
THE WAL-MART CHALLENGE
Wal-Mart is the world's largest and most powerful retail corporation--with $259 billion in annual business, 1.2 million employees, and a presence that dominates its competitors and is emulated by others.  Wal-Mart's "success" is directly related to employment policies that eliminate unions and leave workers with low salaries and minimal benefits.  Wal-Mart has become the model and epitome of capitalism.
In her article, "Will Labor Take the Wal-Mart Challenge?" (The Nation, June 28, 2004, pp. 11-17), Liza Featherstone analyzes the Wal-Mart business model, which has earned it top place among the Fortune 500 for the last three years.  The basic commitment of Wal-Mart is simply to offer the cheapest products, which attracts the most consumers.  Employees earn an average of $8 an hour, a health plan that leaves out most, who in turn "depend on the government to pay their medical bills."  So, as Wal-Mart continues to expand its empire rapidly with massive new Supercenters adding groceries to its earlier commodities, competitors are beginning to cut back salaries and benefits as necessary to stay in business.  

To keep its workers in line, Wal-Mart maintains a tight control on worker organizing.  A Wal-Mart manual explicitly instructs management at all levels to resist any attempts to organize a union, even to the point of screening applicants for suspicious traits or histories and requiring them to sign forms indicating that they will not support any effort to unionize the store--"a clear violation of federal law."  "Wal-Mart does not hesitate to break the law in order to stay union-free. . . .Wal-Mart has been found guilty of many violations of workers' right to organize, even firing union sympathizers."  The fines they have to pay are "simply part of the cost of doing business, a small price to pay for keeping unions out."  Now Wal-Mart faces a massive class action suit for gender discrimination.
Because of its size and success Wal-Mart has become an enormous challenge to the entire labor movement and the entire progressive movement, which "will have to make the unionization of Wal-Mart a priority."  Across the country campaigns have arisen to protect local businesses and local cultural values as well as worker rights.  What is needed is to convince the public that cheap prices are ultimately not their only interest but rather may be superseded by economic justice, the lives of workers and their families, and the well-being of society as a whole.  At stake is the soul of capitalism, which appeals so effectively to the selfish interest of consumers, workers who desperately need employment, managers, and investors seeking ever greater profits.  Without a widespread conversion of values, Wal-Mart will continue to grow; competitors and business in general will follow Wal-Mart's lead, workers will continue to be powerless and exploited, and U.S. culture will become even more individualistic and fractured.
1.  What is the spiritual nature of the Wal-Mart challenge?  What is our responsibility to Wal-Mart workers and their families?
2.  What is the international impact of the Wal-Mart way of doing business?
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