critics garnered increasing attention in the media 
between 2000–2004 and 2005–2006. First, the New York Times, the Wall 
Street Journal, and USA Today clearly devoted more coverage to Wal-Mart in 
2005–2006, with the volume of coverage per year in 2005–2006 increasing 
more than twofold relative to each year in the period 2000–2004. These years 
also saw increases in the proportion of claims made in this coverage by both 
representatives of Wal-Mart and civic group leaders. Although not all civic 
group leaders are representing WMW (or even progressive activists neces-
sarily), this change suggests that a growing discourse about Wal-Mart was 
indeed occurring during this time period, especially when compared to the 
years prior to the founding of WMW in 2005: of the claims made by speakers 
quoted in articles sampled in the years 2005–2006, 13% were made by repre-
sentatives from civic organizations, as compared to 5% made by civic groups 
in the years 2000–2004. A slightly smaller portion of the claims reported 
in news stories came from industry analysts (those experts who evaluate 
things like Wal-Mart’s stock performance and growth strategies). Wal-Mart’s 
own representatives also found more frequent representation in media sto-
ries, with the percentage of claims increasing slightly from 37% to 43% by 

Table 6.1. Descriptive statistics of variables in media article analysis (N=1,242)
2000–2004 2005–2006

Total number of articles 606 636

Speakers’ claims 667 951

Wal-Mart reps 248 (37%) 411 (43%)

Civic group leaders 32 (5%) 123 (13%)

Industry analysts 134 (20%) 175 (18%)

Others 253 (38%) 242 (25%)

Note: Due to rounding, percentages do not add up to 100.
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2005–2006. Most important, these findings demonstrate that representatives 
from civic groups like Wal-Mart Watch did indeed succeed in getting more 
airtime in the press; the time period witnessed more coverage for activists 
both large and small who seek to have a voice in national debates about Wal-
Mart and its role in civic life. If we think of discourse in terms of the range of 
voices involved in a discussion, these findings show that the years 2005–2006 
incorporated more contributions to this civil discourse.

Yet we should also ask a related question about the content of these dif-
ferent claims in a national conversation about Wal-Mart. Specifically, when 
national newspapers reported the claims made by Wal-Mart representatives 
as well as civic group leaders, what was the content of their coverage? Table 
6.2 examines the changing content of claims made by Wal-Mart representa-
tives and by civic group leaders during this seven-year period, with particu-
lar attention to four key areas: mentions of public pressure or image prob-
lems for Wal-Mart, concerns about the environment, references to workers’ 
issues, and allusions to larger market processes.

As table 6.2 illustrates, the content of discourse about Wal-Mart among 
these two groups of speakers has changed in some ways and remained con-
stant in others. In particular, these claims appear to have been particularly 

Table 6.2. Changing content of speaker’ claims in media article analysis 
(N=1,242)

2000–2004 2005–2006

Portion of claims made by WM reps 
that . . .

 Referenced workers 8% 15%

 Referenced environment 0% 5%

 Referenced public image 3% 5%

 Referenced market 36% 34%

Total number of claims 248 411

Portion of claims made by civic group 
leaders that . . .

 Referenced workers 31% 27%

 Referenced environment 0% 6%

 Referenced public image 6% 9%

 Referenced market 34% 33%

Total number of claims 32 123

Note: Percentages do not add up to 100 due to the omission of some categories.
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effective at injecting more discourse about workers into the media debate, 
particularly on the part of Wal-Mart’s own representatives. This is no small 
accomplishment in a media environment that many allege has become 
increasingly inhospitable to the concerns of the left, particularly organized 
labor.11 Moreover, although civic groups’ claims concerned workers in 
roughly equal proportions between 2000–2004 and 2005–2006, the pro-
portion of Wal-Mart representatives’ claims that referenced workers’ issues 
nearly doubled during this same period. This period clearly inculcated not 
just more voices from civil society, but also more talk about certain key 
issues, like labor.

Accordingly, the environment also earned increasing mention in claims 
as covered by the media; however, both groups appear to have referenced the 
environment in roughly equal proportions—not at all in 2000–2004, and in 
about 5% of their claims in 2005–2006. We could interpret this as another 
success for progressives: although the portion of claims that concern these 
topics is still quite small, they succeeded not only in infusing national news-
papers with the voices of civic activists on both environmental and workers’ 
issues, they also elicited a similar movement among conservative spokesper-
sons, who reference the environment in increasing proportions and devoted 
more of their claims, proportionally, to issues faced by Wal-Mart’s workforce. 
Finally, examining the changing content of claims over time shows that 
speakers quoted in newspapers devoted a slightly increased portion of their 
claims to concerns about Wal-Mart’s public image, although civic groups did 
this more often than did Wal-Mart’s own spokespersons. Civic group lead-
ers’ claims in 2005–2006, for example, referenced the retailer’s public image 
almost 10% of the time, compared to 5% of the time for those speaking to the 
media as formal representatives of Wal-Mart.

What remains largely unchanged, however, is the proportion of claims 
that reference market processes, such as market competition, Wal-Mart’s 
market influence, or the introduction of new goods and services into the 
marketplace. Across both groups of speakers and both periods of media 
coverage, about one-third of all claims reported in the media have to do 
with economistic matters. Thus it might be said that during the mid-2000s, 
SMOs critical of Wal-Mart witnessed some notable changes in the content 
of discourse about Wal-Mart, in that coverage during the heightened con-
troversy made significantly greater mention of workers and devoted slightly 
more attention to the environment and Wal-Mart’s public image. At the 
same time, this did not result in less discourse about Wal-Mart’s market 
activities—this portion of the discourse as presented in the media remains 
virtually unchanged. 
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Narrating Wal-Mart Watch

Of course, these changes cannot be directly attributed to Wal-Mart Watch; 
other notoriously public forms of censure plagued Wal-Mart during this 
period and likely contributed to increased journalistic reporting on issues 
such as workers’ rights. How then does Wal-Mart Watch succeed in dissemi-
nating its particular narrative about Wal-Mart’s role in the global market-
place? Within the narrative structures of economic reporting, how does a 
progressive group like WMW succeed in telling its story to the press? As Fer-
ree and colleague have noted, SMOs consistently aim to have “their” version 
of the story reproduced in the national media, and count it as success when 
their claims are picked up and disseminated to a broader audience. As such, 
the preceding discussion of the content of journalistic coverage of Wal-Mart 
does not necessarily tell us everything we need to know about the success of 
Wal-Mart Watch in earning recognition in larger spheres of discourse. After 
all, only a minority of these newspaper articles explicitly mentions Wal-Mart 
Watch or its United Food and Commercial Workers–funded counterpart, 
Wake-Up Wal-Mart. Although these organizations almost certainly played 
some role in changing the content of journalistic coverage of Wal-Mart, dis-
cerning their exact impact is much more difficult, given that other events—a 
growing environmental movement that placed Wal-Mart in its sights, several 
high-profile class action lawsuits pending against the company, and so on—
were also taking place simultaneously. Therefore, we can get a better idea of 
how key media outlets covered the Wal-Mart debate by paying close analyti-
cal attention to the small subset of forty-six articles that explicitly mention 
Wal-Mart Watch in 2005–2006. Although these are not the only ways that 
Wal-Mart Watch attempted to reach the general public, studying the ways 
the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and USA Today frame the activi-
ties of Wal-Mart Watch can tell us more about how these national newspa-
pers convey the story of Wal-Mart’s critics in these elite spheres of speech. In 
other words, how do these newspapers cover WMW itself? And in doing so, 
what terms, metaphors, and narratives did journalists adopt to describe this 
controversy?

These questions are important because the form of journalistic coverage 
can be every bit as important as the content of the stories; how knowledge 
is communicated in newspaper stories shapes how those stories create a 
given portrait of empirical events. In his analysis of economic reporting, for 
instance, Gerald Suttles finds that journalistic reporting on market activi-
ties tends to coalesce around distinct metaphors that frame the economy 
itself in a particular way. For instance, during the 1980s the most prominent 
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metaphor for the economy was that of a “machine,” in which “the economy 
does things largely on its own, relying upon its internal guidance and self-
regulation.”12 A second metaphor, that of medical emergency, also appears 
in journalistic reporting on economic matters, particularly when the econ-
omy is in need of some kind of intervention to “revive” sluggish growth in 
times of weakness or strain.13 Such metaphors do more than simply repre-
sent reality, however—they also affect our ability to apprehend that real-
ity. Language represents a fundamental aspect of cognition, and a long 
literature in the sociology of knowledge emphasizes the correspondence 
between socially constructed packages of meaning and mental structures 
of psychological cognition. Accordingly, Suttles argues that earlier warnings 
of financial collapse that began in 2008 were indeed present in the news, 
but ultimately went unnoticed in part because the new metaphors were not 
the ones key policy makers were accustomed to looking for. Against the 
earlier metaphors of “machine” and “medical emergency,” the more recent 
financial crisis suggests a shift to the fundamental metaphor of an “infor-
mation system” beset with “illness” in the form of “toxic assets” that spread 
“virally.”14 As a result, key industry analysts’ warnings may have been inef-
fective because they did not coincide cognitively with the default assump-
tion of looking at the system through a different metaphor. As Mark Jacobs 
explains, “Although the press covered the contrarian warnings of Buffett, 
Volcker, and Soros, among others, the warnings could not gain public trac-
tion because not just their substance but also their mnemonic frames were 
too dissonant from the emergent practice. We could not see the impending 
malfunctions in part because we were looking for problems of a natural or 
mechanical sort.”15

In studying the coverage of Wal-Mart Watch in national media outlets, 
my research suggests that these sources overwhelming adopt the metaphor 
of politics as the narrative through which to relate this controversy. Here I 
use the term “narrative” to mean a representation of experience that places 
events in sequence through the telling of a story, typically offering a reso-
lution to complicating action.16 In other words, a narrative is a retelling of 
events in a temporal sequence—a plot with a beginning, middle, and end—
in which the story is propelled forward through the actions of specific actors, 
often in the established literary forms of protagonists, villains, and heroes. 
In writing about Wal-Mart and the growing controversy surrounding the 
retailer in the mid-2000s, national newspapers might have chosen other 
metaphors through which to convey these events—for instance, a historical 
framework that drew comparisons between earlier populist movements and 
the growing criticism surrounding Wal-Mart. Another metaphor might have 
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been the “machine” metaphor identified by Suttles, in which critics like Wal-
Mart Watch are attempting to tinker with key workings of a global market 
system, as WMW frequently declared its intentions to urge Wal-Mart to “set 
a better example” throughout its global supply chain, which would presum-
ably lead other companies in the global marketplace to follow suit. 

Yet the predominant metaphor for this controversy that I find in all three 
newspapers is one of political struggle; this metaphor is also set within a nar-
rative structure that includes common characters, complicating action, and, 
eventually, a resolution. In this case, I find that the “debate” over Wal-Mart 
itself thus becomes a form of complicating action, and actors like WMW 
clearly play a starring role in this recounting of events. And at first glance, 
this would seem to be a victory for WMW, because the organization’s own 
framing of its mission tends to emphasize politically charged dimensions of 
its activities—such as state-based legislative reforms around employer-spon-
sored health care, and the generalized notion of grassroots action practiced 
by citizen activists. As I have argued in the preceding chapters, Wal-Mart 
Watch tends to address its arguments to an audience constructed as primar-
ily citizens, taxpayers, and activists. Moreover, WMW emphasizes the needs 
and perspectives of larger groups of social actors who have allegedly been 
harmed by Wal-Mart’s retail practices, such as women, African Americans, 
and small business owners. The political metaphor, therefore, would initially 
appear to be one favored by these activists themselves, so seeing this form of 
framing reproduced in national media outlets should represent a kind of vic-
tory for Wal-Mart’s critics. 

However, I contend that this particular telling of the story turns out to 
work against progressive activists, even though their politicized, grassroots-
movement style of critique is very close to the politicized metaphor that the 
media eventually selects in its rendering of events. This is due to several fac-
tors, among them the fact that in telling this story, journalists tend to sim-
plify this back-and-forth struggle as one that generally pits the group-based 
category of Wal-Mart’s workers against the larger constituency of consumers 
themselves; this particular narrative does little to link the needs of workers 
as such with their purchasing power as consumers, a chasm that allows Wal-
Mart ample room to exploit this politicized narrative for their own political 
gain. In effect, Wal-Mart and its representatives can rejoinder, “They’re for 
politics and special interests [read: labor unions], while we’re on the side of 
the great mass of consumers.” Further, the introduction of the complicating 
action of a debate also allows—even encourages—the interpretation of Wal-
Mart’s reactions to its critics as heroic transformations that render Wal-Mart 
the embattled hero in a story with a happy ending. 
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Political Metaphor

One way that the journalistic reporting about Wal-Mart Watch adopts the 
metaphor of political struggle comes through the repeated use of the con-
struct of “debate” itself to describe Wal-Mart Watch and its desire to chal-
lenge the giant retailer. In the very first article mentioning Wal-Mart Watch 
in the New York Times, for instance, the stage is set with the following open-
ing paragraph (emphases added):

With most of Wal-Mart’s workers earning less than $19,000 a year, a num-
ber of community groups and lawmakers have recently teamed up with 
labor unions in mounting an intensive campaign aimed at prodding Wal-
Mart into paying its 1.3 million employees higher wages.17 

After describing Wal-Mart Watch’s full-page advertisement of April 20, 
2005, and referencing two other high-profile moments of criticism, the story 
continues:

Among workers at Wal-Mart’s 3700 stores across the United States, the 
debate is also heating up.

The New York Times account goes on to narrate the back-and-forth format 
of a debate by offering quotes from two different Wal-Mart employees, one 
who is grateful for her Wal-Mart job that pays $9.43 an hour, and another 
who believes he is underpaid. This back-and-forth framework—in which 
Wal-Mart’s critics have their say, and Wal-Mart issues a rejoinder—continues 
throughout the article, until the story’s author declares, “The debate is far 
from over.” Accordingly, the article concludes with the standard “give both 
sides” model by quoting two Wal-Mart workers, one who says simply, “They 
don’t pay a living wage,” followed by another who praises the company and 
concludes the article with the words, “As soon as I heard about this store 
opening, I jumped. It’s perfect for me right now.”

The “giving both sides” model of journalistic writing certainly encour-
ages this kind of framing. Coupled with words that signal political pro-
cesses—the idea of an “intensive campaign,” a debate that “is heating up” and 
is “far from over”—the political narrative is easily accessible. Moreover, the 
actual people involved in the controversy (both among WMW and at Wal-
Mart itself), and the tactics they employ as a result, are imported directly 
from political operations. Thus this politicized form of journalistic cover-
age emphasizes this dimension of the controversy, which serves to further 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



164  <<  How Wal-Mart Wins the War of Words

develop this politicized model of economic reporting. For instance, a front-
page New York Times article adopted the political metaphor in a particularly 
pronounced way with the headline “A New Weapon for Wal-Mart: A War 
Room.”18 The article begins by describing the scene inside a “stuffy, window-
less room” where “veterans of the 2004 Bush and Kerry presidential cam-
paigns sit, stand and pace around six plastic folding tables,” surrounded by 
half-eaten snacks, laptops and cell phones, and a TV in the corner. The sto-
ry’s author then interjects:

A scene from a campaign war room? Well, sort of. It is a war room inside 
the headquarters of Wal-Mart, the giant discount retailer that hopes to 
sell a new, improved image to reluctant consumers. Wal-Mart is taking a 
page from the modern political playbook. Under fire from well-organized 
opponents who have hammered the retailer with criticisms of its wages, 
health insurance and treatment of workers, Wal-Mart has quietly recruited 
former presidential advisers, including Michael K. Deaver, who was Ron-
ald Reagan’s image-meister, and Leslie Dach, one of Bill Clinton’s media 
consultants, to set up a rapid-response public relations team in Arkansas. 

If journalists who cover Wal-Mart Watch for the country’s leading news-
papers adopt a politicized frame of reference to describe the controversy, 
they clearly do so in part because the starring characters in this story are 
individuals who once played leading roles in national political contests.

Sociologists invoke the “neoinstitutional” school of organizational analy-
sis to explain why we observe this kind of similarity across organizations 
and their respective fields of activity. For instance, scholars have asked why 
different kinds of organizations have so many rules and structures in com-
mon—both public and private schools, for example, generally seat students 
at desks, assign work to be completed at home, and award letter grades of 
A–F as a method of evaluation. One answer to this question emphasizes 
the norms of professionalization that are conveyed to people in positions 
of leadership, who, in turn, act in similar ways even when working in dif-
ferent organizations.19 For instance, to continue with the example of educa-
tional systems, prospective teachers must take courses in education depart-
ments taught by education specialists who share a common discourse and 
training. When teachers enter classrooms, they take these common skills 
and approaches with them into bureaucracies that have developed similar 
assumptions about the “best” and “most appropriate” ways of doing things. 
Innovation is stifled, and the result is a set of organizations that look and act 
in increasingly similar ways.
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The narrative of Wal-Mart Watch that I find in the journalistic record sug-
gests that this kind of professional diffusion has indeed helped to politicize 
the Wal-Mart debate. For instance, a 2006 Wall Street Journal story notes 
that both Wal-Mart Watch and Wake-Up Wal-Mart “are top-heavy with for-
mer Democratic operatives from the 2004 presidential campaigns of John 
Kerry and Howard Dean.”20 Later in the year, another story explained 

If Mr. Scott, the chief executive of Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. seems like he’s 
running for office, it’s no accident. For the last 15 months, the Edelman 
public-relations firm, led by seasoned political operatives, has been direct-
ing a campaign it calls “Candidate Wal-Mart.” The goal: Rescue the bat-
tered image of the world’s largest retailer.21

The tactics described hail directly from the political campaigns in which 
individuals like Deaver and Dach had previously worked:

In their “Candidate Wal-Mart” Pitch, Messrs. Dach and Deaver of Edelman 
described a campaign with all the trappings of a U.S. presidential bid. A 
war room of publicists would respond quickly to attacks or adverse news. 
Operatives would be assigned to drum up popular support for Wal-Mart 
via Internet blogs and grass-roots initiatives. Skeptical outside groups, 
such as environmentalists, would be recruited to team up with Wal-Mart. 
Edelman won and quickly put its plan into practice, with three dozen staff-
ers working on the account in Washington, D.C., and Bentonville.22

In light of these approaches and the professionals directing them, it’s not 
surprising that Wal-Mart even briefly adopted a plan to expand voter regis-
tration among its employees in the fall of 2006, an action that prompted Wal-
Mart Watch to respond by explicitly pitting “politics” against the allegedly 
more lasting forms of change that the organization sought to bring about 
through its campaign against the retailer. Quoting Nu Wexler, a WMW 
spokesman, a Wall Street Journal article concluded with Wexler’s words on 
behalf of his organization: “Wal-Mart’s problems with health care, wages and 
gender discrimination go beyond politics, and they have the potential to last 
well beyond the 2006 and 2008 election cycle.”23 

Yet even as WMW attempted to tag Wal-Mart itself with the negative 
associations of “playing politics,” much of the political metaphor in this 
smaller body of articles stems from references to WMW’s union-based fund-
ing. Thus the political metaphor of national newspapers’ coverage of WMW 
further develops this presentation of the Wal-Mart debate by emphasizing 
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Wal-Mart Watch’s ties to organized labor. Sometimes this comes from adopt-
ing the words of Wal-Mart’s own spokespeople, as when the New York Times 
repeats Lee Scott’s claim that “a coalition of labor unions and others are 
spending $25 million to do whatever they have to do to damage this com-
pany.”24 Of course, unions need not necessarily be framed as political entities, 
but the political dimensions of union funding are underscored throughout 
these articles, as when Wal-Mart’s Sarah Clark is quoted when responding to 
criticisms about the company’s health care programs, saying, “This is just the 
latest negative attack from Washington union leaders.”25 Further, the mon-
iker extends beyond Wal-Mart’s own sound bites. The following examples 
are typical of the ways national newspapers present Wal-Mart Watch in their 
reporting (emphases added):

Wal-Mart’s community activist and organized labor critics said the envi-
ronmental goals failed to address what they said were the company’s most 
pressing problems.26 

Wal-Mart opponents gave the company’s effort a mixed grade. “They are to 
be commended for presenting negative research,” says Tracy Sefl, spokes-
woman for Wal-Mart Watch, an activist group that is among the retailer’s 
most vocal critics and is funded by groups including the Service Employees 
International Union.27 

“The so-called Bank of Wal-Mart has been dealt another heavy blow,” says 
union-backed Wal-Mart Watch.28

Wal-Mart Watch, a group backed by unions and foundations that is press-
ing Wal-Mart to enhance its wages and benefits.29 

This “union-funded” tagline is reminiscent of Working Families for Wal-
Mart’s refrain (discussed in the preceding chapters) about Wal-Mart’s critics 
being mere servants of a special interest group seeking more dues for its nar-
rowly defined cause. While such constructs are communicating something 
about empirical reality—after all, Wal-Mart Watch did receive significant 
union-based sources of funding—I argue that this narrative ultimately weak-
ens progressive claims by connecting them to the larger domain of special 
interest politics, in this case the goals and aims of “union-funded” groups that 
presumably would seek to organize Wal-Mart’s workers for their own gains. 

Moreover, emphasizing the role of organized labor in the Wal-Mart oppo-
sition also fits into an ideological categorization that emerges in this media 
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discourse, where the debate becomes one that pits Wal-Mart workers against 
consumers. Some of Wal-Mart’s critics had initially worked hard to present 
a message that linked workers and consumers, as when the New York Times 
quoted William McDonough of the UFCW as saying, “Henry Ford made 
sure he paid his workers enough so that they could afford to buy his cars. 
.  .  . Wal-Mart is doing the polar opposite of Henry Ford. Wal-Mart brags 
about how its low prices help poor Americans, but its low wages are help-
ing increase the number of Americans in poverty.”30 But the later discourse 
produced in the media is one that rarely links the categories of worker and 
consumer in this way—a failure that mirrors the separate core categories 
produced by the respective SMOs in backstage spheres of discourse. 

Just as Wal-Mart Watch emphasizes the core identity categories of citizens 
and taxpayers, and Wal-Mart Inc. focuses on “average working families,” 
these categories are rarely connected in the national newspaper coverage of 
Wal-Mart Watch itself. Instead, the “giving both sides” journalistic model 
actually helps to reify these opposing camps, particularly in highlighting 
Wal-Mart’s benefits for consumers in contrast to the problems faced by its 
workers, as in the following example:

Wal-Mart’s rapid expansion made it a lightning rod in some corners of 
labor and the political left for a long list of grievances against big business. 
Wal-Mart and its supporters argue that the big retailer offers an enormous 
boon to Americans—particularly lower-income consumers—by driving 
down the price of household goods, appliances and thousands of other 
products.31 

In this instance, for example, the Wall Street Journal emphasizes the 
contours of the debate as being about the needs of workers (who see Wal-
Mart’s success as a “lightning rod” for other issues affecting labor) versus 
the consumption needs of a larger group of “Americans” and especially 
“lower-income consumers.” Likewise, Lee Scott, as quoted in the New York 
Times, emphasizes the company’s commitment to and support among lower-
income American consumers, saying, “Wal-Mart’s focus has been on lower 
income and lower-middle income consumers. .  .  . In the last four years or 
so, with the price of fuel being what it is, that customer has had the most dif-
ficult time. The upper-end customer got a tremendous number of tax breaks 
about four years ago. They have been doing very well in this economy.”32 
Thus Wal-Mart’s decision to pursue more energy-efficient trucks along with 
other environmentally friendly goals can be easily framed in terms of this 
divide, such that Lee Scott can declare that “embracing energy-conscious 
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and environmentally conscious goals will help both the company’s bottom 
line and its customer’s needs.”33 Likewise, this framework can even allow 
Lee Scott to support congressional efforts to raise the minimum wage not 
on the grounds that it would help Wal-Mart’s workers, but instead by saying 
“We can see first hand at Wal-Mart how many of our customers are strug-
gling to get by.”34 Further, because Wal-Mart seeks to develop support among 
the consumers who keep it in business, and cultivates its audience as “aver-
age working families” who need the store for their consumption, Wal-Mart 
can more successfully combine these categories of worker and consumer on 
its own terms—terms that refer only vaguely to the struggles of “working 
families” whose workers are not Wal-Mart workers, and whose struggles 
are sequestered away from the impersonal forces of the global economy and 
interpreted primarily in terms of their consequences for the family.

This particular mode of framing—which generally pits workers against 
consumers, and when combining the two categories tends to favor a con-
servative stance on these issues—stems from the political metaphor, and is 
ultimately an ironic victory for a more conservative, pro-business story. With 
these two “camps” presented as “the two sides,” the larger narrative of “the 
debate” itself becomes a form of complicating action. Within this particu-
lar narrative construction, Wal-Mart can actually emerge as an embattled 
hero, a company that does the right thing in response to its critics. In this 
larger narrative of politicized struggle, the attacks of critics like Wal-Mart 
Watch actually became an early point of plot development in the larger arc of 
a developing narrative, as when a 2005 New York Times article declared, “For 
years, unions hurled little more than insults at the chain. But over the last 
year, two small groups—Wal-Mart Watch and Wake Up Wal-Mart—set up 
shop in Washington with the goal of waging the public relations equivalent 
of guerilla warfare against the company.”35 These descriptions of the actions 
of Wal-Mart’s critics play a key role in the developing story of the controversy 
surrounding the retailer, and further solidify the representation of this story 
as a story, where “events become meaningful because of their placement in 
a narrative.”36 As a result, this depiction of the controversy over Wal-Mart 
invites readers to consider the debate as a dramatized version of struggle 
between Wal-Mart’s critics on one hand, and the retailer itself. Stories such as 
these emphasize the novelty of Wal-Mart’s more recent critics, whose actions 
have moved beyond the “little more than insults” that unions had formerly 
“hurled” at the retailer. Here the plot thickens: although Wal-Mart had long 
been a target of labor unions’ designs for organizing the service sector, these 
newer critics have successfully “stung” the retailer and mounted “an inten-
sive campaign” in response.37 
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Such a narrative ironically functions to paint Wal-Mart itself as a kind of 
victim—a questionable rendering of events, to be sure, but one that none-
theless allows the story to take a new turn. Francesca Polletta has written 
extensively about the role of victim narratives in protest movements and 
political activism.38 Focusing on narratives of victimization in domestic 
violence cases, for instance, Polletta paradoxically observes that while vic-
tim narratives are not always successful in garnering broader support for 
a social movement, they simultaneously need not always be disempower-
ing. In her words, “Familiar criticisms [of victimhood] underestimate both 
the advantages and the dangers of telling stories of victimization. To claim 
oneself a victim is not necessarily to trade agency for passivity. The vic-
tims of social injustice have sometimes cast themselves as political irritants 
rather than supplicants and as tutors of moral uplift rather than objects 
of pity.”39 Although Polletta is writing largely about women’s narratives in 
legal trials and court proceedings, this same principle may be applied to 
the ways an organization—in this case, Wal-Mart—is cast as a kind of vic-
tim in newspaper reporting about its dialogue with critics—in this case, 
Wal-Mart Watch.

Within this narrative, when reporters for leading national newspapers 
describe the complicating action of Wal-Mart’s critics’ growing successes, the 
story begins to frame Wal-Mart as a somewhat victimized protagonist beset 
with a new challenge. Therefore, groups like Wal-Mart Watch have placed 
Wal-Mart “under assault as never before,” the beleaguered retail giant has 
“come under withering criticism,” and it must therefore respond and “com-
bat critics.”40 In the format of a story placed within the larger metaphor of 
politicized struggle, Wal-Mart plays the role of an errant but still-good-deep-
down hero who must institute some kind of change in response. As a result, 
this narrative of potential victimization ultimately invites Wal-Mart to play 
the role of an embattled consumers’ hero—the large and sometimes wayward 
global retailer that has successfully responded to its critics on behalf of its 
consumers’ needs. 

In an October 2005 New York Times article, for instance, the story predict-
ably begins with the complicating action and moves very quickly to its reso-
lution: “Wal-Mart, which has long been criticized for the benefits it offers to 
its workers, is introducing a cheaper health insurance plan, with monthly 
premiums as low as $11, that the company hopes will greatly increase the 
number of its employees who can afford coverage.”41 Similarly, in April 2006 
(a year after Wal-Mart Watch’s founding), a series of articles covering WMW 
began to document Wal-Mart’s attempts to respond to some of its alleged 
worst offenses:
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Mr. Scott called Wal-Mart a company “in transformation” and offered 
what a year ago would have seemed an unthinkably long list of changes 
under way at the company, the nation’s largest retailer. In just the last six 
months, the company has expanded health insurance to the children of 
part-time workers, committed to sweeping reductions in energy use and is 
planning to support local businesses, including competitors, near its pro-
posed urban stores.42 

Trying to become a leader on two issues that have bedeviled it for decades, 
Wal-Mart Stores is developing an extensive program to teach its 1.3 million 
employees in the United States how to take better care of themselves and 
the environment, people briefed on the plans said yesterday.43 

“Leslie [Dach] has been a part of our transformation over the last year,” 
Mr. Scott said. “He brings new perspective, diverse talents and tremen-
dous expertise to his role as a member of our strategic and executive 
teams. I look forward to his continued involvement as we transform our 
business for the future.” In a brief interview, Mr. Dach said he was join-
ing Wal-Mart because he has been impressed by what he says is the com-
pany’s transformation, especially on issues such as sustainability. “On the 
big issues, Wal-Mart has said government can’t do it alone,” Mr. Dach 
said. “Wal-Mart wants and will be part of the solution, and I find that 
intriguing.”44 

If the story renders Wal-Mart’s critics as the agents of complicating action, 
then the narrative structure encourages some form of resolution; in this case, 
the resolution comes in the form of Wal-Mart’s “transformation” that has 
launched what previously “would have seemed an unthinkably long list” of 
reforms. If Wal-Mart Watch and its campaign represents the complicating 
action in the larger process of plot development, then Wal-Mart, which is 
the bigger and in many ways more “newsworthy” object of reporting, must 
become the eventual protagonist. And at the end of the story, the protagonist 
saves the day.

Leslie Dach’s claim that “on the big issues, Wal-Mart has said government 
can’t do it alone,” noted above, also suggests a related finding: in this larger 
narrative arc, Wal-Mart can successfully frame the controversy surrounding 
its workers, business model, and general role in a globalized market economy 
as being about a kind of special interest politics versus rank-and-file con-
sumers. An April 2006 article about Wal-Mart’s change illustrates this point 
very well. After describing some of the key changes Wal-Mart had recently 
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introduced, New York Times reporter Michael Barbaro poses the question: 
“Why so much change so quickly?” Barbaro continues:

Wal-Mart is loathe to credit its critics with influencing the company, but 
Mr. Scott’s message of change—he used the word “transformation” five 
times in his speech—coincides with the one-year anniversary of the for-
mation of two union-backed groups, Wal-Mart Watch and Wake Up Wal-
Mart, which have helped turn the company into a social, political and eco-
nomic issue.45

The article also considered the Fair Share Health Care law passed in 
Maryland (it was later overturned in U.S. district court), and Barbaro quoted 
Lee Scott saying the following about that outcome:

“It is going to be tough to legislate Wal-Mart out of a community,” Mr. 
Scott said at the close of a two-day media conference here, just a few miles 
from the company’s headquarters in Bentonville, in northwest Arkansas. 
. . . Power over Wal-Mart’s future, Mr. Scott said, “is not with the legisla-
ture,” but with more than 100 million Americans who shop at the com-
pany’s 3,500 stores every week.46 

Examining the Wal-Mart debate through the lens of articles that mention 
Wal-Mart Watch thus reveals a narrative that ultimately empowers consum-
ers, pitting the store’s hardworking, penny-pinched shoppers against the polit-
icized entities of labor unions, state legislatures, and special interest politics. 

In sum, national newspapers adopt the politicized narrative of Wal-Mart’s 
critics, but they do so in such a way that the struggle is framed as not just 
between Wal-Mart and its opponents, but also between the rights and needs 
of workers as represented by organized labor, and the desires and expecta-
tions of American customers. Wal-Mart Watch may have succeeded in see-
ing its particular method of framing become more prevalent in the news—a 
politicized, guerilla-warfare-style struggle with a key emblem of global capital-
ism—but these terms may be interpreted as paradoxically favoring Wal-Mart 
because the selection of workers as a category demands a corresponding locus 
of conflict, which turns out to be the consumer. As a result, we see few linkages 
between the categories of worker and consumer, and thus little in the way of 
a discourse that might successfully create a new portrayal of the interdepen-
dent identities of workers and consumers, shoppers and citizens. The narrative 
of political conflict is ready-made, but far removed from the interdependent 
needs and expectations of families and citizens, workers and consumers.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



172  <<  How Wal-Mart Wins the War of Words

Conclusion

What does this analysis tell us about how the national media creates a larger 
discourse about economic issues? First, examining the content of claims 
made by key activists as presented in this media sample suggests that the 
most notable change between 2000 and 2006 concerns the increasing dis-
cussion of workers’ issues among Wal-Mart’s own spokespeople. The envi-
ronment also received more coverage during this period by activists and 
Wal-Mart representatives alike, but the increased concern for workers is 
a particularly notable change since, as demonstrated in earlier chapters, 
the rationalized category of the worker lies close to the heart of Wal-Mart 
Watch’s discursive strategies. Although we cannot isolate the impact of Wal-
Mart Watch itself on this shift, the general environment of 2005–2006 was 
indeed one in which workers’ issues received comparatively greater mention 
in leading national newspapers. 

Studying how these national news outlets cover Wal-Mart Watch itself in 
a smaller body of articles reveals a number of interesting findings—about 
both the coverage of Wal-Mart Watch as well as the larger narrative of politi-
cized economic debate into which this particular controversy falls. As I 
have argued above, the elites involved in this debate on both sides hail from 
national political undertakings, and the resultant emphasis on political fea-
tures (e.g., “war rooms” and “campaigns”) are borne out in their discourse. 
But this political metaphor also has other, more subtle dimensions. In par-
ticular, I have argued that the political metaphor that guides news reporting 
on Wal-Mart Watch ultimately weakens the group’s presentation in the press, 
because it allows Wal-Mart Watch to be linked to the tainted domain of “spe-
cial interest politics,” as a mere extension of labor unions that seek to line 
their own coffers with increased dues paid by potential new members. Wal-
Mart itself can thus become the hero that stands up for “everyday American 
consumers” in the face of this elite-driven agenda.

Within this narrative, Wal-Mart has a surprising ability to present itself 
as something of a victim. Within the confines of the story itself, Wal-Mart 
Watch’s criticisms of the retailer become a form of complicating action that 
sets the stage for Wal-Mart’s eventual transformation; the sheer size and 
scope of Wal-Mart lends itself to being framed as the protagonist, with a 
starring role as the wayward retailer turned reformed hero, which frames 
the company’s reforms as a way of furthering its long-standing mission to 
empower consumers and enhance their lives through consumption. Workers 
ultimately become the adversary here, positioned against the low costs that 
the store hopes to be able to maintain on behalf of its shoppers.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



How Wal-Mart Wins the War of Words  >>  173

This case study also suggests some of the hidden pitfalls and enduring 
challenges endemic to progressive critiques of market entities and processes. 
Critiquing a giant multinational corporation like Wal-Mart will always be an 
uphill battle, if only because such entities posses such an asymmetry of power 
and influence. Wal-Mart is narrated not just by these national newspapers, 
but also via advertising on television, in print, and as an actual embodied 
experience of consumption for the masses of shoppers who pass through its 
doors on any given day. Groups like Wal-Mart Watch face so much organiza-
tional asymmetry that their attempts to pin lasting criticisms to the retailer 
might initially look like little more than a fool’s errand. In this light, the 
fact that the group received so much notice in leading national newspapers 
(which frequently cited the group’s campaign as a motivation for Wal-Mart 
to institute some key changes to its health care policies and environmental 
initiatives) is nothing short of remarkable.

At the same time, I wish to suggest that progressive market criticisms, 
especially those that target a particular entity or organization, face additional 
asymmetries that are more cognitive than organizational or institutional. 
Just as I argued in chapter 3 that both sides of this debate frame Wal-Mart 
in personified ways—as an entity that alternatively “reaches out” to consum-
ers or “bullies its way” through small town America—this journalistic cover-
age also adopts some of these person-based terms in describing Wal-Mart as 
“stung” or “beleaguered” by criticism, being “under assault” and eventually 
experiencing a “transformation” to “become a leader” on things like envi-
ronmental sustainability and worker health and wellness. This represents yet 
another iteration of corporate personhood, in which the corporation can 
enjoy all the benefits of its power and market influence while still embodying 
traits that can be exploited to claim a kind of submissive status as withering 
victim. In this case, even small changes at Wal-Mart—in part because they 
seem so unthinkable in light of the company’s long-standing problems with 
environmental activists and employee benefits—can be framed as laudable 
metamorphoses. 

My concern here is not to denigrate or downplay these reforms on Wal-
Mart’s part; things like expanding health insurance access for employees and 
promoting fuel-efficient trucks are laudable initiatives, to be sure. Rather, 
I want to emphasize the subtle cognitive dimensions of this form of sto-
rytelling; these less-apparent aspects of the journalistic narrative—which 
ultimately favor Wal-Mart as a protagonist beset by challenge and seeking 
pardon through its eventual “transformation”—represent yet another way in 
which the corporation can capitalize on the notion of personhood to exercise 
rhetorical power, in this case as an unlikely “victim” at the hands of “special 
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interest politics.” Groups like labor unions, or SMOs like Wal-Mart Watch, 
cannot claim this image in quite the same way, which paradoxically advan-
tages the corporation in a David versus Goliath kind of contest.

The media narrative of Wal-Mart Watch also reifies the camps prioritized 
in each body of discourse as I have described them in the preceding chap-
ters. Most important, the triumphant category championed by Wal-Mart 
throughout the narrative is that of the consumer, such that Wal-Mart Inc. 
can actually issue statements in support of a higher minimum wage on the 
grounds that it would help Wal-Mart shoppers! As I discuss in the next and 
final chapter, creating more cognitive linkages between workers and con-
sumers—two categories that ultimately emerge as generally hostile and con-
tradictory in this analysis of the media—will be crucial to any kind of lasting 
progressive movement that seeks to fully address the inequalities wrought 
by the tumultuous forces of global capitalism, with Wal-Mart at the center of 
the storm. 
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7

Moral Populism in the Twenty-First Century

As long as “the people” remain united more by what they wish 
to consume than by their grievances as producers, resentment of 
the new world order will probably not alter the centrist course of 
American politics. For most citizens, global capitalism is not a vis-
ceral danger but, at worst, the symbolic marker of a reality they 
cannot hope to control. 
—Michael Kazin, The Populist Persuasion

The joke goes something like this: A union member, a member of the Tea 
Party, and a corporate CEO are sitting around a table looking at a plate that 
holds a dozen cookies. The CEO reaches across and takes eleven cookies, 
looks at the Tea Partier, and says, “Look out for that union guy, he wants 
a piece of your cookie.” Circulated on political blogs and social networking 
sites in early 2011, this wry story betrays a core assumption of much progres-
sive politics: at best, that poor and middle-class conservatives simply misun-
derstand reality, or at worst, that they are duped by the subversive powers of 
manipulation wielded by big business. The political left’s seeming inability to 
convince middle Americans on such economic issues—particularly matters 
having to do with unionization and tax policy—was what led pundits like 
Thomas Frank to ask, in exasperation, just “what’s the matter with Kansas?”1 
Middle American conservatives, Frank argued, lean Republican because they 
prioritize social issues—abortion and same-sex marriage, for instance—over 
and above their economic self-interests, which would presumably be better 
served by Democratic economic policies.

I believe that such views of the American political landscape fundamen-
tally misunderstand both the empirical and the moral foundations of conser-
vative populism. To begin with, much of Frank’s argument has been tested 
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with empirical data and found wanting. In their book The Truth about Con-
servative Christians, Andrew Greeley and Michael Hout demonstrate that the 
dichotomy Frank posits between “values voters” (those who prioritize con-
servative social issues, like restricting abortion and same-sex marriage) and 
“interest voters” (those who prioritize policies promising economic benefits) 
is much more complicated than Frank concludes. Using data from the Gen-
eral Social Survey, Greeley and Hout find that while conservative Christians 
have become somewhat more likely to vote Republican over the past three 
decades, class cleavages also influence Christian conservatives’ voting pat-
terns. In fact, poor and lower-middle class Christian conservatives are not 
more likely to vote Republican; rather, they are the least likely conservative 
Christians to say they voted for a Republican presidential candidate.2 Instead, 
the likelihood of voting Republican increases for conservative Christians 
according to income, and higher-status people of all religious traditions are 
more likely to support the GOP. In other words, economic interests are not 
cast aside at the voting booth; both income and values affect voting patterns 
at the presidential level. 

At the same time, however, the consensus among many observers of 
American political life is that Democrats are somehow unable to connect in 
a sustained and meaningful way with the “real Americans” who fill the aisles 
of Wal-Mart on Saturdays and conservative evangelical churches on Sundays. 
Although Frank may be mistaken about the “values voters,” another part of 
his argument presciently describes the inadequacies of progressive language. 
As Frank concludes, “Democrats no longer speak to the people on the losing 
end of a free-market system that is becoming more brutal and more arrogant 
by the day.”3 Accordingly, survey evidence suggests that while the current 
political climate is marked by no small amount of idiosyncratic volatility, 
Democrats continue to lose support among lower- and middle-class whites. 
As of 2008, white Americans with households earning between $30,000 and 
$75,000 annually preferred Republicans by only about 1%; by 2011 this gap 
had widened to 16%.4 

In this concluding chapter, I argue that the left’s failure to connect with 
middle Americans on economic issues is a twin shortcoming of both organi-
zation and imagination; moreover, it is a failure nearly a century in the mak-
ing that is dramatized mostly clearly in the language of progressive economic 
activism. In his history of American populism, Michael Kazin argues that 
progressives throughout the twentieth century increasingly failed to connect 
with middle-class Americans, whose very real economic worries were too 
often obscured by Democrats’ prioritization of liberal social issues, only add-
ing to the perception that Democrats were wealthy elites who couldn’t fully 
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empathize with “real Americans.”5 In the moments when Democratic can-
didates did attempt to address middle-class economic angst, Kazin argues 
that their efforts were too far removed from the kind of grassroots activism 
that might have infused this rhetoric with a vocabulary truly capable of reso-
nating with the white middle class. Instead, Democrats’ language “remained 
a strategy hatched by candidates and their consultants,” which as a result 
“was not connected in any organic way to the ‘working men and women’ 
whose sentiments candidates ritually invoked.”6 Instead, progressives at the 
end of the twentieth century set their sights on a new villain in the form of 
American corporations that both exploited the global marketplace and aban-
doned American workers; for a new coalition of progressive activists, led by 
organized labor, “‘the people’ was a rich, multicultural abstraction and could 
only be represented as such.”7 However, this conception of “the people”—and 
thus, of progressives’ audience—ultimately missed the mark. Kazin argues 
that in celebrating the worker (and concurrently denigrating the new eco-
nomic order), progressive activists simply misunderstood the present reality, 
in which unions’ power had diminished, and with it the economic fortunes 
of middle Americans. 

This book’s study of recent Wal-Mart debates helps to continue this anal-
ysis of populist politics by exploring how and why such political rhetoric 
succeeds or fails; in the process, I have offered an interpretive portrait of 
conservative economic discourse that attempts to move beyond superficial 
progressive interpretations that portray conservative Americans as either 
hoodwinked by big business or woefully unaware of their economic self-
interests. Most important, a central argument of this book is that “the fam-
ily” is not just a flashpoint in the culture wars—a topic to be debated with 
regard to same-sex marriage, the boundaries of abortion, or regulations on 
sexual activity and behavior. Rather, the family is also a discursive context 
that shapes how conservative and progressive organizations talk about eco-
nomic issues. Understood in this way, the family is not just a moral proj-
ect, but also an economic one that has deeply moral significance. To that 
end, Wal-Mart’s own discourse emphasizes not just “the family” but “the 
average working family,” discussing economic issues in a moral frame-
work that brings the family and the economy together. Thus the family is a 
powerful rhetorical construction in economic debates precisely because so 
many of our everyday economic actions—most notably the ritual of con-
sumption—take place within the bounds of this social institution.8 A key 
contribution of my analysis of recent Wal-Mart debates has been to empha-
size how this concept—along with the related discourses of individualism, 
thrift, and freedom—creates a broader moral framework for evaluating the 
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economic dilemmas that face the American public. Resurgent populism of 
the sort embodied by conservatives—be they Wal-Mart’s supporters or Tea 
Party activists—forges new connections between the institutional legacies 
of conservatism and free market fetishism to imbue a much older economic 
understanding of the family with a new moral and ideological significance. 
In doing so, it sanctifies the family as the core unit of economic activity, and 
succeeds in ways that progressive rhetoric cannot, particularly because it 
constructs an audience of “average working families” against the allegedly 
out-of-touch elites who simply cannot understand the economic realities 
of middle-class Americans facing an increasingly uncertain future. Accord-
ingly, Greeley and Hout note that in both 1992 and 1996 Bill Clinton earned 
more votes from religious conservatives with low incomes than did either of 
his Republican opponents, and conclude by predicting that “to repeat Clin-
ton’s success in future elections, Democrats need to appeal to the economic 
needs of those Conservative Protestants who share the values announced 
by their leaders but who vote their families’ interests on election day.”9 
Understood in this way, populist rhetoric that can successfully connect with 
the needs and interests of voters in conjunction with their familial roles, 
experiences, and identities will be better able to appeal to their economic 
concerns.

This kind of discursive construction is fundamentally a cognitive project. 
Assigning different kinds of worth to persons and priorities requires social 
actors to distinguish between different categories (such as families and citi-
zens) in evaluating specific practices and policies. Codes of ethics in the 
workplace, for example, dictate what kinds of behaviors are deemed morally 
acceptable between different categories of persons, such as romantic rela-
tionships between a manager and a subordinate.10 Language dramatizes both 
power and priorities as they are shared between people and various social 
structures; as Josée Johnston has succinctly explained, “Critically-oriented 
discourse analysis is not simply interested in how social reality is discursively 
constructed, but has a particular focus on how discursive activities create, 
sustain, and legitimate relationships of power and privilege.”11 Thus examin-
ing worldview construction through discourse also invites questions about 
the power of ideas and institutions to create the enduring structures of both 
political and economic life.

As I have argued in the preceding chapters, the debate over Wal-Mart 
represents only one particular economic debate, although it offers a valu-
able window into understanding how moral ideas animate the political 
project of constructing moral visions of the market in public life. Although 
both sides of the Wal-Mart debate share a common moral lexicon, they 
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prioritize its application in very different ways that have important impli-
cations for how Americans structure their public talk about contentious 
economic policies. Both sides conduct this debate in terms of the dialectics 
of individualism and community, thrift and benevolence, and freedom and 
fairness. Yet they apply these values in such different ways that they ulti-
mately create two separate discursive moral frameworks. Wal-Mart’s sup-
porters prioritize the average working family as the main unit of reference 
in their discourse, and build around it a moral worldview in which the mar-
ket is fair, and thus “hardworking” or “average Americans” need only equal 
access to its institutions to be able to benefit from its bounteous provisions. 
For this group of activists, the moral terms of this debate are shouldered 
primarily by individuals and their families, who are rhetorically cloistered 
from the punishing disruptions of the larger market and other institutional 
forms of disadvantage, such as racism, discrimination, or global outsourc-
ing. Full participation in capitalist America—and its commonplace trope of 
the American Dream—is accomplished by the yin and yang of thrift and 
consumption, a paradox that is reconciled by Wal-Mart and its mantra of 
everyday low prices.

To the contrary, progressive groups like Wal-Mart Watch build a moral 
framework around the category of the benevolent citizen. To that end, they 
repeatedly censure Wal-Mart for its alleged selfishness and monopolistic 
perversion of market freedom in ways that harm larger groups in society. 
Wal-Mart’s size and scale, for these activists, threaten various forms of free-
dom such that they render the marketplace inherently unfair to entire classes 
of people, particularly women, African Americans, and small business own-
ers who are driven out of business by Wal-Mart’s relentless bottom line. The 
mirror image of Wal-Mart’s focus on the Gemeinschaft of family, Wal-Mart’s 
most public detractors tend to focus on larger Gesellschaft categories such as 
the worker, the taxpayer, and the citizen—all of which are rationalized, col-
lective groups deprived of revenue and freedom due to Wal-Mart’s allegedly 
poor care and provision for its employees.

The two groups are not without similarities, of course. Both take for 
granted the centrality of a theoretically free market in their discussions, and 
even Wal-Mart Watch does not seek to dismantle capitalism as we know 
it. As such, Wal-Mart Watch’s critique of the retailer as the world’s preemi-
nent example of capitalism does not so much seek to run Wal-Mart into the 
ground but to harness its massive power to use the market itself to spawn 
a diffusion of initiatives that the group views as desirable for the capitalist 
system at large: improved health benefits for employees, better working con-
ditions for global suppliers, and protections for the environment. And both 
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groups use person-based metaphors and talk of community in ways that 
prove highly contentious upon closer analysis. 

Yet despite their commonalities, these discourses remain largely conflic-
tual because of the different categories at the root of their discursive world-
views. In this way, the kinds of populist debates epitomized by Wal-Mart 
have much in common with the abortion debate as analyzed by Kristin Luker 
in her influential book Abortion and the Politics of Motherhood. Here, Luker 
argues that two different worldviews lie at the heart of the debate about the 
morally ambiguous status of a human fetus: the two groups don’t just disagree 
on whether the fetus is a person endowed with human rights, but engage in 
a conflict that stems from the different ways each group prioritizes mother-
hood, sexuality, and the institution of marriage. For pro-lifers, their position 
revolves around a moral center that prioritizes God and divine providence, 
in which motherhood is a central source of meaning in women’s lives, and 
thus sexuality and reproduction exist to serve a biological goal within the 
protective institution of marriage. In contrast, Luker argues that pro-choice 
women hold a moral worldview built on a primary belief in human ability 
and the primacy of reason. For these women, their status as reproductive 
agents is subordinated to their belief in the importance of human potential 
and flourishing outside the family unit, all of which are facilitated by their 
access to resources—particularly education and incomes—which they gain 
by working alongside men.12

Such debates illustrate both the power and conflict created by a dis-
course that sees the family as the core building block of economic society. 
Although the evidence in this book draws mostly from recent debates over 
Wal-Mart, I have argued that these frameworks inform other recent eco-
nomic controversies as well, such as the Tea Party’s call for lower taxes, the 
debate over health care reform, and the public outcry over the bailouts for 
American auto companies facing economic collapse. For economic conser-
vatives, the importance of the family lies at the heart of a moral outlook that 
looks to individual effort as the means of achieving the American Dream. 
Not surprisingly, thrift and freedom are the primary moral values trum-
peted throughout their discourse, particularly because thrift is practiced 
at the level of the family, and as witnessed by the enduring stories of Poor 
Richard, one that has a long and noble history in rags-to-riches tales played 
out against a backdrop of American freedom—such as the one that sur-
rounds Wal-Mart’s own patriarch, Sam Walton. For economic progressives, 
the family is often secondary. Although Wal-Mart Watch does make some 
efforts to ground its claims on behalf of workers in terms of the needs of 
their families, the bulk of their moral claims-making places broader societal 
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categories at its center—particularly the needs and concerns of citizens, tax-
payers, and workers, and the priorities of the larger economic system. For 
this group of activists, key moral values are benevolence and distributive 
conceptions of fairness. 

Institutionalism and Cognition in Moral Discourse

Understanding the genesis of these different rhetorical frameworks requires 
a careful consideration of the institutional underpinnings of the language of 
both progressive and conservative activists. For instance, Wal-Mart Watch 
was funded primarily by unions, and thus is heir to labor-infused organi-
zational repertoires and approaches to solving social problems. Although 
organized labor groups have moved beyond the single-minded “organize 
Wal-Mart” plan of action, the institutional legacy of unionization still looms 
large in their discourse. Even when they are not explicitly noted, institutional 
logics exert a powerful influence on the frames and tactics that actors use in 
social movements.13 Discursively, this influence appears in Wal-Mart Watch’s 
references to the ways the retailer negatively affects collective identities, for 
not only workers but also citizens and taxpayers. This discourse also reflects 
organized labor’s uneven attention to the nexus of work–family concerns,14 
particularly in light of labor’s historical tendency to downplay concerns 
about women and families in favor of more “patriarchal” preoccupations 
with power and confrontational modes of action. 

To be sure, unions are responding to their increasingly precarious position 
in the globalized economy with new attention to women and other forms 
of challenge, including greater attention to policies that concern families, 
such as health benefits, sick leave, and vacation time.15 At the same time, the 
discourse produced by union-funded groups like Wal-Mart Watch suggests 
that the institutional legacy of the labor movement perseveres in its focus 
on empowering collectivities through an agenda that seeks gains primarily 
in terms of wages and benefits rather than family-friendly policies such as 
family leave and child care. Simultaneously, the legacy of unionization favors 
more collective forms of discourse because unions and progressive consum-
ers’ movements have always sought to unite individuals in collective action 
against powerful corporations, which, in contrast, seek to isolate workers 
and consumers to dilute their power and reduce their influence. 

For pro-Wal-Mart activists, discourse that emphasizes the family also 
stems from Wal-Mart’s southern roots, along with its historical legacy of 
agrarian patriarchy, evangelicalism, and celebration of free enterprise. For 
instance, the historian Bethany Moreton has chronicled how Wal-Mart’s 
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founder, Sam Walton, brought a distinctly patriarchal form of management 
to his early chain of discount stores, which employed male managers to 
supervise their female employees in ways that reinvigorated the masculin-
ity undermined through the decline of family farming in the early twentieth 
century.16 This patriarchal model of the family—men benevolently in charge, 
women gladly following their lead—also drew on the region’s evangelical 
heartbeat and the emerging concept of “servant leadership,” in which aus-
tere patriarchy is recast as benevolent submission to others.17 In the context 
of the region’s growing service economy, Moreton shows how this ideology 
wove religious significance into the “how may I help you?” ethos of service 
work—and subtly justifies employees’ lack of authority and ownership in its 
larger economic project. The lasting legacy of this shop-floor culture came to 
a particularly ugly head in the Dukes lawsuit, in which Wal-Mart’s allegedly 
gendered view of women as primarily domestic consumers, not economic 
producers, permeated all aspects of the company’s approach to the manage-
ment and promotion of its female employees.18 

Understood in this way, economic dilemmas such as this one echo long-
standing regional and ideological divisions between the evangelical, service-
oriented Sunbelt and the manufacturing-rich legacy of the Rustbelt. There-
fore, this clash represents divisions in American political life that run far 
deeper than just attitudes about Wal-Mart, and draw instead on very differ-
ent institutional legacies within each region. Most important, the progressive 
rhetoric of union-led coalitions bespeaks the Northeast and Midwest’s long 
history with organized labor, collective forms of representation, and a Dem-
ocratic Party that has historically championed the rights of other marginal-
ized groups, such as women and African Americans. In contrast, the conser-
vative rhetoric of Wal-Mart’s supporters draws on the very different legacies 
of suburban conservatism, evangelicalism, and the long-standing absence of 
unionization in service industries and “right to work” states.

In a pronounced way, this case study also points to the larger institutional 
legacies of the related discourses of conservatism, individualism, and free 
market ideology that have become increasingly intertwined in American 
society over the past half century. Most important, the conservative move-
ment claims deep roots in an interrelated set of ideas about family, religion, 
autonomy, and individualism. The regional context of the Sunbelt—in which 
suburbanization and evangelicalism were often intertwined—allowed these 
different institutional discourses to coalesce and forge new connections 
among related domains.19 In the case of Wal-Mart, the store’s long-standing 
relationship with evangelical shoppers (not to mention the evangelical iden-
tity typically attributed to the store’s founder) provides fertile ground for ideas 
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about the family, individualism, patriotism, and entrepreneurship to cohere 
and become mutually reinforcing.20 Scholars of religion, for instance, empha-
size the individualistic ethos inherent in evangelicalism, which sees salvation 
as a personal decision that resides between the individual and Jesus Christ.21 
Accordingly, this individualistic ethos can color other views and attitudes, 
diverting attention away from the structural causes of economic inequality.22 

For this reason, economic conservatives’ embrace of the family may carry 
more “sticking power” in that it calls forth a host of other moral ideals that 
have implications not only for consumption (such as thrift) but also deeply 
held accompanying moral discourses about strength, self-reliance, and free-
dom. Moreover, economic discourse that places the family at its center can 
simultaneously construct normative models of “the family” through lan-
guage about consumption. The narratives produced by Wal-Mart’s support-
ers, for instance, tend to reify a certain conception of family—a married, 
heterosexual household with a male breadwinner. These discourses need not 
be explicitly acknowledged to be strong motivators of moral reasoning; such 
“deep frames” (or mere common sense) may undergird activists’ moral mes-
sages without their explicit recognition.23 Similarly, these deeply held moral 
concepts may affect the resonance of activists’ discursive strategies without 
explicit knowledge on the part of their target audience—one may simply 
hear Wal-Mart’s messages about helping a family “save money and live bet-
ter” without fully understanding why it’s morally appealing. The centrality of 
the family in recent social movements, not to mention our everyday expe-
riences, make the Wal-Mart discourse even more compelling because it is 
rooted in this central category of social life.

Moreover, constructing an economic paradigm that begins with the family 
makes it moral to prioritize thrift, which also serves to render the globalizing 
processes that bring low prices to Wal-Mart as part of a larger, moral process 
of familial survival and self-determination. A moral framework built around 
the citizen, conversely, emphasizes larger social processes—the activities of 
larger market systems and democratic politics, the equal treatment of social 
groups, and the legal protections afforded to key social groups, like workers. 
This core difference helps explain why the conservative discourse seems to 
worry so little about the influence of larger economic disturbances—the out-
sourcing of jobs, for example, or declining opportunities for skilled labor in 
the United States—and instead frames economic upheaval in terms of famil-
ial disruption. When these tropes are frequently wedded to a conservative 
religious discourse of evangelicalism and its celebration of individualism, 
the deeper cognitive foundations of these ways of viewing the world carry 
even greater structuring power. In like manner, progressives’ comparatively 
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greater emphasis on workers and taxpayers fits in with a moral worldview 
that prioritizes the citizen: if workers receive adequate compensation from 
companies like Wal-Mart that are allegedly exploiting citizens and their tax 
revenues, the well-being of families will simply follow suit.

The media’s narration of Wal-Mart Watch (and the debate it represents) 
as indicative of a larger struggle between workers and consumers speaks 
to the power of institutions to shape the key categories of public discourse. 
The previous chapter also described some of the challenges that groups like 
WMW face if they attempt to connect discourse about workers with the rich 
and morally saturated discourse connected to families, who enter the market 
first and foremost as consumers. Other contentious public issues—abortion, 
same-sex marriage, or recent military interventions—have more obvious 
connections to familial life; even critics of the war in Iraq took pains to men-
tion the intense burden borne by military families that assumed multiple 
deployments as the country’s armed forces experienced increasing strain. 
Connecting the needs of families and consumers to the rights of workers 
may present a greater challenge, as I argued earlier, in part because of the 
institutional legacy of unions’ contractual rhetoric. The changing nature of 
the American Dream—one that more often than not requires two incomes—
has meant that family life and work life face increasing compartmentaliza-
tion.24 Particularly in a cultural context that divides the realms of family and 
work,25 progressives face new challenges in creating a discourse that success-
fully forges such connections between economic aspects of paid work and 
the larger context of family well-being. As a result, many Americans seek to 
insulate their home and family lives from the tumultuous pressures of the 
workplace, which means that groups that seek to use family-based moral lan-
guage to actually critique the market (rather than to celebrate consumption) 
face additional cognitive challenges. Debates about Wal-Mart are not unique 
in this regard but are rather an example of the kind of discourse that has long 
pervaded American life when the topic concerns consumers and consump-
tion. At the same time, such discourse faces both institutional and cognitive 
limitations; I turn my attention to these paradoxes, along with some possi-
bilities for the future, in the remainder of this chapter.

The Potential and Limits of Civic Consumerism

Progressive populism faces an uphill battle in a political and economic cli-
mate that historically tends to prioritize reducing inflation (preserving “low 
prices”), and in which many Americans regularly live beyond their means 
via readily accessible lines of credit. A large and growing group of scholars 
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has begun wrestling with the question of how Americans might change this 
system through a combination of social, political, and rhetorical activism. In 
particular, how could both social activism and moral discourse help Ameri-
cans to recognize and build on the connections that exist between our famil-
ial buying power as consumers and our social identities as workers and citi-
zens? Historians like Meg Jacobs, for instance, would remind us that things 
has not always been so: the fortunes of middle-class families were once inex-
tricably connected to a political agenda that argued not only for low prices, 
but also for high wages and strong “purchasing power” to accompany them.26 
This early part of the twentieth century was actually marked by strong coop-
eration and mutual activism among grassroots consumers, labor unions, 
and political parties. These coalitions sought the common goal of help-
ing the electorate afford the consumer goods deemed necessary for a good 
life, creating both discourse and politics that viewed strong wage growth as 
essential to a successful economy.27 However, Jacobs argues that this “pur-
chasing power” agenda that once allied middle-class American families with 
organized labor has steadily declined in an increasingly globalized economy, 
in which Wal-Mart emerges as an example par excellence of corporations’ 
eroding commitments to their workforce. Here, the economic fortunes of a 
new generation of families lie not so much in seeking higher wages for work-
ers, but rather in ensuring low prices for consumers.

Accordingly, Jacobs observes that present-day consumer movements 
tend to vacillate between short-lived “buy American” campaigns, conscien-
tious consumption movements (such as “no-sweat” clothing or fair trade 
products), and NIMBY movements that focus on big-box stores at the local, 
grassroots level. Though perhaps admirable, Jacobs notes that these “Wal-
Mart politics” characterizing the present era “draw few connections between 
what people earn, the prices they pay for retail products, and the state of 
the larger economy.”28 Even though my findings from the media analysis in 
the previous chapter suggest that groups like WMW may have been some-
what successful in reinvigorating a discursive focus on Wal-Mart workers 
and their provisions, this language focuses less on how to help workers live 
the “good life” via high wages, and more on how their low wages ultimately 
stick taxpayers with a bill that should, it is argued, be the responsibility of 
their employer. 

Instead, as Lizabeth Cohen argues in her meticulously documented his-
tory of mass consumption in the postwar era, the identities of consumer and 
citizen have become so fused in contemporary American life that “consump-
tion has become entwined with the rights and obligations of citizenship.”29 
The consumer remains a powerful voice in the political marketplace: refrains 
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of “it’s the economy, stupid” only remind us how forcefully the American 
electorate may express their disappointment with a president’s economic 
leadership. Moreover, many consumer decisions do indeed help to serve the 
larger goals of good citizenship. Buying hybrid vehicles, fair trade coffee, and 
no-sweat clothing may represent small but important avenues for directing 
public policy in moral directions. For instance, although Michael Schudson 
argues that “political choices and consumer choices are not just the same,” 
he also views consumption as one potential avenue “to enlarge the points of 
entry to political life.”30 

However, the normative value of this citizen–consumer marriage for 
the health of a democracy remains controversial—if citizens care primar-
ily about their own pocketbooks, for example, won’t the public good inev-
itably suffer? For his part, Benjamin Barber advocates a slightly different, 
more pessimistic view of the citizen–consumer model in the ominously 
titled Con$umed. Although he voices some approval for the progressive 
goals achieved through consumer advocacy, he expresses mostly skepti-
cism about the potential of consumer movements and boycotts to create 
lasting change—and more importantly, to correct the deep and abiding 
inequalities wrought by a capitalist system that seeks perpetual expansion 
by manufacturing new wants and needs for well-heeled consumers in devel-
oped nations. What Barber calls “civic consumerism” emerges as ultimately 
inadequate because it relies on the market alone to regulate the distribu-
tion of private goods: consumers demand fair trade coffee, for example, and 
so companies like Starbucks hurry to supply it. Discourse about collective 
public goods—clean water in developing countries, safe working condi-
tions in Asian sweatshops—fall outside the market’s purview, and require 
more sustained collective (often governmental) efforts to be fully achieved.31 
Other scholars see similar shortcomings in the “citizen–consumer hybrid” 
model because, unlike the real responsibilities of citizens as taxpayers and 
law-abiders, the citizenship responsibilities of consumer choices are largely 
voluntary and thus individual, ignoring the possibilities of organized, col-
lective action.32 Furthermore, discourse about socially responsible consum-
erism is frequently infused with elitist overtones that ignore the very real 
influence of social class; astute observers note that an identical basket of 
monthly food goods would cost $564 at Whole Foods Market versus $232 
at Wal-Mart.33 The point here is this: whether termed civic consumerism 
or something else, activism that relies on changed consumer behavior in 
the market alone tends to be erratic and individual, and does not offer all 
people access to this form of critique. Although Barber mentions discourse 
only in passing, rhetoric that could successfully elevate human concerns 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Moral Populism in the Twenty-First Century  >>  187

above market goals, in challenging some of the central principles of market 
logic, would be essential to any such project.

In the case of Wal-Mart, have progressive activists found a language that 
can potentially elevate human concerns over and above a hostile economic 
order? Yes and no. On the one hand, Wal-Mart’s chief critics do challenge 
some key tenets of market logic by asserting that Wal-Mart should be more 
benevolent to its workers, providing them with better pay and benefits sim-
ply because the company could afford to do so. This claim strikes at the heart 
of Wal-Mart’s low-cost, razor-thin-profit-margin business model. Shifting 
the focus of the debate to workers represents a key victory as well—Wal-Mart 
Watch’s claim that Wal-Mart should “use some of its profits to help some of 
its people” offers a similar challenge. At the same time, when Wal-Mart justi-
fies its decision to change certain aspects of its business practices, they tend 
to do so with reference to thrift, claiming that Wal-Mart has made its health 
insurance benefits more “affordable” for its workers. Far from augmenting 
the purchasing power that an earlier generation of workers once enjoyed, 
these labor victories are achieved not by raising wages but by lowering prices. 

A more expansive discourse would be one that unites these various dis-
courses by breaking down the rhetorical divisions between workers and con-
sumers, and in the process connecting concerns about the family with claims 
about the market. Although it is difficult to say exactly what such claims 
would look like in the public sphere, arguments that are rooted in the fam-
ily but draw meaningful connections with economic processes would have 
greater moral power in populist rhetoric. Progressives do make such claims 
in some instances, and I believe that these are effective and should be a key 
strategy for progressive economic activists in the future. Rhetoric about chil-
dren being denied life-saving medical treatments by insurance companies or 
working in sweatshops abroad offers one powerful example of this kind of 
claim—allegations of this type receive quick notice in the media (as in the 
Kathie Lee Gifford scandal) because images of little children who are suf-
fering from treatable illnesses, or toiling over Wal-Mart garments prompt 
public disgust based on generally widespread collective ideas about what is 
moral regarding the well-being of children. The “living wage” parlance offers 
a similar opportunity for critics to connect economistic concerns about 
wages with the tangible needs of families—if critics of capitalism like Barber 
argue for a discourse that reminds us that not everyone needs to be a shopper 
(at least not all the time), labor advocates would be wise to remind onlook-
ers that not everyone is always a worker, and that the category of “working 
families” itself represents, in actual practice, a web of tangible social ties with 
both economic and emotional significance. 
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For progressive activists, however, this means more than simply including 
the word “family” in press releases and organizational statements. Progres-
sives must do more to successfully convince the American public that their 
would-be leaders truly identify with their lived experiences as families con-
fronting economic scarcity but still striving for the American Dream. Poorly 
paid workers are also mothers and fathers, caregivers of elderly relatives, or 
young people contributing to a family’s economic survival. Much in the same 
way that Marx argued for the human being’s multifaceted potential, labor 
activists have much to gain by augmenting a discourse that is focused pri-
marily on economistic victories to include the multidimensional needs of 
workers as members of families. The labor movement has long worried that 
corporate concessions that take the form of family and medical leave would 
ultimately cost unions the meatier benefits of higher wages and expanded 
benefits; although these fears may have some merit, it is also possible that 
expanding the discourse around labor issues in the United States to prioritize 
such issues would also expand the cognitive frameworks in which these dis-
cursive struggles are currently fought.

Regardless of the outcome of this particular debate over Wal-Mart, the 
persistently slow growth of wages in the United States, coupled with the weak 
economy that lingers as of this writing, indicates that these dilemmas will 
persevere. Growing economic inequality and slow market growth offer both 
advantages and disadvantages to all sides of any economic debate—activ-
ists will argue all the more for needed changes from Wal-Mart even as con-
sumers take continued advantage of the low prices that Wal-Mart promises, 
particularly in hard economic times. The categories of family and worker, 
citizen and consumer, offer the building blocks for a rich moral vocabulary 
accessible to populist activists of all persuasions; perhaps we need only to 
discover that all Americans can still speak this common language.
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Appendix

Methodology

In studying public discourse over economic issues, defining the universe 
for analysis presents an immediate methodological challenge. In the case 
of debate over Wal-Mart, numerous actors and institutional spheres are 
engaged in public dialogue surrounding these issues. For example, not only 
do the contributions of the national media and national advocacy groups like 
Wal-Mart Watch or Wake-Up Wal-Mart immediately come to mind, but so 
do countless other actors ranging from local activists and union chapters to 
bloggers and local journalists, to name but a few. 

Because I am interested primarily in the ways actors make public, moral 
claims in such debates, I chose to focus the analysis first and foremost on 
the deliberate and public presentations of the actors who were most involved 
in directing the outcome of this controversy. Although one approach would 
have been to conduct fieldwork among activists opposing Wal-Mart in a par-
ticular town or suburb, or to examine newspaper coverage of anti-Wal-Mart 
activism in various locales around the country, I chose instead to focus my 
attention on the claims and arguments made in the public sphere by actors 
whose legitimacy and institutional connections grant them access to policy 
makers and other national elites, namely, journalists in leading newspapers 
with national circulation. In this way, my analysis avoids the methodological 
pitfall of confounding NIMBY-type activism on smaller, local levels with the 
larger ideological movement that challenges Wal-Mart and related issues of 
economic inequality in a nationally prominent way.

Selection of Advocacy Groups

For this reason I initially chose to limit my analysis of the “major players” in 
this debate to groups such as Wal-Mart Watch, Working Families for Wal-
Mart, and Wal-Mart Inc. itself. Although Wake-Up Wal-Mart had also been 
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a vocal participant in this debate, its strategies were more connected to local 
union chapters, protests, and membership drives conducted “on the ground.” 
For this reason, I chose to focus exclusively on Wal-Mart Watch as an example 
of the discourse produced by national anti-Wal-Mart activists, as it yielded a 
richer range of discourse, and was less beholden to the concerns of local union 
chapter members, as with Wake-Up Wal-Mart and its UFCW constituency.

Limiting the analysis to WMW, WFWM, and to a limited extent Wal-Mart 
Inc. (as I discuss below) has several main benefits. First, it isolates potentially 
conflicting variables such as size, national prominence, and social location. 
By holding these factors largely constant, the analysis can focus more closely 
on the ways these actors use similar tools to construct larger moral claims in 
their discursive strategies. Both Wal-Mart Watch and Working Families for 
Wal-Mart, for example, are mainly “paper” advocacy groups with large lists 
of email supporters, funding from larger, influential organizations (like the 
SEIU and Wal-Mart Inc.), and office addresses squarely within the “K Street” 
region of Washington, DC–based lobbying organizations. 

Second, because these groups are single-purpose issue groups, they offer a 
body of text materials that are largely compatible, allowing comparisons that 
would be more difficult between the AFL-CIO, for example (i.e., an organi-
zation with particular concerns about Wal-Mart but a host of other, poten-
tially competing agendas as well), and a single-issue group like WFWM. 
Because both groups waged their campaigns largely through the media and 
advertisements designed to sway public opinion on this issue, they offer data 
well-matched to the kind of investigations I undertake here. Although Wal-
Mart Inc. is clearly a large corporation pursuing multiple goals and inter-
ests, excluding the corporation’s own response to its attackers would miss an 
important aspect of this public debate. For that reason, I also include Wal-
Mart Inc.’s press releases—those documents prepared explicitly for public 
dissemination in the media and beyond—in the analysis. 

Finally, limiting the analysis to the discourse of similar but competing 
advocacy groups facilitates the analysis of the deeper cognitive and moral 
underpinnings of each group’s particular discursive strategies. Because I am 
interested primarily in moral claims, discursive strategies, and the ways the 
components of each hold together (and diverge) for both groups, I chose to 
focus the analysis on text itself—even though this excludes other worthy and 
rich investigations of the role of discursive mediums, social locations, and 
discursive fields in shaping moral discourse. 

To be sure, a challenge common to all projects of social scientific inves-
tigation includes constraining the data in a way that produces significant 
breadth for investigation but also limits the project to a manageable size. 
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Because the Wal-Mart debate gained traction and arguably reached a fever 
pitch in the period 2005–2006, I limit the analysis to this two-year time 
frame, and to the discourse produced by Wal-Mart Watch, Working Fami-
lies for Wal-Mart, and, as noted above, the press releases disseminated by 
Wal-Mart Inc. during this same period. After limiting the universe in this 
way, the data I collected from WMW, WFWM, and Wal-Mart Inc. included 
almost one thousand organizational documents for analysis (941 total)—a 
corpus significantly large to conduct rich investigations, but significantly 
small enough to facilitate complete and exhaustive analysis. These docu-
ments included press releases, emails, and website content created by these 
organizations during the two-year period of 2005–2006.

Method of Analysis

I approached this body of organizational texts with the analytical techniques 
of grounded theory and initially moved through them with an “open coding” 
strategy that did not bring to the analysis a specific goal or theoretical ques-
tion, but allowed questions for analysis and salient themes to emerge from 
the data themselves.1 Accordingly, throughout the analysis I supplemented 
my coding with the discipline of memo-writing about emerging themes, 
questions, and, above all, theory. Through these deliberations, the three sets 
of themes that I focus on in chapters 3–5 emerged as the central, orienting 
concepts for the analysis. Influenced by Gamson’s work on political language, 
I began to think of the central moral concepts of thrift, freedom, and the 
rights of the individual not as isolated frames, but as key themes in both this 
discourse and larger American political culture that are accompanied by 
“counterthemes” of benevolence, fairness, and community.2 

Having identified these three thematic dialectics as emergent in the data, I 
used these findings to guide my analysis of the remaining data and to revisit 
earlier documents with these three dialectics in mind. Along the way, the anal-
ysis was sharpened, refined, and documented through regular commenting on 
specific textual excerpts and memo-writing about larger patterns. In chapters 
3–5, which emerged from this analysis, I report my findings with a particular 
concern for how each group of actors invoked these themes, what other con-
cepts they link to these larger moral values, and how the strategies used differ 
between the two groups. Above all, my predominant concern is for the use of 
language as a cultural medium that communicates a larger conception of the 
symbolic and moral order; accordingly, in these chapters I focus less on the 
frequency of certain strategies and more on the range of discursive strategies 
used and dimensions of the language each group invokes in doing so.
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Moral Claims in the Media

After examining the ways in which moral claims are constructed in 
chapters 3–5, I turn my attention in chapter 6 to the ways such claims are 
represented in the national media. The claims and discursive strategies of 
actors like WMW and WFWM are certainly interesting in their own right, 
but the larger relevance of their actions is best evaluated through a close 
examination of the ways such “backstage” claims fare once they reach the 
“master sphere” of the national media.3 For this reason, in chapter 6 I intro-
duce a broader analysis of the ways these larger dialectics take shape in the 
national media. 

Based on statistics of national circulation, I focus on the three most 
popular national newspapers (USA Today, the Wall Street Journal, and 
the New York Times). I investigated the possibility of including articles in 
other periodicals, either general weeklies like Newsweek or political peri-
odicals of differing ideological persuasions such as The Nation or National 
Review. However, coverage of Wal-Mart in these periodicals was surpris-
ingly thin. Newsweek, for example, published articles concerned primarily 
with Wal-Mart only nineteen times between 2000 and 2006; any mention 
of Wal-Mart at all appeared in The Nation only twelve times during the 
same period. I ultimately concluded that this sample size would be too 
small to produce enough variation worthy of analysis. Focusing the analysis 
on daily newspapers provides comparable “newshole” coverage—they are 
published daily, unlike periodicals, which may circulate weekly, bimonthly, 
or monthly.

I obtained these articles by searching for stories in which Wal-Mart was 
referenced in key topical fields for each search engine. Although different 
databases have different means of cataloging articles (e.g., “key terms” fields, 
reference in the citation and article abstract, mention in lead paragraph), I 
selected the search tools most comparable between search engines, and those 
that provided the largest universe of media coverage explicitly focused on 
Wal-Mart. For the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal I used the 
“Citation and Abstract” field in ProQuest; for USA Today I used the “Head-
line and Lead Paragraph” field in Factiva. To focus on articles that were 
more potentially content rich in their description of Wal-Mart and its role 
in the economy, I excluded those that were dedicated solely to changes in 
stock prices or other “boilerplate” financial reporting that did not include 
additional journalistic coverage. Similarly, those articles that included some 
measure of commentary on particular companies’ performance or larger 
economic trends were likewise included. I also excluded corrections, op-eds, 
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letters to the editor, and articles in which Wal-Mart was mentioned only 
once and not in relation to the article’s main content (articles that mentioned 
Wal-Mart only once but did so in connection to a larger issue in retailing, 
such as online DVD sales or holiday shopping deals, were included). I also 
included all articles in which a short business briefing mentioned a develop-
ment in Wal-Mart’s business operations. When business briefings included 
Wal-Mart along with a list of other corporations, I analyze only the text that 
refers to Wal-Mart.

The table below summarizes the publications available for inclusion in 
this portion of the analysis, and details the number of articles sampled per 
the criteria above. For the Wall Street Journal and the New York Times, my 
sample included every other article for both 2000–2004 and 2005–2006.

Coding of Data

The purpose of this media analysis was twofold. My first objective was to 
examine how claims about Wal-Mart change during the period in which 
Wal-Mart Watch was founded and began its most pointed attacks on the 
company. The first part of this inquiry concerns how the claims made about 
Wal-Mart during the period 2000–2004 compare to those made in 2005–
2006. To examine this question, I coded speakers’ claims about Wal-Mart 
for every year of the sample. A speaker’s claim includes any reference in an 
article to an utterance by an outside source—for example, the remarks of 
an industry analyst, a statement by a representative of Wal-Mart, or a press 
release from an organization. Because I am most interested in the ways that 
claims about Wal-Mart move from the backstage sphere of primary claims-
makers and into the secondary sphere of the national media, this analysis not 
only illustrates the changing content of speakers’ claims during this six-year 

Table A.1. Newspapers included in media analysis
2000–2004 2005–2006

Mentioned

Wal-Mart Met criteria Sampled

Mentioned

Wal-Mart Met criteria Sampled

USA Today 146 110 110 95 75 75

Wall Street 
Journal

1,064 535 268 756 596 296

New York 
Times

1,019 455 228 722 550 265

Total — — 606 — — 636
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period, but also the relationship between spheres of discourse: for example, 
how speakers’ claims as quoted in the national media may resemble those 
made by primary activists in the backstage sphere in which claims are tested 
and constructed. Accordingly, I subsequently coded the content of speakers’ 
claims concerning whether the claim concerned workers, the environment, 
the company’s public image, or generalized market processes (including 
market competition, economic development, profitability, and Wal-Mart’s 
market influence). The second purpose of this analysis was to examine how 
these same newspaper sources covered Wal-Mart Watch itself. This smaller 
subsection of articles (forty-six total) were selected for more open-ended 
analysis, using the methods of grounded theory discussed above, which 
ultimately generated the arguments about political metaphor and narrative 
structure that I develop in chapter 6. 
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