
Walmart and Globalization
How a store out of small town America became 
the World’s largest retailer, in the process leading 
the race to the bottom that globalization has 
engendered.
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Walmart is today by far the world’s largest retailer with stores in 27 
countries. Its yearly revenue is approaching a half trillion dollars.

Walmart‘s business concept is based on access by car only.



Walmart was already on the rise as a dominant U.S. retailer when 
containers revolutionized international transport. It was quicker than its 
competitors to grasp how this created new possibilities for the retail trade. 
Moreover, due to its already considerable size, it had the organizational and 
investment capacities to take advantage of the changing conditions.

Walmart‘s business concept is based on access by car only.
Intermodel containers made transfers time between ship, rail 
or flatbed trucks both shorter and more predictable 



The Walmart modus operandi, which transformed the retail sector, became:
1) Transfer production and sourcing to low cost countries, focusing on 

ordinary and fairly low quality products that can be mass-marketed.
2) Ship in containers, which allows for reliable, just-in-time distribution 

chains, even if they are of trans-continental reach.
3) Sell from mega stores in car-accessed-only suburban big box centres (or 

in smaller towns, along a major access road near city limits).

Before a new sub-division is fully built up, 
Walmart is ready for business. 



We sell everything cheap

Walmart follows a we-sell-everything-cheap concept. This today includes 
food stuff and even an increasing number service products. Having 
saturated the suburbs, Walmart is currently eyeing a shift in strategy to 
include core city areas, as the Bathurst plan bear witness to.



Save money, live better, the slogan says. Well, until the circle of economic 
consequences of the Walmartized economy comes back and bites you as 
lower wages: the experience of many Western workers forced into low- 
wage service job after their previous well-paying manufacturing jobs were 
shipped to low cost countries, with China the primary destination. 



When economic fields with very disparate levels of development are 
connected -- say, by new transport technologies, colonialism, or other forms 
of political expansion -- the expanding socio-economic fields will tend to 
develop along asymmetric patterns. If no public structures are inserted to 
manage and ameliorate the consequences of asymmetry, inequalities in 
distributive outcomes will grow, and those favoured by the asymmetries will 
be able to usurp the bulk of the economic benefits produced.

Colonial trade, 
even when 
peaceful, 
built upon 
asymmetric 
relations



In the Walmartized economy, wage levels fall as smaller businesses close their 
doors, and manufacturing jobs disappear. Of course, Walmart is not alone in 
this process. In the service sectors, fast food chains also based on a concept 
of employing low-skills, minimum-wages worker,s have driven out the small 
family restaurants and coffee shops that previously filled city centres.

Typical ‘business district’ of a small town, except for the fact that 
there are few businesses left, all killed off by big box retailers 
located on the outskirts of towns.



A second major impact of Walmartization is that the reliance on car access 
compels city planners to develop infrastructures based on car traffic. It has 
been part of a general process that necessitated the suburban family to 
have two or more cars. Once again, the fast food outlets, and of course in 
particular the model that includes serving from drive-by counters added to 
the social disutilities this trend incurred. 

Drive-by service: the concept of don’t exercise your body 
if at all avoidable; obesity and CO2 emissions be damned. 



Bathurst Street, just north of Dundas, looking toward the  
proposed Kohner Radio site for the Walmart..

The plan of opening a Walmart on Bathurst will add significantly to the 
street’s already overburdened traffic. The alternative for planners is to reject 
Walmart and instead redesign the street to accommodate safe bicycle lanes 
and prioritized public transit. Car congestion in general reduces liveability in 
communities, but a special problem here will be noise and pollution from 
trucks accessing loading docks abutting the back gardens of the next street. 



As globalization shift manufacturing to low-cost economies. the Western 
economies are being hollowed out, which has been a factor in the sluggish 
recovery after the 2008 crisis. The above figure, from a recent NY Times 
article, indicates that the recession also acted as an accelerator of income 
inequalities:  While employment which earned average incomes fell, the 
low-wage fast food sector conversely grew by 7.3%. Another problem is 
that loss of manufacturing also means loss of manufacturing innovation, 
which might condemn Western nations to future secondary status.



Furthermore, for the U.S. economy outsourcing of manufacturing (and 
increasingly also a number of service industries) to low-cost economies 
has incurred huge trade deficits. The U.S. has been largely protected 
from the ills of persistent negative trade balances because of the U.S. 
dollar’s reserve currency status. Were that status to weaken, the dollar’s 
value might tumble, which would disrupt and most likely crash the world 
economy; potentially setting us up for a much worse crisis than 2008.



Forbes List of Richest Americans, Sep 2012
#6  Christy Walton & family $27.9 bn
#7  Jim Walton $26.8 bn
#8  Alice Walton $26.3 bn
#9  S. Robson Walton $26.1 bn

The success of Walmart has created one of the largest held private 
fortunes in the world, currently worth more than $100 billion. The 
creation of this fortune has been assisted by the low level of taxation that 
the political influence of the elite have ensured that corporate earnings, 
high incomes and wealth are subjected to in the U.S. 

Let’s get real: this is 1/5% of total revenue. Moreover, 
when this is put back into communities, impoverished 
because of lack of the good jobs, it is accompanied by 
publicity that often makes it look like marketing costs



Like good politicians, Walmart knows how to pretend the opposite of what 
they actually do, and announce spending programs with large numbers up 
front and small text that details that the expenditure is actually over quite 
a number of years. In other words, considering Walmart’s size the yearly 
expenditure is rather small and what Walmart probably anyway would 
invest in the U.S.

REWARD
If you can find a 
‘Made in the USA’ 
label in a Walmart 
s t o r e , O c c u p y 
Economics offers the 
reward of a free copy 
o f “ T h e E n d o f 
Rational  Economics”.

Cell phone photo 
accepted as proof. 
No t food i t ems , 
Month of August 
2013 only.



Foxconn recruitment center in Shenzhen

On the other side of the equation of globalization, China’s export-led 
development has run into intractable problems with unemployment, 
pollution and resource scarcities. Large parts of China remain impoverished 
rural districts where however slow mechanization is creating a large surplus 
of young people who flood to the coastal cities in search of jobs, any jobs. 



Our customers care; 
they just don't want to pay more. 
Wal-Mart executive

Well, Walmart certainly don’t want to pay prices that allow its suppliers 
to pay decent wages. Living conditions in the Chinese ‘Maquiladora’ 
districts in Southern and Eastern China are appalling. Workers live in 
cramped dormitories, with up to a dozen people in a room. They eat in 
mega cantines and cheap karaoke discos near the factories are the only 
diversions available on their weekly day off. 



In 2010, it emerged that a spate of workers suicides had occurred at a 
massive plant in Shenzhen that produces Apple products. A recent report 
from China Labor Watch show that systemic abuses of labour laws 
continue. Working weeks of 60-70 hours (the legal maximum is 49 hours) 
are common. Workers, however, often accept these conditions since they 
need overtime to make up for the low hourly pay rates.

Tim Cook, Apple CEO

Suicide nets around Foxconn workers’ dormitory in Shenzhen



The family of ‘i’ products got a new member - iSlave

The open door policy integrated China into the tide of capitalist globalization. 
Despite that party congresses still repeat the slogans of the workers paradise, 
China is today a country with all the ills and inequalities of neoliberal 
capitalism, while conveniently retaining the authoritarian political structures of 
communism. On the top, a new rich elite resides in expensive condos in 
coastal cities, where costs of living approach Western levels, far out of reach 
for the country’s impoverished farmers and workers.



“The Communist Party of China is the vanguard ... of the Chinese working 
class”. So it still says in the program of the Chinese Communist Party. But 
the working class in China is today living under conditions resembling those 
which Marx called on Europe’s workers to revolt against in the nineteenth 
century. The Western corporate CEOs who condone this (do anyone 
doubt that they do not all know what is going on) are just as guilty in 
creating these exploitative conditions as those in control in China.

Sociology Professor. 
Zhou Xiao-sheng



Said with sublime pretence 
and my big American smile
Tim Cook, Apple CEO

Occupy Economics Toronto
Thank you for coming.


