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This thesis examines the productive and reproductive 

experiences of discount department store workers. More 

specifically, I investigate how female and male Wal-Mart 

employees reproduce and resist their spatial, social and 

economic relations, both inside their paid workplace, and 

outside, in their homes and community. I examine the history 

of discount department stores and workers; the role of place 

in influencing worker's experiences; the spatial, social and 

economic divisions of labor in the paid workplace, home and 

community; and specific acts of reproduction and resistance on 

the part of my co-workers. 

I used covert participant observation and informal 

interviews in order to learn about Wal-Mart workers paid and 

unpaid work experiences. I was employed for eight months as 

a part-time salesclerk by Wal-Mart. This enabled me to 

observe the various spatial, social and economic relations at 

work within the store, and it allowed me to hear about my co

workers' experiences outside the paid workplace, in the course 

of everyday conversations. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is concerned with the productive and 

reproductive experiences of retail workers. More 

specifically, I examine how female and male discount 

department store employees reproduce and resist their spatial, 

social and economic relations, both inside their paid 

workplace, and outside, in their homes and community. There 

are now more retail than manufacturing jobs in the United 

States and retail trade is second only to the service sector 

in occupational growth (United States Department of Labor 

1991). The retail sector pays the lowest average wage 

compared to all the other employment sectors in the United 

States (United States Department of Labor 1991), so that, not 

surprisingly, retail workers make up many of the working poor. 

Yet little is known about retail workers; feminist geographers 

have commented on the lack of attention retail workers have 

received considering their increasing numbers and their 

importance to the economy (Christopherson 1989, Lowe and Crewe 

1991, McDowell forthcoming, Pratt 1990). These facts alone 

suggest that more attention must be paid to retail workers, 

but another very important issue is also involved. Retail 

occupations are female-dominated (Women's Research and 

Education Institute 1991) . It is not a coincidence that these 

jobs are female-dominated, for many spatial, social and 
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economic relations are influenced by gender. Analysis of 

retail employment therefore requires a focus on gender 

relations which this study will provide. 

This study focuses on the lives of women and men employed 

by Wal-Mart, a discount department store chain which is 

currently the number one retailer in the United States based 

on sales and growth (Helliker 1991, Smith 1991) . It is an 

appropriate chain to examine because many other retailers see 

it as a model to copy, in terms of management strategies, 

employee relations, use of technology, and customer service 

(Barmash 1988, Castro 1991, Discount Merchandiser 1992a, 

Helliker 1991, Stanley 1991). What is reality today for Wal-

Mart employees may be the future for other retail workers. 

The terms production and reproduction are found 

throughout this study. When I discuss production or 

productive work, I am referring to paid work. By reproduction 

I am referring to unpaid work. Reproduction includes 

biological (childbearing), physical (cooking and cleaning), 

and social (ideological maintenance) work (Holcomb and 

Rothenberg 1991). Both forms of work are important and 

essential, but only production is viewed in this way by 

dominant cultural values. This reflects the capitalist, 

patriarchal nature of society in the United States. Unpaid 

work in the home is undervalued while only paid work outside 

the home is seen as "skilled". 
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In order to learn about the productive and reproductive 

experiences of the women and men employed by a discount 

department store, I used three methods. First, I was a covert 

participant observer at a Wal-Mart. I was employed by Wal-

Mart as a part-time salesclerk for over eight months. During 

this time I observed the various spatial, social and economic 

relations at work within the store. Second, I informally 

talked with and interviewed about one-third of my co-workers. 

These talks mainly took place within Wal-Mart, but also 

occurred over the phone. And finally, I reviewed various 

primary and secondary sources in order to learn about the 

history of discount department stores, Wal-Mart's image, and 

resources available to Wal-Mart employees. 

Why was I covert as a researcher? First, as a graduate 

student doing a study on labor relations, I am not the type of 

employee retail employers hire. When I applied for almost any 

type of retail work in the past, I was often told that my 

education disqualified me because "people with your level of 

education are too easily dissatisfied with the job" or "people 

with that type of degree will move onto a better job as soon 

as one comes along". Even more importantly, my concern with 

employee relations and rights would not endear me to any 

employer. Like many employers, Wal-Mart is very concerned 

with the type of employee it hires. All job applicants must 

pass a psychological exam which supposedly weeds cut people 



who do not have the "right" attitude. Having the correct 

attitude means that an employee is willing to give up many 

freedoms she has as an adult. She must be loyal and thankful 

to the employer, she must be willing to be subservient, and 

must not speak up for her rights. I have the "wrong" 

attitude, and I lied on every answer of my psychological exam 

in order to be hired. 

Second, even if hired openly as a researcher, I believe 

that I would have been treated differently as an employee and 

co-worker if everybody knew I was there in order to write 

about Wal-Mart workers. I wanted a realistic depiction of the 

hierarchy of power relations within the store, and workers' 

true feelings about how they see their lives. As "just 

another part-time salesclerk" I am nonthreatening to 

everybody. The study was the only aspect of my life I was not 

honest about with my co-workers. As I grew closer to many of 

the women and men I worked with, I found I really cared about 

them personally. I became involved as a friend, not as a 

researcher. I saw them as real people often stuck in lousy 

situations that neither they nor I can change, but I also saw 

them as caring and good people who are respectful and kind to 

each other. 

After five months, I told some of my co-workers about my 

study. I was careful only to confide in co-workers whom I 

sensed would not be threatened by it and would not tell 
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management. A few told me that "it's about time that somebody 

looked into the labor conditions in this place". The rest did 

not seem to care, because a "school paper or thesis will not 

make a difference or change conditions at Wal-Mart". In any 

case, this small group of people did not seem to be bothered 

by my previous lack of honesty or the study itself. 

Management and the most loyal workers never did learn my true 

identity. When I look back over the duration of my eight 

month study, I now know that I would have been fired if 

management found out about the type of study I was conducting. 

At this time there are only corporate controlled 

presentations of Wal-Mart employees' working conditions and 

"benefits". We see and hear Wal-Mart commercials on 

television, and Wal-Mart slogans within the actual store. As 

custoiTiers, Wal-Mart appears to be a leader in customer service 

and employee relations. In this study I examine how employees 

experience Wal-Mart, and how Wal-Mart experiences them. I 

critically examine gender, race, lifecourse, and class 

relations from a feminist and working class perspective. 

In terms of the ethics of my covert research, I agree 

with Rollins (1985) that what can be gained is worth the loss 

of some honesty. Since there have been no studies on 

contemporary working and living conditions of discount 

department store workers, covert participant observation 

enabled me to provide a realistic picture of Wal-Mart 
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employees daily lives. I do not use the names of any of my 

co-workers in this study, and I write about incidents in such 

a way as to keep my friends anonymous. 

I chose to examine the paid and unpaid experiences of 

retail workers because I have been employed on and off within 

the retail sector for the past twelve years, and I find the 

stereotype of retail work as easy, "unskilled" women's work to 

be problematic. As these jobs increase in number and 

importance to the economy there remains a lack of interest on 

the part of researchers to investigate the living conditions 

of retail workers. Just as retail sector occupations are low 

status economically and socially within society, their study 

appears to also be a low status research subject. 

As I became familiar with feminist geography and labor 

studies literature I learned how feminist scholars are 

expanding the scope of research within many disciplines to 

incorporate the experiences of people whose voices are 

marginalized due to their lack of social, economic, or 

political power. The geography literature showed me the 

importance of spatial relations and how spatial relations are 

interconnected with social and economic relations. The labor 

studies literature gave me examples of how to gain access to 

and interpret workers' experiences. Structuration theory 

provided me with a framework with which to draw out the 

choices and constraints retail workers face in their daily 
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lives. 

THESIS OUTLINE 

The importance of this study lies in the understanding 

that can be gained about discount department store workers' 

spatial, social and economic relations inside and outside the 

paid workplace, and how these women and men reproduce and 

resist these relations in their daily paths. The thesis 

begins with a review of related geography and labor studies 

literature. I then present an overview of the history of 

discount department store workers. In this I review the 

spatial, social and economic relations of women and men 

employed in these early department stores, and I discuss the 

history of Wal-Mart. Next I survey Wal-Mart and Tucson as 

places, and how they influence the experiences of Wal-Mart 

workers. For example, I examine Tucson's spatial layout, 

location, local economy, and unique racial and ethnic makeup. 

I review Wal-Mart's spatial layout, employee wages, and image 

to the general public and employees. Then I look at specific 

spatial, social and economic divisions of labor within Wal-

Mart and outside, in employee's homes, and in the community. 

I look at many of the time-space constraints Wal-Mart places 

on my co-workers and how these interface with those tasks 

outside Wal-Mart. I analyze specific jobs and tasks, and 
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discuss who is doing what, based on gender, race and 

lifecourse. I review many of the safety and health issues for 

Wal-Mart employees, and problems of discrimination and 

harassment. Finally, I examine how my co-workers reproduce 

and resist these relations, both inside and outside the paid 

workplace. In the conclusion, I review my findings and 

discuss future implications for women and men employed in the 

retail sector. 

GEOGRAPHY LITERATURE REVIEW 

Within geography, the literature on access to services 

was one of the first to show the interconnections between the 

paid workplace, home and community. In the 1970s it examined 

how income often determined where people could afford to live 

and how these areas provided unequal job opportunities and 

access to services (Harvey 1973, Smith 1977). In the early 

1980s time geographic studies furnished evidence that the 

human environment does not provide equal opportunities for men 

and women. Responsibilities that reflect female gender roles 

such as housework, shopping, and childrearing, were shown to 

limit women's opportunities for employment and their range of 

choice among services (Pred and Palm 1978, Zelinsky et.al. 

1982). Hanson and Hanson (1980, 1981) found that women tend 

to work closer to home than men reflecting their need to 
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combine housework and their paid employment. 

Recognition of such gender inequalities led geographers 

to ask how they are related to the spatial structure of urban 

areas, a question that has been pursued in a number of 

studies. For example, Bowlby (1984), Hayden (1986), McDowell 

(1983), and the Women and Geography Study Group of the I.B.G. 

(1984) explored some of the ways in which 2 0th century Western 

ideologies, which identify women's place as the home, shaped 

the development of planning practices that reinforced the 

separation of home and paid work, reproduction and production. 

Recently England (1991) pointed out ways in which the spatial 

structure of urban places is not neutral, for it reflects 

gender relations at any point in time, with the result that 

women face a distinct spatial disadvantage compared to men. 

The spatial structures of urban, suburban and rural 

places are not neutral, for thpy reflect not only gender, but 

also economic, racial, lifecourse, and ethnic relations. Many 

geographers are concerned with the importance of bringing 

these elements of diversity into their research (Katz and Monk 

forthcoming, Mitchell and Smith 1990, McDowell 1991, Norwood 

and Monk 1987, Sanders 1990). For example. Rose and Chicoine 

(1991) have examined how access to daycare facilities in 

Montreal is influenced by class, ethnicity, and lifecourse. 

Fincher (forthcoming) has studied how space, class, and 

ethnicity intersect in affecting the value of state policies 
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and programs to women at different points in the lifecourse. 

In another study she finds that the local labor market and 

local state contribute the way in which class and gender are 

experienced by residents and workers in urban Melbourne 

(Fincher 1989). 

In order to better understand the context in which 

spatial, social and economic relations occur geographers 

recognize the importance of paying attention to place. A 

study done by McDowell and Massey (1984), for example, uses a 

comparison of four regions in Britain in the past and present 

to explain differences and similarities in gender relations. 

The micro space of the home is also a place that can be 

usefully examined to learn about social relations. Pratt's 

(1981) research within the context of the home found that the 

interiors of houses in different elite neighborhoods of 

British Columbia reflected the different social worlds of old 

and new money families. Studies such as these show how 

important it is to examine the context of a place in order to 

understand relations occurring within it. They also 

demonstrate that relations from the paid workplace and the 

community are reflected in the home, and that relations from 

the home in turn effect the community and paid workplace. 

Most geographical work which examines some aspect of 

spatial, social and economic relations within the paid 

workplace has focused on the industrial sector. Maquiladora 
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workers in Ciudad Juarez (Christopherson 1983) , British miners 

and textile workers (McDowell and Massey 1984), textile, 

computer and animated film workers in California (Scott 1984a, 

1984b, 1983), Midwestern auto workers (Clark 1986), and movie 

industry employees in Los Angeles (Storper and Christopherson 

1987) have been studied. There is also significant research 

on the agricultural sector, especially in the Third World 

development literature (Carney 1988, Momsen 1984, 1992, Momsen 

and Townsend 1987). Not until very recently has attention 

been turned elsewhere. Some of these studies focusing on more 

invisible sectors of employment examine homework (Walker 1987, 

Herod 1989), office work (Foord 1988, Nelson 1986), restaurant 

work (Crang and Hurd 1990), and volunteer work (Wolch 1983). 

All of these studies find the paid workplace to be 

constructed within a wider field of social, spatial, economic, 

political, and ideological relations. For example, 

decentralized manufacturing branch plants (Massey 1984, Scott 

and Storper 1986), and clerical offices (Nelson 1986) were 

located in places with available part-time women workers. In 

Nelson's (1986) study the companies located close to suburban 

areas with high concentrations of married, white, educated, 

suburban, middle-class housewives who were perceived to be 

docile, productive, and most importantly, resistant to 

militance. The two types of women found in the city: single 

head of household, minority women, and single, white career 
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women were both seen by employers to be more demanding and 

thus less desirable employees. Christopherson (1985) found 

women's status in the labor market to be shaped not only by 

employment relations, but also by family roles and the 

household division of labor. 

Paid and unpaid work characterize social constructions of 

what are considered valuable versus less valuable forms of 

work. Geographic studies such as Chant's (1987) found that 

men's "supremacy" over women in Queretaro, Mexico, was based 

on economic power, and as a result domestic work was seen as 

menial and therefore undervalued. Conversely, Townsend and 

Wilson de Acosta (1987) found reproductive tasks to be given 

high status relative to productive tasks in a Columbian 

rainforest community. In this context, frontier living 

required men to take on more reproductive tasks, and as a 

result the status of the work increased. In a Canadian 

suburb, Mackenzie (1989) found women took advantage of their 

unpaid domestic workplaces to draw on the neighborhood 

networks to earn money at home, by babysitting, sewing, doing 

laundry, and selling catalogue products. 

One aspect of social relations within the paid workplace 

is occupational segregation. Hanson and Pratt (1990) advocate 

placing geographical factors at the heart of occupational 

segregation because women work closer to home than do men, and 

women in female-dominated occupations work closer to home than 
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other employed women. In another study they found the 

channels of information through which people obtained their 

jobs to be markedly different for women than men, and for 

women in female-dominated occupations as opposed to women in 

male-dominated occupations (Hanson and Pratt 1991). For 

example, most women heard about their job through family and 

local neighborhood sources of information, while most men 

found out about their job through sources of information in 

the paid workplace. The connections between occupational 

segregation and domestic relations are also illustrated by 

Bowlby's (1990) analysis of the gender division of labor in 

British information technology industries. She noted that 

women tended to be concentrated in clerical work, but that 

they were successfully recruited into other jobs when it did 

not affect male domination of better paid positions or 

seriously threaten patriarchal relations in the home. She 

concluded that researchers must be aware of the ways in which 

the operation of patriarchal gender relations in the paid 

workplace, home and community influence shifts in the gender 

division of labor, and influence the nature of the technology 

which is developed. 

Changes in the organization of production have most 

commonly been studied within the manufacturing sector, but 

Christopherson (1989) has analyzed differences in the use of 

labor between manufacturing and service sectors. For example. 
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service industries remain labor intensive so that employment 

in them is increasing in contrast with manufacturing. Within 

the service sector paid work is often part-time, temporary, 

shift-work, contracted, de-skilled and homogenized 

(Christopherson 1989, McDowell forthcoming, Pratt 1990). 

Particularly in the retail sector, work is being organized so 

as to use a predominantly part-time labor force in order to 

avoid payment of employee "benefits" and to allow more 

employer flexibility with regards to layoffs (Christopherson 

1985). Christopherson also suggests that it is the very lack 

of employee protection and bargaining power among women and 

minorities in the service sector that has enabled employers to 

utilize workers flexibly. McDowell writes that the 

reorganization of production has "deepened the subordination 

of many women, trapping them in the increasingly casualized, 

part-time and temporary peripheral labor market, and it has 

opened up opportunities for some women to join the core 

occupations and so increased class divisions between women" 

(forthcoming:10). She also points out that an increasing 

number of men are employed in this peripheral sector, on terms 

and conditions of employment that were in the past regarded as 

"female"• 

Neither women's nor men's work, productive or 

reproductive, can be conceptualized adequately without a clear 

understanding of household arrangements or strategies. For 
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many Worcester, Massachusetts lower income households, 

sequential scheduling of paid work (split week or day shifts 

so one parent is always home with children) and extensive kin 

networks helped them overcome temporal and spatial constraints 

(Pratt and Hanson 1991) . Christopher son (1983) found the most 

common household strategies for maquiladora workers and their 

families in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, was to emphasize multiple 

incomes within the family, and to compete for the small number 

of jobs in the service sector. 

LABOR STUDIES LITERATURE REVIEW 

The labor studies literature is dominated by 

anthropologists, historians, and sociologists. As in 

geography, the majority of these studies examine manufacturing 

settings (Braverman 1974, Burawoy 1979, Kondo 1990, Lamphere 

1987, Westwood 1984, Zavella 1987), but occasionally 

researchers look at the experiences of other workers, for 

example, fast food workers (Reiter 1991), maids and domestics 

(Rollins 1985), and saleswomen (Benson 1988). 

The first look into the world of department store workers 

was an investigation by a special committee of the New York 

State Assembly in 1896 (Rothman and Rothman 1987). They were 

concerned with the "condition of female labor" because it 

offended many wealthy female shoppers who did not want to see 
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the exploitive working conditions of salesclerks while 

shopping. The hearings included close to two thousand pages 

of testimony on the horrible working and living conditions of 

salesclerks. As a result some laws were passed, but they were 

not enforced, so conditions remained bad. The next glimpse 

into the daily life of department stores was a participant 

observation study by a sociologist in 1929 (Donovan 1929). As 

a salesclerk, she wrote the first description of shopfloor 

culture in a department store exploring the ways in which 

worker's informal rules competed with the formal store rules. 

Recently, Benson (1988), a historian, studied the social 

and economic relations between department store managers, 

salesclerks, and customers from 1890-1940. This comprehensive 

labor study examined paid and unpaid workplaces, and the 

shopfloor culture of salesclerks. Besides capturing the 

complex three-way struggle among managers, customers and 

salesclerks for control of the salesfloor, Benson's study 

contributes to our understanding of how class, gender and the 

emerging culture of consumption all come together. This book 

is vital for an understanding of the processes that shaped the 

status and relations department store workers have today. 

Within geography. Bowling's (1991) thesis reports how a 

Canadian department store, between 1945 and 1960, constructed 

"femininity". Regardless of whether the women were shoppers 

or workers, the images of femininity created by the store in 
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order to manipulate women into buying shaped women's 

perception of femininity. 

Labor studies that succeed in capturing both productive 

and reproductive experiences present the most comprehensive 

and realistic picture. For example, Zavella's (1987) study of 

Chicana and Chicano cannery workers in California examined the 

experiences of workers at the plant and at home, showing how 

divisions of labor in the home influenced divisons of labor 

found in the plant. Likewise, Westwood's (1984) study of 

Anglo and Indian women employed by a British textile plant 

also revealed much needed detail about the paid and unpaid 

experiences of these women demonstrating, for example, how 

racial relations in the community affected racial relations 

between women in the factory. 

Some of these studies have moved beyond just documenting 

experiences to analyzing how workers reproduce and resist 

their social and economic relations. Lamphere (1987), Kondo 

(1990), and Westwood (1984) write about specific instances of 

reproduction and resistance, and how certain actions may both 

reproduce existing relations while simultaneously being 

expressions of resistance. For example, Westwood (1984) 

describes the celebrations of women workers, both inside and 

outside the plant, which occur when a woman becomes engaged, 

married, or pregnant. The revelries keep any paid or unpaid 

work from getting accomplished, so economic resistance is in 
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effect. But, the celebrations of womanhood also incorporate 

stereotypical gender roles as ideals for them to live by. 

This reproduces gender inequalities, both in the home and paid 

workplace. 

STRUCTURATION THEORY 

Structuration theory provides a valuable framework for 

understanding how reproduction and resistance are 

interconnected in daily life. This theory, which examines the 

interplay between choices and constraints in people's lives, 

has increasingly been advocated as an approach in studying how 

individuals interact with economic and social structures both 

to accommodate to them and to bring about structural change 

(Dear and Moos 1986, Moos and Dear 1986, Dear and Wolch 1989). 

For example, Rowe and Wolch (1990) have utilized structuration 

theory in their research on the ways in which homeless women 

in Skid Row, Los Angeles use social networks to help them cope 

with constraints due to their lack of time-space continuity. 

Examining behavior within the traditional suburban household, 

Mackenzie (1989) and Dyck (1989) have shown how women maintain 

control over their domestic environment and use social 

networks to gain power within a constraining urban 

environment. Because every situation and place is different, 

and people have different degrees of power, in each instance 
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the balance between the importance of agency or structure will 

differ. 

QUALITATIVE METHODOLOGY 

Reviewing the range of data gathering methods available, 

I chose to use participant observation and informal 

interviews. Qualitative, interactive methods such as these 

have a long tradition in urban studies, dating back to the 

ethnographic fieldwork done at the University of Chicago by 

Robert Park, William James and John Dewey (Smith 1984). They 

used participatory fieldwork in order to "secure data lodged 

in the meanings given to the world by active social subjects" 

(Smith 1984:356-7). This approach demanded direct encounter 

with rather than outsider observations of the workings of the 

city (Smith 1984). Ley (1988:122) writes that interpretive 

methodology "is able to pick up the nuances of social life in 

a place while not missing the broader social contexts which 

structure the life chances of local people". This methodology 

entails using case studies— for instance. Ley became a 

resident of a North Philadelphia ghetto during the early 1970s 

in an "attempt to gain a more precise understanding of the 

values and practices of its everyday life" (Ley 1988:124). 

Others (Evans 1988, Eyles 1988, Eyles and Smith 1988) have 

advocated and discussed the advantages of participatory 
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fieldwork for gaining access to the types of choices available 

to individuals. 

These methods are pertinent for the structuration 

approach when used in concert with methods that incorporate 

structure. In defining structure, I include not only local 

and national economic forces, but also social and cultural 

values as well. Participant observation allowed me to see the 

choices retail workers made in their daily lives. But in 

order to understand the structure constraining these people, 

I had to examine other sources of information which enabled me 

to see how retail workers fared in comparison to non-retail 

workers within a broader societal context. For example, how 

equitable are the distribution of status and money to women 

versus men, white women versus black women, young men versus 

middle-aged men? This type of data includes government 

statistics on retail worker's social and economic status 

compared to workers in other occupational sectors in the 

United States. It also includes articles and books on the 

past and present, paid and unpaid labor of women and men, 

which focus on race, ethnicity, income, lifecourse and 

culture. In this case, it also includes corporate 

perspectives found in business trade journals and in Wal-

Mart's employee magazine. These alternative sources allowed 

me to look beneath corporate rhetoric, and compare the 

spatial, social and economic status' among Wal-Mart employees. 
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and also between Wal-Mart workers and those of other groups 

within the United States. 

Many feminist geographers have done work in this 

qualitative tradition (McDowell and Massey 1984, Pratt 1981, 

Rowe and Wolch 1990). McDowell (1992:213) states that 

detailed, in-depth qualitative investigation is "essential to 

reveal the underlying causal itiGchanisms and structures that 

lie behind observed behavior", whereas quantitative research 

"based on the identification of descriptive patterns through 

large-scale data analysis... rarely meets the criteria of real 

explanatory power". Within this qualitative tradition many 

feminists have shown how "objective" knowledge that appears to 

view the world from no place, in fact operates from the 

standpoint of social privilege and power. The new agenda 

acknowledges and celebrates subjectivity, for "objectivity" is 

nothing more than a partial perspective claiming generality 

(Smith 1987). "The aim is to explicate the actual social 

processes and practices organizing people's everyday 

experiences from a standpoint in the everyday world..." (Smith 

1987:151). Smith (1987) concludes that 

"The social organization" of the everyday world in 
contemporary society "is only partially discoverable 
within its scope and the scope of individual's daily 
activities. Its local organization is determined by the 
social relations of an immensely complex division of 
labor knitting local lives and local settings to national 
and international social, economic, and political 
processes" (Smith 1987:154). 
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Through participating in the shopfloor culture at Wal-

Mart, I was able not only to learn about the paid workplace, 

but also to have many informal talks with my co-workers about 

their experiences outside it. These informal talks helped me 

piece together many interconnections between relations I 

observed at Wal-Mart and those I did not see in my co-workers 

homes and community. Only by watching relations in the store 

and talking with women and men could I get a close 

approximation of their reality. By submerging myself in Wal-

Mart's shopfloor culture and examining alternative sources of 

data which allowed me to see constraining structures, I was 

able to experience for myself how retail work effects the 

lives of my co-workers and present an employee's perspective. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

HISTORY OF DISCOUNT DEPARTMENT STORES AND WORKERS 

In this chapter I examine the history of discount 

department stores and discount department store employees. I 

begin by defining the term "department store" and then proceed 

with the story of the first U.S. department stores and the 

spatial, social and economic relations of their employees. I 

write about changes in the industry and how these changes 

influence worker's experiences, paid and unpaid. When I reach 

the contemporary period, I discuss the growth of chains, and 

the role of customer service, part-time labor, the term 

"skill", and technology, in the discount department store 

industry. 

When I use the term spatial relations I am concerned with 

patterns and processes at several scales: architecture and the 

layout of buildings and cities; the growth or expansion of 

cities and buildings; the spatial arrangement of commodities, 

displays, and people; and the movement and pace of people in 

their daily paths, and while doing specific tasks. Economic 

relations include those of the local and national economy; the 

local job market; wages and "benefits"; paid and unpaid tasks; 

and income differences in the population. Social relations 

include those of gender, racial and lifecourse hierarchies in 

the home, community and paid workplace; divisions of labor; 



consumerism and commodification; social norms and paid 

workplace policies/rules; friendships and fun. I realize that 

spatial, social and economic conditions are complexly 

interconnected, so I discuss these three areas simultaneously. 

DEFINING THE DEPARTMENT STORE 

Many of the spatial, social and economic relations 

occurring in the lives of department store workers today have 

origins in the historical development of the department store. 

Department stores have been defined in a number of ways. The 

Census of Retail Trade includes: 

"1. Furniture, homefurnishings, appliances, and radio 
and TV sets. 

2. A general line of apparel for the family. 
3. Household linens and dry goods" (United States 

Department of Commerce 1989:A-4). 

This definition is too narrow because it does not include 

large specialty stores such as Filene's and Lord and Taylor's 

which saw themselves as department stores, and were leaders in 

department store management strategies and image (Benson 

1988), even though they did not offer such a large range of 

merchandise. Bluestone et.al. (1981) described department 

stores as a combination of several specialty shops under one 

roof. This definition is too broad for it encompasses many 

entities such as flea markets, food stores, and malls, which 

are not department stores. I use Hendrickson's (1979) 
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definition. He states that a department store is not just a 

group of independent shops under one roof, but a centrally 

organized and managed enterprise with a hierarchy of control. 

This enterprise actively attempts to influence the behavior of 

consumers and sells a wide range of goods within distinct 

departments. How do discount department stores differ from 

conventional department stores? They 

"1. Convey the image of a high-volume, fast turnover 
outlet selling a variety of merchandise for less 
than conventional prices. 

2. Provide centralized check-out service. 
3. Do not provide customer assistance within store 

departments. Merchandise is normally sold through 
self-service with minimal assistance provided in any 
department. 

4. Do not have a catalog order service" (United States 
Department of Commerce 1989:A-5). 

Discount department stores also have an image of a clean, 

friendly, efficient place to shop— they do not have a 

glamorous, beautiful or upscale atmosphere. 

EARLY DEPARTMENT STORES AND WORKERS 

In the United States, department stores came into 

existance between 1860 and 1890 (Benson 1988, Bluestone et.al. 

1981, Hendrickson 1979)• During the Colonial period in the 

United States the traveling peddler was the major source of 

retail supplies for many rural families. As towns grew, 

country, general, and dry goods stores developed. By the mid 
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1800s the population of many towns and cities had become dense 

enough to support large department stores (Hendrickson 1979). 

The first department stores were in huge, spacious and 

beautiful buildings. The architecture and interior design of 

these stores were far more glamorous and on a larger scale 

than had ever been seen before in any retail operation. The 

buildings had intricately designed ironwork, great glass dome 

skylights, high ceilings, large staircases, slender columns 

supporting a number of upper floors, and large central 

rotundas with vast open spaces. They contained sculptures, 

fountains, large chandeliers, and huge assortments of every 

item imaginable for sale. The general public went to spend 

the day in what was perceived to be a museum of modern day 

wonders and opulence (Benson 1988, Hendrickson 1979). But 

while the public space of the store was spacious and 

beautiful, the nonpublic areas of the store were cramped, dark 

and often unsanitary (Benson 1988, Hendrickson 1979). 

These stores established their place in the community by 

their large and stylish physical presence, their 

advertisements in newspapers and on the radio, their 

involvement in many community activities and their self 

promotion through glamorous displays, fashion shows, and 

lectures on how to use "modern conveniences", which convinced 

customers of the necessity of shopping there in order to be 

modern and fashionable (Benson 1988, Dowling 1990). 
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The stores expanded skyward due to the high cost of 

downtown, central city locations. Most of the stores ranged 

from three to ten stories. Elevators, and later escalators, 

allowed for a steady flow of movement throughout the immense 

building. Originally, items for sale were piled in stacks, 

then fixtures and clothing racks were used to display items 

more effectively (Benson 1988). After a number of years, 

departments were spatially distributed within the stores based 

on their profitability. Family shopping was located on the 

main floor. It largely consisted of menswear because, 

according to store management, men supposedly did not have the 

time to shop, while women had plenty of time to browse through 

all the floors (Benson 1988). The bargain basement attracted 

customers even in its unattractive setting. Women's apparel 

was placed on the second floor, while household appliances 

were usually on the third, and furniture on the fourth. Many 

stores had their top floor allocated for lectures and fashion 

shows (Benson 1988, Donovan 1929, Dowling 1990). 

Departments were little fiefdoms, the items for sale in 

one department did not go with items in another. For example, 

clothes for sale in ladieswear did not match with accessories 

such as hats, purses, belts, and scarves found in another 

department. There was little mingling of workers from 

different departments, rather they stayed in their own 

department area to exhibit and sell merchandise (Benson 1988, 
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Donovan 1929). 

Before department stores existed, salesclerks in shops 

had been formally apprenticed to a retail tradesperson in 

order to learn the business and set up a shop on his or her 

own. The majority of salesclerks were white men who saw this 

position as a stepping stone to becoming managers and 

businessmen themselves. As department stores emerged and 

possible movement up to higher positions decreased, 

salesclerks began to be considered "unskilled" employees 

(Tilly and Scott 1989). During this time (1860s), which 

coincided with the Civil War, white women replaced the white 

male workers who left to fight in the War, and management paid 

the women lower wages. Management described women as having 

greater endurance, more accuracy and tact, and as having 

better speech and manners than their past male workers 

(Hendrickson 1979). From then on department store work was a 

female-dominated occupation (Benson 1988, Bluestone et.al. 

1981, Hendrickson 1979), and stereotyped as "unskilled" 

women's work. 

Store management had a paternalistic attitude towards 

employees. "We are all one big family", was a commonly heard 

slogan (Donovan 1929). Management were the parents, and 

employees were children who had to have strict rules governing 

their conduct and attitude, dress, absenteeism and tardiness, 

movement, and even life outside the actual store. Violations 
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of any rules meant severe fines, often resulting in up to 

seventy-five percent of a week's salary being subtracted. 

Employees were expected to treat the management with the 

respect afforded their own parents. Loyalty to the store was 

very highly valued, and workers were supposed to be thankful 

for their job (Benson 1988, Rothman and Rothman 1987). 

Some department store jobs were restricted to young, 

single, white women who were considered too old once they 

turned twenty-one (Tilly and Scott 1989). Other department 

stores employed "girls" of every age, from the teens to 

sixties (Donovan 1929). Most stores preferred to hire young, 

single women and older married women who were no longer 

involved with childrearing. The youngest and best looking 

women were always used as demonstrators for products on the 

salesfloor. Commodified— used as displays for the store, the 

physical appearance, cleanliness, dress, and "culture" of the 

saleswoman was very important (Benson 1988, Donovan 1929). 

Even though women were considered to have full 

responsibility for housework, some found this life boring and 

chose to do paid work when it was not economically necessary 

(Donovan 1929). One woman discussed how she had a paid job 

while her husband was away during World War I, and that she 

quit that job upon his return. But over the years, she found 

that she missed it. 

"There is no real reason for me to work but you know 
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having that second-hand clothing business in London 
spoiled me for staying home. I get restless and can't 
stand it" (Donovan 1929:118-9). 

During the early 1900s other common jobs for women 

included: stenographers, telephone operators, teachers, 

nurses, secretaries, factory workers, and maids. All women 

did unpaid housework (Benson 1988, Donovan 1929, Tilly and 

Scott 1989). Factory workers were paid more than saleswomen 

but lacked the glamorous image (Tilly and Scott 1989). 

Department stores reflected and manipulated gender and 

class ideologies. Working conditions were terrible but many 

women employees were attracted to the glamour of the 

department store (Tilly and Scott 1989). Clerks were mainly 

working class women trained to appear to be middle/upper class 

"cultured" women. Management did this to make their 

customers— who were middle/upper class women, feel more 

comfortable with the sales help (Benson 1988). Salesclerking 

had many similarities to domestic service. Many saleswomen 

disliked the submissive manner they had to use with customers, 

and the servant-like activities many had to do— helping 

shoppers dress or fetch whatever item the customer had the 

whim to see or try on (Benson 1988, Donovan 1929, Rothman and 

Rothman 1987). 

A saleswoman employed in the 1920s mentioned how shopping 

allowed for a temporary role reversal in power for some 

shoppers who were maids (Donovan 1929). 
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"Many colored people come to the store... Lucinda is 
courteous and affable but she can't make up her mind; the 
dress is not the right color, or the trimming is not 
satisfactory, or she says 'it pinches' her arms. She can 
find a dozen ingenious reasons why she does not want the 
dress, though the truth probably is that she has no money 
for the purchase. She loves, however, to prolong the 
trying on process, to pirouette before the mirror, to 
demand the saleswoman's attention. She is acting out a 
little drama of mistress and maid— she usually shops on 
Thursday— with the usual positions reversed in her mind 
for the time being" (Donovan 1929:50). 

Many of these stores had over two thousand employees, and 

most had long hours, low wages, unsafe and unsanitary working 

conditions (Benson 1988, Rothman and Rothman 1987). While the 

stores offered fashion shows, sick rooms, reading rooms, free 

showers, restaurants, free delivery, parcel post service, 

child care service, lectures and demonstrations, and almost 

every imaginable convenience for the middle and upper class 

white female shopper, working women at the store had no 

conveniences available to them (Benson 1988, Hendrickson 

1979). Before World War I, some stores even required women to 

work for free on a month's trial basis in order to prove their 

suitability for a paying position. Most women workers were 

not allowed to sit down while on the salesfloor, even though 

they stood for hours on end. Workers were not allowed to use 

the luxurious customer elevators and sitting rooms. Separate 

facilities for workers were dark, unsanitary and unsafe 

(Benson 1988) . While the employees barely made enough to live 

on, many department store managers/owners became millionaires. 
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The working conditions were so bad in the 1890s that upper 

class shoppers organized the Consumer League of New York with 

the objective of compelling department stores to treat their 

employees equitably (Benson 1988, Hendrickson 1979, Rothman 

and Rothman 1987) . Because of the seasonal, transient nature 

of department store employment, unions had a difficult time 

making any inroads (Benson 1988). 

Department store workers had the power to enhance or doom 

the sales of a store. Workers helped each other out to make 

sure they all sold enough daily. They shared sales or gave to 

those who had a low total (Donovan 192y) . They could be rude 

to customers as a result of problems with management. This 

would of course reduce sales, for these stores were not self-

serve, salesclerks being necessary for the customer to get 

access to and purchase most merchandise (Benson 1988) . Bosses 

could not stand around the clerks, for it would disturb the 

customers to have someone standing over their shoulder 

watching their transaction. When a co-worker was ill, other 

workers would cover for her (Donovan 1929). Some complained 

about the unsafe and unsanitary conditions of the facilities 

for them. Using the store's paternalistic rhetoric in their 

arguments, they would say that as family, they deserved better 

(Benson 1988). 

Gender and class relations were reproduced in the store. 

On the job, women discussed their families and household and 
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child care (Benson 1988, Donovan 1929). Whenever the store 

was slow they would stand in little groups and talk. They 

made fun of certain types of customers by role playing. One 

woman would be the customer, and another would be the clerk. 

These skits amused the clerks, but were also lessons in 

selling. The clerk's behavior and arguments were of critical 

interest to the saleswomen observing the show (Donovan 1929) . 

Positions in the store, varied in their degrees of 

freedom of movement. The majority of the positions were for 

female salesclerks restricted to a department (Benson 1988, 

Donovan 1929). Behind the scenes were the male stock and 

warehouse workers who moved freely throughout the nonpublic 

areas. The male floor walkers roamed throughout the store 

helping customers and watching for clerks who violated any 

rules. Male buyers bought merchandise for their department 

through numerous manufacturers. Their job allowed them to 

work inside and outside the store. Then came the male 

manager/owner of the store who had the greatest amount of 

freedom of movement (Benson 1988, Hendrickson 1979). 

Department store workers had to manage their family and 

friends around their constantly changing and long paid work 

hours. For the first twenty years of department stores' 

existence (1860-1880) the stores were open during the evenings 

and Saturdays. From 1880 to 1930, department stores 

eliminated evening shopping hours partly in response to 



pressure from socially concerned upper class women 

"who condemned the cruelly long working hours caused by 
evening openings, but management also perceived that 
shorter hours were in their self-interest. The profits 
of staying open did not justify the added expense: 
evening shoppers often came for the recreation of 
'looking' rather than for the express purpose of buying; 
and exhausted salespeople were inefficient and even ill-
tempered" (Benson 1988:196). 

When the Depression upset consumer buying patterns, stores 

began to break the unwritten rule of closing by 6p.m. The 

Depression led to increases in part-time labor, and brought 

back unpaid overtime, long Saturdays, and 12 to 16 hour shifts 

during the Christmas season (Benson 1988). 

Women were told to stay later at the store, and had to if 

they wanted to keep their job. As one female salesclerk said 

"Engagements must be cancelled, supper must wait, 
anticipations of a quiet evening at home fade before an 
unexpected summons to remain at the store" (Benson 
1988:198). 

The daily path of the department store worker was very 

restricted due to the long hours at the store, and then the 

other job of unpaid household tasks once home. Many young, 

single female workers away from their families lived in store-

owned dormitories. Within these dorms many company rules 

limited free time activities of the women (Benson 1988). 

These limitations were said by store management to be in the 

interest of the women's reputations, but this was just another 

way in which the stores controlled their workers— a 

manipulation and reflection of gender and class ideologies. 
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The company dorms were known for their lack of privacy, tiny 

space and overflow of inhabitants— sometimes three to a bed. 

The low wages also kept the working class employees from being 

able to afford virtually any outside activities (Benson 1988). 

Most of the older and married women employees lived with 

their families, and either walked or took a bus to the store. 

These women were not bound by store rules in their own homes, 

but they were expected to do all the unpaid housework and 

child care- Some had daughters, mothers, sisters, or 

grandmothers who helped them with child care and household 

tasks. It was quite common for large extended families to 

live within the same tenement or neighborhood (Benson 1988, 

Donovan 1929, Rothman and Rothman 1987). 

DISCOUNT DEPARTMENT STORES AND WORKERS 

During the Great Depression, the bargain basement 

department often supported the remainder of the department 

store (Hendrickson 1979) . In the 1930s, discount department 

stores came into being. Many used abandoned warehouses or 

factories for their building. They did not locate in 

expensive downtown central city locations, but on the cheaper 

land just outside the city or even in the suburbs. As a 

result their buildings expanded horizontally, remaining one 

story, rather than three to eight stories like the 
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conventional department store (Hendrickson 1979). 

These stores emphasized the price of sale items, not 

beauty and opulence (Bluestone et.al 1981). They often had 

piperack interiors, and many were cramped, dirty, and dark 

(Stanley 1991). Customer service was not a high priority for 

discount retailers, and customers did not expect it for the 

great bargains. Discount department stores relied on self 

service operations for their customers, rather than 

salesclerks showing and getting items for customers (Bluestone 

et.al. 1981) . This practice cut down on the selling aspect of 

the salesclerk position, actually decreasing the power of 

workers. They did not receive the extensive training, their 

involvement in the transaction of selling became minimal, and 

they became more expendable to the store. In order to 

undersell conventional department stores these discount stores 

paid their workers lower wages through hiring a greater 

percentage of part-time workers. The high turnover rate of 

employees, found in all department stores, meant fewer workers 

to give increases in salary or additional "benefits". 

As late as the mid 1950s the discount department store 

posed no threat to conventional department stores, but by 

1965, discounters were able to surpass the sales volume of 

conventional stores (Bluestone et.al. 1981). This shift 

reflected changes in urban spatial structure. In the 1950s 

and 1960s, as many middle class families moved into the 
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suburbs from urban areas, the conventional department store 

followed them. Many inner city department stores were closed 

or were decreased in size. For some reason many of the 

conventional department stores neglected to include a bargain 

basement in their suburban branches. This left a significant 

opening for discounters, of which they quickly took advantage 

(Bluestone et.al. 1981, Hendrickson 1979) . In the meantime, 

many conventional department stores changed their image. In 

trying to stay competitive with discounters, money spent on 

opulent furnishings and architecture was often reduced. 

Department stores also cut down in size and spaciousness. 

Open vistas and huge rotundas were seen as inefficient and 

prohibitively costly (Benson 1988). Some department stores 

which drew the most wealthy clientele continued to use 

extravagant decor and architecture, but now there was a range 

of department stores based on their degree of "classiness". 

Many aimed at attracting the average middle class customer, 

others at the upper middle class shoppers, and of course the 

elite department stores like Neiman-Marcus, aimed at the 

wealthy (Bluestone et.al. 1981, Hendrickson 1979). 

Women were no longer the only member of the family 

shopping. It became much more usual to see entire families or 

even male shoppers. By the 1960s a large percent of women had 

entered the paid job market, so men had to shop if their wife, 

daughter or mother could not. Women were still responsible 
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for most of the household chores and child care. Many women 

became part-time department store workers because the stores 

were close to their home, and they found it convenient to 

manage their many unpaid tasks around such jobs (Benson 1988, 

Donovan 1929) . 

CHAINS, CUSTOMER SERVICE, DIVISION OF LABOR 

Department stores were among the last businesses to 

organize into chains, although many had branches from their 

earliest days (Hendrickson 1979). Being a chain had the 

obvious advantage of buying power— the greater the quantity 

of merchandise that was bought from the manufacturer, the 

better the price. There are two types of chains: 1) regular 

retail chains with centrally owned and operated stores, for 

example, K Mart, Wal-Mart, Montgomery Ward, and Penneys; and 

2) the ownership group, which are regular chains that have 

grown by purchasing other stores and chains, retaining the 

original store names, identities, and operating policies. 

Some examples include Dayton Hudson, May Company, Federated, 

and Allied Corp. By 1929, more than 60% of the department 

stores in the United States were chain stores. By 1979, they 

were responsible for over 92% of department store sales and 

85% of all department stores (Hendrickson 1979). There are 

also regional and national chains (Bluestone et.al. 1981) . 
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Each unit of these chains is almost a perfect clone of the 

others in the chain. Local store management has little 

discretion, even in the area of how to set up a display. Wage 

and hiring policy, investment, expansion and contraction, are 

all determined in the home office and communicated to local 

management (Bluestone et.al. 1981). 

Today discount department store chains are usually 

located in a shopping center, and conventional department 

stores are usually found in malls. Most of these department 

stores do not have bargain basements, but most have clearance 

racks from time to time. Discount stores continue to be one 

story and department stores usually are two to three stories. 

Most of the traditional services and promotions of the first 

department stores are now offered by shopping centers, and on 

an even larger scale by malls. 

As discount department stores became more firmly 

established, discount stores that did not begin to pay more 

attention to customer service went out of business. 

Discounters who tried to make shopping a pleasant experience 

succeeded. Low prices and good service became the norm. 

Customer service became a highly complex and competitive 

weapon between stores (Stanley 1991). 

"Its total scope involves a great deal: target marketing; 
merchandise control and rapid replenishment systems; 
store layout and displays; signing; sales training; 
logistics; POS" (point of sale) "equipment and layout; 
alterations and adjustments; and all the other large and 
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small activities that go into bringing customer and 
merchandise together for a satisfying and profitable 
transaction... In plain terms, today's customer wants to 
be able to find what he or she came to buy, in the right 
size and color, and complete the purchase transaction 
reasonably quickly and without hassle. If he or she is 
frustrated at any of these steps, there are plenty of 
other stores from which to choose" (Stanley 1991:64-5). 

From the days of the first department stores, management 

has always been concerned with its image and how to foster 

customer loyalty. Shopping was depicted as the way to be 

modern and fashionable (Benson 1988, Dowling 1990). 

Management was also aware that workers were customers. All 

forms of media possible were and are used to sell and promote 

the image, particularly, local newspapers and area television, 

but also radio, sales circulars, in store announcements, 

displays, and employees (Benson 1988). 

Since the earliest department stores opened in the 1860s, 

the labor structure of the industry has reflected gender, 

class and racial ideologies. The industry as a whole is 

managed and controlled by a small group of middle-aged, upper 

class, white men, who comprise only 6% of the total department 

store laborforce (Bluestone et.al. 1981). 

After World War II, retail "management's desire to reduce 
costs led to repeated efforts to reduce the firm's 
dependency on labor. The result is an increasingly 
polarized structure, with low-skilled (sic), high 
turnover workforce at the bottom of the pyramid and a 
highly trained professional-management group at the top" 
(Bluestone et.al. 1981:3) 

Women have the lowest earnings and lowest status positions. 



48 

Also a higher proportion of women than men are part-time, and 

rely on department store earnings for their sole source of 

income (Bluestone et.al. 1981). Little training and low wages 

are associated with enormous employee turnover rates. 

Since the 1960s, retail management has increased the 

percentage of the workforce that is part-time labor. Full

time schedules are seen as inefficient as management alleges 

that they fail to provide sufficient flexibility in attempts 

to cover peak selling hours (Bluestone et.al. 1981). Beechey 

and Perkins (1987:145) find that regardless of whether part-

time employee's "work is central or marginal to particular 

production processes, part-time workers are regarded as 

marginal, their work is not defined as skilled, and they are 

badly paid". Seasonal labor provides additional flexibility 

for the department store industry. By the late 1970s only 35% 

of department store employees worked year round. 

Understaf f ing the store is one of the most common labor 

strategies used by management. This strategy is called using 

labor more efficiently or "having more productive workers" 

(Castro 1991:62), but it is just a more exploitive use of 

workers. More work has to be done by much fewer people for 

the same or lower pay. 
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SKILLED OR UNSKILLED? 

Before the rise of the discount department store, many 

authors comment that department stores employed a much higher 

percent of "skilled" salespeople. Since then, due to lack of 
AT--

training and power, the department store worker is much less 

"skilled" and much more expendable than ever before (Benson 

1988, Bluestone et.al. 1981, Hendrickson 1979). 

Skilled labor, unskilled labor— what do they mean? 

These are terms that I have come across time and time again, 

which many authors do not define, assuming that we know, or 

they say that they reflect whether the job is white collar or 

blue collar, a craft or tedious chore, or how quickly it can 

be learned. According to Beechey and Perkins (1987:29), "both 

theoretical discussions of the concept of skill and more 

recent empirical research suggest that many women's jobs are 

often not classified as skilled even when they involve complex 

competencies and responsibilities". Phillips and Taylor 

(1980:53) suggest that "far from being an objective economic 

fact, skill is often an ideological category imposed on 

certain types of work by virtue of the sex and power of the 

workers who perform it". I find the designated "skill" of a 

job to be based on the gender, race, income, and lifecourse of 

the workers involved, rather than the type of task involved. 

There is a "skill" designation of paid workers which 
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claims that blue collar workers are unskilled, and white 

collar workers are skilled. Blue collar laborers use their 

hands and white collar workers use their heads and are 

professionals. This definition loses all meaning when one 

considers that blue collar plumbers, mechanics, electricians, 

and construction workers require just as much, if not more, 

training and knowledge to do their job, as white collar data 

entry workers, salesclerks, insurance representatives, public 

relations consultants, and government workers. This 

definition means that you are "skilled" if you do not do 

manual work. But a great deal of manual work requires 

thinking and skill. 

Braverman (1973) and others define skill based on the 

craftsmanship of a single person (man) to build or create 

something. It also includes the idea that this control over 

the production process, and power that goes along with it, is 

skill. Critics such as Phillips and Taylor (1980) point out 

that Braverman ignores that what counts as skill frequently 

involves social and ideological constructions which are 

related to gender. His identification mourns the passing of 

the feudal period when men learned a trade through 

apprenticing with a skilled artisan. Women were excluded as 

were minorities. One needs to be in control of one's own 

labor in the production process in order to be skilled 

according to this interpretation. 
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Another definition of skill claims that it is based on 

the amount of job training. Many articles and books proclaim 

that skilled sales jobs are increasingly rare. Selling was a 

skill, and now that workers are no longer trained to sell, but 

just help shoppers, and act polite and courteous, it is no 

longer a skill. It took years of experience to become a good 

seller, now a worker can supposedly learn to help in a much 

shorter period of time. This definition of skill is concerned 

with how long it takes for an individual to be trained and 

then able to perform her job. 

A fourth definition is that skills stereotypically 

associated with women, for example, interpersonal 

communication, patience, emotional and nurturing work, and 

dexterous movement are perceived as unskilled. Skills 

stereotypically associated with men, such as aggressiveness, 

physical strength, and rational behavior, are perceived as 

skills. Female-dominated jobs, such as, salesclerks, 

cashiers, domestics, garment workers, and receptionists, are 

usually perceived as "female" occupations, because they entail 

stereotypically female job skills. Male-dominated jobs, in 

construction work, plumbing, steel working and engineering, 

and positions as corporate executives, are usually perceived 

as "male" because they entail stereotypically male job skills. 

The "skills" that are stereotypically female are not natural 

to women, but they can be attained through many years of 
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unpaid work— household and child care tasks. In the same 

light, the "skills" that are stereotypically male are not 

natural to men, but are attained through socialization and 

traditional gender roles. 

Job descriptions are usually based on the stereotypical 

skills of the gender employed. But when one examines actual 

tasks that men and women do, the identical task is often 

described based on which gender has been chosen to dominate 

the job. Beechey and Perkins (1987) provide an excellent 

example; 

"An employer in one of the machine tool companies said 
that women did not drive cranes because 'that was hot, 
heavy, dirty work and women didn't do that sort of work', 
but in a different machine tool company where women had 
been employed as crane drivers appeals to 'feminine' 
rather than 'masculine' were made in describing the job 
and explaining why women did it."...In this case the job 
"required a 'sensitive touch', something which women had 
learned through knitting" (Beechey and Perkins 1987:105-
6 )  .  

Skills based on stereotypical gender characteristics have been 

used to explain the prevalence of women in routine, 

"unskilled" jobs, and also to explain the absence of women 

from better paying and "skilled" jobs. This type of gender 

stereotyping perpetuates patterns of occupational segregation, 

which limit women's opportunities (Beechey and Perkins 1987). 

Usually the only difference in women's versus men's paid work, 

will be that women are paid less for the same task and they 

will often work part-time. 
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Discount department store workers are typically depicted 

as unskilled labor. According to the first definition of 

skill, these people are skilled because they are in a white 

collar job. The second definition identifies them as 

unskilled because they are not in control of their labor. The 

third definition again renders discount workers unskilled 

because they have little training for their jobs. And the 

fourth definition also makes them unskilled because they are 

doing stereotypically female work which involves interpersonal 

skills and emotion work, providing an appearance of warmth and 

caring. 

Are discount department store workers skilled? Of 

course. Every job requires some skill. I define skill as 

abilities to do certain tasks. All people have different 

abilities, and employers require certain abilities of their 

workers. Just because these abilities are different does not 

mean that some are inferior to others. Even though 

salesclerks do not have a significant training period, they 

are still expected to be experts or at least knowledgeable 

about what they are selling. Even though they may not be in 

control of their labor, they still have to be able to run an 

obstacle course, filled with numerous tasks, throughout their 

shift. And finally, even though it is perceived by many to be 

easy women's work, helping "guests", managing rude customers, 

and putting up with childlike treatment from management, 
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requires endless tact, patience, and skill. 

TECHNOLOGY AND EXPANSION 

In recent years technology in the retail sector has been 

developing at an amazing rate with the goal of helping the 

industry cut costs wherever possible. In the early 1980s 

grocery stores introduced electronic scanners to ring 

customers through the checkout more quickly. At that time 

retailers relied on monthly audit reports for information on 

their sales (Kennedy 1991). Since then point of sale scanning 

systems have become an integral part of any retail information 

system. Most large retailers have quick response inventory 

which consists of computer systems that capture sales data at 

the point of sale. This system allows for smaller orders and 

replenishing more often, reduction of inventory levels, and 

achievement of higher turnover rates for merchandise that is 

preticketed and prepackaged by vendors (Thall 1991). Advances 

in credit card and check acceptance systems have made it 

possible to speed up the checkout process (Cline 1991). 

Many chains now have complex computer information 

systems, with satellite communication networks. In fact, Wal-

Mart currently has the largest privately owned satellite 

system in the United States (Morgan 1992) . Business 

television is one of the newest means of communication for 
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chains. Point to multipoint broadcasts by satellite ensure 

that the same information is getting out to all employees. 

This procedure replaces the earlier use of videocassettes 

(Nielson and Schmuhl 1991) . There are r.BW technologies for 

more "effective" labor management by which managers are able 

to monitor customer flow hour by hour and schedule around this 

need (Glew 1991). Wal-Mart and K Mart are experimenting with 

videocarts that track shoppers' movement throughout the store. 

Management would thus be able to gauge customers reaction to 

instore displays and see what areas draw the most people. 

These videos also provide the customer with merchandising 

information about items in the store (Discount Merchandiser 

1991, 1992b). 

Many of the leading discounters are not limited to their 

discount department stores. For example, both Wal-Mart and K 

Mart have expanded into wholesale clubs and supercenters, the 

latter combining the discount department store and food store 

in one giant building (Chanil 1991, Hayes 1988, Johnson 1991, 

Morgan 1992, New York Times 1989). Chains such as these are 

also involved with vertical expansion having bought into 

companies that manufacture or produce their merchandise. For 

example, Wal-Mart has its own food label: "Sam's American 

Choice". Besides expanding to new markets within the United 

States, many discount department stores are also expanding 

outside the United States into Mexico and Puerto Rico (Barmash 
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WAL-MART BACKGROUND 

Sam Walton opened the first Wal-Mart in Rogers, Arkansas 

in 1962. Walton introduced large discount department stores 

to towns in the South with a population of 25,000 or less. 

This was seen as a big mistake by leading retailers at the 

time, for this population was supposedly not large enough to 

support a store of that size (Barmash 1988, Walton 1992). In 

1972, the company operated 32 stores; by 1980 there were 276 

stores, and today it has close to 2000 stores (Walton 1992) 

and 380,000 employees (Wal-Mart World 1992e). By the end of 

1991, there were 1720 Wal-Marts, 208 Sam's Clubs, 10 

supercenters/hypercenters, 13 Bud's warehouses, and 18 

distribution centers (Glass 1992). 

Each store is organized into 36 departments, with 

hardlines (everything except clothing) representing 73% of 

sales. Virtually all purchasing and merchandising is managed 

by a staff of buyers in the Bentonville, Arkansas 

headquarters. The stores are organized around 18 distribution 

centers, allowing all stores to be within one day's drive to 

a center. Wal-Mart uses the most modern technology available 

to retailers, and as I mentioned in chapter one, it is 

currently the number one retailer in the United States based 
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on both sales and growth. Number two is K Mart, number three 

is Ssars, and number four is the ownership group Dayton 

Hudson, which owns Target (Castro 1991). A survey of former 

discount department store executives found that they all 

agreed that the discount industry is consolidating, and that 

Wal-Mart, K Mart, and Target will remain the top three chains 

(Discount Merchandiser 1992a). 

SUMMARY 

Department stores came into existence in the 1860s and 

discount department stores did not get started until the 

1930s. They have a history of providing low wages, inadequate 

medical coverage for employees, and irregular working hours. 

Their workforce has almost always been female-dominated and 

identified as "unskilled". These workers have always had to 

manage their family life around their paid work schedules. 

Men have always had the higher status, higher paying positions 

as managers and owners. From the beginning, these stores have 

had a paternalistic attitude toward workers. Called members 

of one big happy family, yet treated like irresponsible 

children, department store workers have an incredibly high 

turnover rate. And finally, there is a history of massive 

income disparities between the majority of workers and the 

owners. The owners of these stores (John Wanamaker, Rowland 
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Macy, Marshall Field,...) have been and continue to be some of 

the most wealthy people in the United States, while their 

employees live in or on the edge of poverty (Benson 1988, 

Hendrickson 1979). Today five out of the seven most wealthy 

people in the United States are members of the Walton family 

(Tucson Citizen 1992); Wal-Mart pays most of their workers 

little above the legal minimum wage. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

A PLACE WITHIN A PLACE: TUCSON AND WAL-MART 

This chapter examines how place is connected with the 

spatial, social and economic relations of discount department 

store workers. The study is concerned with two places, Tucson 

and Wal-Mart. Tucson is a unique place, while Wal-Mart is 

spatially ubiquitous throughout much of the United States. 

Yet they both influence each other, and the lives of people 

moving within them. 

First, I consider the city of Tucson. I begin by 

examining how the spatial layout of the city influences its 

inhabitants' experiences. I then discuss what makes Tucson 

unique socially and culturally— its desert location, its 

proximity to the Mexican border, and its location in the 

southwestern United States. There is a significant Native 

American and Mexican American population and their cultural 

influence is visible throughout the city. Then I look at 

Tucson's local economy, job market, unemployment rate, income 

distribution, and public service provision. All these factors 

have varying degrees of influence over the paid and unpaid 

work experiences of discount department store employees in 

Tucson. 

Second, I examine Wal-Mart. Again I begin with the 

spatial layout of the store in Tucson. I look at the public 
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and nonpublic areas and the arrangement of displays and 

departments. Next I review how Wal-Mart provides for its 

employees economically. What are the wages, how often and how 

much are raises? What about sick days, medical coverage, and 

bonuses? And what about the profit sharing program at Wal-

Mart? Wal-Mart has worked hard at promoting its image as a 

great company to work for, and a store that cares about the 

community in which it is located. I examine its image and its 

reality— the business of commodifying and selling. 

TUCSON'S SPATIAL LAYOUT 

Tucson is a low density, sprawling urban area with a 

population of 405,390 (United States Department of Commerce 

1991a). The city of Tucson is 156.3 square miles, and has 

2,594 people per square mile (United States Department of 

Commerce 1991a). This means there is more open space and less 

congestion than in bigger, more densely populated cities. In 

this case, with less people spread out over a larger area, 

transportation becomes vital to get from place to place. Most 

people rely on cars, but many have to rely on Tucson's public 

transportation system. This means buses. Because the city is 

so spread out, buses do not run often, early, or late enough 

to make them feasible for many Wal-Mart employees. Buses have 

the most reliable and frequent service to the small downtown 
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area, where it is assumed that most people work, even though 

the majority of jobs (retail and service) are spread 

throughout the entire city. 

While I was at Wal-Mart there was a survey that we were 

told that we had to fill out in order to receive our paycheck. 

This survey asked how often we took the bus, and how often we 

carpooled. It told us that if we care about the air, we would 

not drive to work alone. In reality, the survey was never 

thought through. Obviously, buses do not run early or late 

enough for Wal-Mart workers to be able to use them, for they 

often have to be at work before the bus runs, or leave work 

after the route had stopped for the night. The suggestion of 

carpooling is also ridiculous. Since workers always have 

different shifts everyday and every week, it is nearly 

impossible for them to coordinate any common shifts with co

workers, even if any live nearby. Also most workers live 

within a fifteen minute car ride to Wal-Mart. Carpooling is 

not really worthwhile unless there is a commute involved. 

The city's residential areas are segmented on the basis 

on ethnicity/race and income. For example, the lowest income 

people live in the southern and western parts of Tucson while 

the wealthiest people live in the north and east (United 

States Department of Commerce 1991a). The poorest part of 

Tucson has the greatest percentage of minorities (African 

Americans, Native Americans, Mexican Americans), while the 
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wealthiest part of the city has the greatest percentage of 

non-Hispanic whites (United States Department of Commerce 

1991a). This "us" versus "them" division of the city 

perpetuates stereotypes of the exotic "other" and racism. 

This is sad because daily involvement and familiarity with the 

"other" has the potential to lead to a better understanding of 

people different from ourselves and breakdown racism. 

There are three Wal-Mart stores within Tucson, each about 

25 miles from the other two. One is on the eastside, another 

in the southwest part of the city, and the third is in the 

northwest. The eastside store is in a white, higher income 

area, the southwest store is in a Hispanic and Indian lower 

income area, and the northwest store falls somewhere between 

the two other stores in income and ethnic distribution (United 

States Department of Commerce 1991a). The employees within 

these stores reflect their store's location. For example, the 

eastside store has the largest number of white employees, 

while the southwest store has the greatest number of Hispanic 

and Indian workers. 

TUCSON'S SOCIAL AND CULTURAL INFLUENCE 

When people think of Tucson, they think of the Sonoran 

desert, and the Hispanic and Indian cultural influences in the 

area. Located in the desert, Tucson draws tourists with its 
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unique climate and landscapes. The original O'odham 

inhabitants, and the Mexicans that later ruled the area, 

continue to have an obvious impact on the city. In Tucson 

there 256,844 non-Hispanic whites, 118,595 Hispanics, 16,273 

African Americans, 4,613 Native Americans, and 8,311 Asians 

(United States Department of Commerce 1991a). The number of 

Native Americans is so low because the nearby Reservations are 

not within the city limits. 

The most obvious Mexican cultural influence is in the 

architecture of buildings. Fake adobe, one story dwellings, 

with tiled roofs and walled patios are common. Mexican and 

Indian foods, clothing, crafts and jewelry are popular. There 

are many Indian and Mexican people living in and near Tucson, 

since it is close to their roots, or it is their homeland. 

The Mexican border is about 70 miles south of Tucson, while 

the San Xavier and Sells Reservations are to the west of 

Tucson. 

THE LOCAL ECONOMY OF TUCSON 

In Tucson, the fastest growing occupational sectors, and 

the most jobs, are found in the service sector, followed by 

the retail sector (Arizona Department of Economic Security 

1989, United States Department of Commerce 1991b). In Tucson, 

38,488 people are employed in the retail sector (United States 
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Department of Commerce 1991a). Both of these sectors are 

known for their low wages, inadequate "benefits", part-time 

hours, and high employee turnover rate. In 1989 over 20% of 

the population of Tucson was living below the poverty line, 

and 33% of these people were female heads of household (United 

States Department of Commerce 1991a). Like many cities, 

Tucson has a surplus of labor, or more workers than jobs, so 

there is a lot of competition for the relatively few positions 

available. At the time of the Census of Population and 

Housing, the official unemployment rate was 8.3% (United 

States Department of Commerce 1991a). Sadly, many people who 

have technical, bachelor's, master's, or doctoral degrees, 

work at places like Wal-Mart because they cannot get jobs 

elsewhere. Due to Tucson's close proximity to Mexico, many 

low income immigrants are happy to be paid what are considered 

high wages in Mexico but low wages in the United States. 

The city of Tucson does provide some services to poor 

people, but working poor people are not eligible for most. 

From talking to my co-workers, I found that only a few of them 

have been able to take advantage of some program. I 

identified three programs they use from time to time. The 

first is the food stamps program. Each of the eligible women 

I know is the sole breadwinner in her family. Some of the 

pregnant women without any medical coverage are taking 

advantage of SOBRA, which provides poor women with prenatal 
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care and delivery. Some women who have been injured or had 

medical reasons for not being able to return to work, are 

eligible for disability from the government. From what I have 

been told, this amounts to less than $50/week. 

Working poor are not eligible for AHCCCS— Arizona's 

medicaid program. When I called for information on the 

program, I was told that in order for a family of four to be 

eligible they had to earn less than $4,000/year. It appears 

that homeless people are one of the only groups that are 

eligible. Many nonprofit organisations provide free meals, 

clothes and shelter for those in dire need, but for people 

living on the edge of poverty, little is available. 

WAL-MART'S SPATIAL LAYOUT 

Unlike conventional department stores which have grown in 

size vertically, discount department stores have grown in size 

horizontally. The majority of discount department stores, 

including Wal-Mart, are in huge one story buildings. The 

spatial layout of the Wal-Mart where I conducted my study is 

the same as that of other Wal-Marts throughout the United 

States. With only minor differences, department locations and 

proportion of department square footage, are basically the 

same. But since the first Wal-Mart opened in 1963, the square 

footage of the entire building has been increasing. In my 
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store 19% of the building is nonpublic and 81% is public. The 

nonpublic area contains receiving, stockroom, time clock, back 

offices, outgoing phone, claims, layaway storage, employee 

lounge and lockers, training room, and cleaning supplies, 

storage for signs, racks, shelves, j-hooks, hangars, and bags. 

This area is two stories. A steep, narrow staircase goes up 

to layaway storage, the employee lounge and lockers, and 

storage of signs, racks, shelves, and j-hooks. A second 

staircase leads upstairs near receiving, but it is almost 

always blocked by merchandise and many workers do not even 

know it exists. 

The public area is the selling floor. The first areas 

you see upon entering the store are the snackbar, service desk 

and checkout/registers. This is considered the front end. 

Next are the softlines (clothing) departments, which contain 

ladieswear, menswear and boys, lingerie and accessories, 

infants and girls. Softlines are in the eastern third of the 

store, while hardlines (non-clothing) are in the western side. 

Hardlines include electronics, foods, stationery, housewares, 

hardware, paper and chemicals, toys, seasonal and garden 

center, pets, health and beauty aids, automotive and sporting 

goods, fabrics and crafts, domestics, furniture, and layaway. 

The pharmacy, shoes, and jewelry are independently run 

departments which do not fit into either category. Then the 

departments in the back areas, which are not seen by the 
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public, are cash office, upc office (upc codes are the 

numerical barcodes for every item in the store), claims, 

personnel, receiving, and night maintenance. 

This layout is not random. Everything from the square 

footage of the store, to the location and square footage of 

each department and items within each department has been 

allocated according to the sales/square foot of the 

merchandise, degree of markup and labor costs/department. 

Gender, race and age of potential shoppers within the 

community are taken into consideration in the store layout, 

and merchandise carried (Livingston 1991). For example, 

stores in retirement communities will not carry as much junior 

clothing, and tell customers to bring in shopping lists, so 

store employees can do their shopping for them. Stores in 

Hispanic communities will carry more Hispanic food items and 

more colorful clothing. 

The arrangement of displays and aisles within the public 

area of the store are meant to attract attention to 

merchandise and allow for easy movement within the store. It 

is brightly lit, clean and neatly arranged. It is certainly 

not spacious and glamorous but it is not cramped and 

uncomfortable either. Every night new merchandise is brought 

out and displays are changed, so it is very difficult to keep 

up with where items are from day to day. Rules govern the 

spatial distribution of racks, tables, and shelves and the 
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location of certain types of merchandise within each 

department. For example, within ladieswear, rules govern the 

number and spatial distribution of racks, the height of racks 

as they move farther from the main aisles into the department 

(they increase in height), the height of rack arms for pants 

or skirts versus tops or dresses, how to hang clothes and what 

type of hangar is to be used, how to place clothes on 

racks/shelves by size, color and price, and where areas within 

the department are located for different styles or sizes of 

clothes (where the junior, misses, sportswear, plus, career-

shop, maternity, or clearance racks are placed). 

The nonpublic part of the store contains no sales 

displays, but includes signs and displays set up which are 

aimed at the workers. These tell workers to be friendly and 

polite to shoppers and to report theft/shrinkage. But while 

the public area is carefully and aesthetically arranged, the 

nonpublic area is crowded, cramped and chaotically packed full 

of merchandise ready to be brought out onto the selling floor. 

Low metal pipe ceilings and poor lighting generate a feeling 

of claustrophobia. Most of this area is stockroom and layaway 

storage which usually has tiny little passageways between 

towering stacks of merchandise. 

I have heard many workers, including myself, cursing 

receiving and other department's merchandise for effectivley 

blocking access to merchandise that one is told to bring out 
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to the selling floor. Since trucks come in every night after 

the store closes, new items are arriving daily. The upstairs 

back area seems less chaotic because it only gets really 

unmanageable during the Christmas season when there is just 

not enough room to store all the layaway items. Everyday 

during that season, one heard stories from the layaway workers 

about how they just could not find a certain customer's items 

amidst the chaos upstairs. 

WAGES AND MEDICAL COVERAGE FOR EMPLOYEES 

Wal-Mart starts out virtually all employees as part-time, 

or what they call peak time, usually at most 28 hours/week. 

In theory, employees only become full-time once they have 

proven themselves to be good workers. In reality, Wal-Mart 

wants to maintain a large percent of part-time workers in 

order to save money. Most part-time and full-time workers 

have different work schedules everyday and every week. The 

only employees who do start out as full-time and always work 

the same hours and days are night receiving, night maintenance 

and office workers. The night workers are only on the 

floor overnight, when the store is closed to shoppers. All 

the other positions have a constantly changing schedule. 

"Wal-Mart periodically evaluates its wage structure 
against industry standards which enable us to offer 
competitive wages. Thus the pay you earn is based on the 
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internal position and the salary range for similar 
positions outside our Company" fWal-Mart Associate 
Handbook 1991:10). 

This is true. The retail sector does not pay its employees 

well and neither does Wal-Mart. Most new employees begin at 

minimum wage. After three months of probation, they are 

reviewed and perhaps given, at most, a raise of 25 cents/hour. 

After this they are eligible for raises once a year, at an 

increase of up to 25 cents/hour. This rate is the same for 

department managers and management trainees, who are also 

hourlies. They often do not receive raises with their new 

title and responsibilities. I am not familiar with pay and 

raises for management, who work on salary. The employee who 

is part-time and earning minimum wage brings home about 

$120/week or $6500/year. 

"In addition to your salary, store associates are 
eligible to participate and earn additional compensation 
through two incentive programs. 

* Super shrinkage incentive 
* Safety bonus incentive" fWal-Mart Associate 

Handbook 1991:10). 

The store inspires workers to participate in preventing 

shrinkage or economic loss, such as theft, or poor bookkeeping 

(loss through no record of markdowns or store use items taken 

off the shelf). After the store has its annual inventory, if 

the percentage of this shrinkage is below a certain percentage 

of store sales, all workers employed for over six months 

receive a check for $250, and all workers employed over one 
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year receive $500. From what my co-workers told me, about 

half the Wal-Mart stores receive this bonus. In my store, 

which was about to undergo its third annual inventory, the 

workers had received the bonus the first year, but not the 

second year. 

The safety bonus is based on how long the store can go 

without having either a customer or employee accident. The 

store is divided into four sections, and as soon as one 

section has an accident, there is a drawing for the other 

sections. The winners receive a gift certificate ranging from 

$5 (accident free 1-5 weeks) to $150 (accident free for 6 

months). There were a large number of accidents in my store 

so the average gift certificate amount was for $5. Both of 

these bonus incentive programs worked. Workers tried to 

prevent shrinkage and accidents, and they won money as a 

result. 

Wal-Mart buys its employees' loyalty with what it says 

are great "benefits" for retail. Wal-Mart has a long list of 

"benefits" for its employees. Full-time and part-time workers 

are eligible for: profit sharing, stock purchase, holiday pay, 

associate discount, personal time, jury duty, leave of 

absence, ConSern, Resources for living, and scholarship 

program. Only full-timers are eligible for: vacation, illness 

protection plan, medical coverage, dental insurance, life 

insurance, accidental death/dismemberment, short/long term 
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disability coverage fWal-Mart Associate Handbook 1991:6). 

All workers participate in profit sharing, but the money 

may not be withdrawn until the worker leaves the company after 

completing three of the store's fiscal years, and they only 

have access to 20% of the money in the account. An employee 

has to be with Wal-Mart for seven of Wal-Mart's fiscal years 

in order to get 100% access to his or her account. With an 

extremely high turnover rate, very few workers are ever 

eligible. Other chains such as K Mart do not have profit 

sharing for their workers. 

Stock purchase is an option for employees to buy Wal-Mart 

stock. I was not aware of any co-workers who did this, only 

management. 

Holiday pay is for six holidays, but workers will 

probably also have to work on these days. 

All workers receive a 10% discount card for use on all 

items purchased which are not on sale or clearance. 

Personal time is not available until workers have been 

with the company for one year. I never came across any of my 

co-workers using this time, which is given in hourly 

increments because with the understaffing of departments it is 

difficult to get any time off. 

Wal-Mart will pay workers their regular pay while they 

are on jury duty, when they turn in their court payment. 

Wal-Mart allows unpaid leaves of absence for four 
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reasons: medical, military, emergency, and parental (for 

childbirth or adoption). This is used when mothers need at 

least thirty days off at one time. Funeral leave allows up to 

three days off, to attend funerals for iminediate family. 

ConSern is a loan program to help finance higher 

education for workers and their family. I did not know of any 

co-workers in the store who had applied for this loan. Few 

employees tried to combine higher education with their Wal-

Mart schedules. Resources for living is a private counseling 

service for Wal-Mart workers and their immediate family. It 

has a toll free number: 1-800-825-3555. I discuss this 

couseling service at the end of this chapter. 

The Scholarship program offers $6,000 scholarships to 

graduating high school students who are children of Wal-Mart 

full-time workers employed over one year. Another $1,000 

scholarship is available to graduating high school seniors who 

are employed by Wal-Mart. I do not know how many of these 

scholarships are awarded nationally each year. Most of my co

workers thought these scholarships were "bogus", for they had 

no idea how many were awarded or who won. 

Full-time employees receive paid vacation after one year 

of full-time employment. After one year, they receive one 

average week's wages, after two years, they receive two 

average weeks' pay, and after seven years, they receive three 

weeks' average pay. Most of the workers I spoke with had a 
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very difficult time trying to actually get this time off. 

All medical, dental and life insurance is offered through 

a choice of plans. As with many policies, workers pay a large 

percent of their paycheck into it, along with large 

deductibles that must be met before the insurance money is 

paid out for services, and they have to pay the bill up front, 

then be reimbursed by the insurance company. These workers 

are also provided with six paid sick days/year, based on their 

average work day. 

What does all this add up to? It sounds like a lot, and 

appears to be quite a listing, but this appearance is 

misleading. These "benefits" are store policies which are 

superficial in dealing with real employee needs, and most cost 

the company next to nothing for the image of "caring" for its 

employees. Many of the items listed are not normally included 

in what people consider "benefits" or even important. What 

are used? For part-timers the only really useful things on 

this list are the discount card and the holiday pay. Full-

timers use their discount card, holiday pay, sick days and 

vacation, and of course their medical/dental coverage. What 

are some employee needs? Higher pay, adequate medical/dental 

coverage, child care provision, regular hours and respect for 

all workers. 
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WAL-MART IMAGE AND REALITY 

Wal-Mart is after all a place with really one goal— to 

make money. Wal-Mart is a place that sells and coitonodifies. 

The majority of the space inside the store is taken up by 

merchandise for sale. This discount department store chain, 

like all department stores going back to the 1860s, excels and 

concentrates on providing a positive image of itself and 

trying to gain consumer loyalty. An increasing and exciting 

literature on popular consumption (Williamson 1980, Willis 

1991) analyzes how shopping fulfills a need in this society. 

Shopping makes one feel empowered and allows us to believe 

that we have many choices and opportunities available. One 

can choose to purchase an endless possibility of items. 

Shopping lets individuals believe that they have control over 

what they are doing, and it alleviates frustration over the 

many, more significant, things in their lives that they 

believe that they cannot do anything about. This literature 

suggests that if people could not alleviate their frustrations 

by shopping, they would be more likely to get angry enough 

about certain situations, for example, lack of power in their 

workplace, to demand changes. 

This interpretation related well to the experiences of 

Wal-Mart workers because almost every worker spends 

considerable money in the store shopping. My co-workers say 
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it is because Wal-Mart really does have the lowest prices for 

items they need, or because we see items that just came out 

and we know are good deals, but we would not have bought them 

if we had not seen them in the first place during our shift. 

In reality, a large percent of this desire to buy could be the 

empowerment one feels when shopping. And Wal-Mart is a very 

frustrating place to work for most. 

Workers are caught up in the atmosphere of buying while 

at work. Salesclerks buy the most items from departments in 

which they work. Cashiers see what goes through their 

checkouts and this influences their purchasing. Wal-Mart is 

very aware of the fact that their workers are also shoppers. 

Wal-Mart employees are given 10% discount cards that must be 

used for every purchase, even in those in which no discount is 

given. Wal-Mart keeps track of the purchases of its employees 

through its satellite computer system— as I mentioned in 

chapter 2, every scanned item is inventoried and kept on file. 

Wal-Mart uses every source available to promote its image 

and sell its merchandise. Ads are placed on local television, 

radio, and newspapers. Wal-Mart trucks, shopping bags, 

monthly circulars, in-store public annoucements, signs and 

displays, and employees all promote the Wal-mart image. What 

is this image? Well it has a number of parts. First, Wal-

Mart emphasizes its everyday low prices fWal-Mart Associate 

Handbook 1991). This slogan is seen and heard over and over 
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again, through the previously mentioned sources. 

WAL-MART 
ALWAYS THE LOW PRICE ON 
THE BRANDS YOU TRUST. 

ALWAYS. 

Another slogan tells shoppers to bring in competitors' sales 

ads and Wal-Mart will either match or meet their competitors' 

price. This sounds great to shoppers, but it is rare for 

customers to go to the inconvenience of bringing in sales ads 

from other stores for Wal-Mart to match. 

The second important part of its image is its customer 

service (Wal-Mart Associate Handbook 1991). At Wal-Mart 

shoppers are guaranteed the lowest prices and friendly, 

courteous service. Friendly, approachable workers are 

extremely visible in their big blue smocks, along with their 

"We care" name tag. All Wal-Mart employees are supposed to 

wear the blue Wal-Mart smock. Once on it hides the wearer's 

figure, weight, clothes, sense of style and individuality, 

resulting in a plain, nonthreatening and approachable image. 

Workers appear to be homogenous, big, blue friendly blobs. 

The only selling floor department that does not wear these 

smocks is the one that sells an expensive luxury item 

intricately tied in with sexuality and style— jewelry. In 

this department the individual employee's sexuality and style 

are played up, for they are considered necessary in order to 

sell jewelry. The employees in this department dress up in 
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their most stylish clothes, wear jewelry, high heel shoes and 

make-up, while the majority of women clerks on the salesfloor 

wear comfortable, plain clothes, no jewelry, flat shoes or 

sneakers, and little or no make-up. 

Another image that Wal-Mart projects, is that Wal-Mart 

buys products made in the United States, so jobs are saved in 

this country fWal-Mart Associate Handbook 1991, Wal-Mart World 

1992d). There are two slogans; WE BUY AMERICAN WHENEVER WE 

CAN SO YOU CAN TOO, and BRING IT HOME TO THE USA. Visual and 

verbal advertisements, displays and signs, cite the number of 

jobs saved from going overseas. In reality a good percent of 

merchandise is not made in the USA. In the case of the items 

which do have the "made in the USA" label, most of these items 

required many steps in their production, often between a 

number of countries, with maybe only the final step in the 

United States. These slogans ignore the global realities of 

capitalism and play up patriotism. 

Wal-Mart also works hard to promote an image of concern 

for the environment and the local community fWal-Mart 

Associate Handbook 1991, Wal-Mart World 1992b, 1992c). They 

point out that their circulars are made from recycled paper, 

that environmentally safe products are given green labels, 

that they encourage recycling of many items, many of which can 

be brought back to the store for this purpose. 

"Wal-Mart began asking suppliers to improve products and 
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packaging back in 1989, and soon saw a payoff as 
manufacturers responded by eliminating excessive 
packaging and non-toxic inks and dyes in products, as 
well as converting recycled materials in packaging and 
products. Such changes are now standard..." (Pellet 
1992:70). 

Now most of the environmental activity is on the part of Wal-

Mart employees doing unpaid work in their community through 

participation in "adopting a highway or beach" or recycling 

drives (Pellet 1992). In fact the majority of items sold are 

not recyclable or environmentally sound. Even items that are 

supposedly recycled are not. As a number of news shows on 

television have revealed, huge amounts of recyclable items 

throughout the United States are now just piling up, because 

the manufacturers have no demand for them. They find the 

prices that towns are charging for the "recyclables" too high, 

and they are finding cheaper raw materials elsewhere. 

Wal-Mart often raises and donates money to local 

community events, school scholarships, and for ill children's 

hospital costs. It is part of the community and it cares 

fWal-Mart Associate Handbook 1991). It is the workers who 

raise the money on their free time, and considering the 

immense profits Wal-Mart earns, it does not even contribute a 

significant amount of its own money, except in advertising its 

role as a fundraiser for the community. 

One of the most important images for Wal-Mart is that of 

its founder Sam Walton. He was depicted to be an 



80 

unsophisticated country boy, an ordinary guy driving an old 

pickup truck who still gets $5 haircuts, goes quail hunting, 

and pilots his own small plane (Castro 1991, Fortune 1990, 

Kelly 1988, Walton 1992, Wal-Mart World Memorial Issue 1992). 

He did it with the help of each and every associate (Walton 

1992). 

"This is a partnership of folks who have pulled together 
and enjoyed what they have done and have become partners 
in what we've accpmplished. They deserve all the credit" 
fWal-Mart World 1992e:3). 

His morals and common sense know-how made the chain the 

success it is today. This personal mythology has flaws. For 

example, in order to be the driving force behind such a 

successful organization, Sam must have been a shrewd 

businessman, not a country bumpkin or average guy. If he 

acknowledged that his workers did it all, then why are five 

members of his family in the top seven wealthiest people in 

the United States? He must have believed that he deserved all 

that money and that most of his workers do not, for they are 

rewarded with wages close to the legal minimum in the United 

States. 

Finally, Wal-Mart enjoys its image of caring about its 

employees. When the store closes for Thanksgiving, the reason 

told to the public is so "our associates can have the day off 

to enjoy the company of their families". Actually, the store 

closed because the management did not think many customers 
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would shop on that day. Many employees did not have time off 

during the Christmas season to spend time with their families. 

We often worked until 1:30 a.m. during the Christmas season 

and to 8 p.m. on Christmas eve, so that last minute shoppers 

could buy gifts and Wal-Mart could make money. Another 

example of Wal-Mart's "concern" for its employees is that 

management often refuses to allow sick employees to go home 

before their shift is over. 

WAL-MART WORLD 

Wal-Mart World is a monthly magazine put out for Wal-Mart 

workers. It reinforces Wal-Mart's paternalistic image, and 

all the values that employees should have about the chain. 

Items found in every issue include; teamwork messages from 

Sam; customer feedback on workers; employee profiles; 

employees' poetry, short stories, recipes, awards, and 

community activities; theft and safety issues; Wal-Mart's 

community support; Wal-Mart's history and the secret of its 

success; counseling, exercise, and health; new policies; open 

door policy; the environment; store operations and new 

displays; and crosstraining. The magazine makes the worker 

feel like an insider in a successful corporation, one looked 

after by the company, better than workers in other retail 

chains. They feel as if decisions are made in their interest 
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and that they have a voice in how the store is run. 

As a result, most workers are at least initially loyal to 

the company. They police themselves, because they know all 

the rules and how things are done. By policing, I mean that 

employees make sure that they obey all the Wal-Mart policies 

and report offenders to management. This is done because 

these employees believe that offenders will hurt the company, 

and it is their duty to help protect the corporation. For 

they are told that things that hurt the company, hurt them. 

An article in Wal-Mart World illustrates this belief. The co

worker of an employee caught stealing wrote: 

"I see your humiliation as a reflection of my 
disappointment. The disappointment of your family, 
friends, and your associates. We all believed in your 
honesty. You had such a bright future ahead, so full of 
promise. I see your regret that the trust has been 
broken... Everyone around you had been hurt, most of all 
YOU. When the time comes for your payment YOU are alone 
in the blame" (Mankin 1992:18). 

Wal-Mart is involved in its employees' home lives through 

the magazine. It advocates how to do many non-job related 

tasks and how to take care of their bodies and minds. For 

example, it has a counseling service complete with an eight 

hundred number to advise workers how to cope with their social 

and economic problems— most of which are brought on by their 

low pay. Wal-Mart fundraises for many local and national 

charities, and encourages its employees to volunteer their 

free time to help out. But it is Wal-Mart that gets the 
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credit for being a corporate fundraiser, and Wal-Mart that 

decides what are appropriate causes to raise money for in the 

first place. 

SUMMARY 

Tucson and Wal-Mart influence the experiences of Wal-Mart 

employees. Tucson's spatial layout makes public 

transportation inaccessible for these workers. Tucson's local 

economy makes it very difficult to get any job outside the 

service and retail sector. The jobs within retail are very 

competitive and kept at low wages due to the surplus of labor 

in Tucson for these types of jobs. There is no real service 

provision for working poor people in Tucson to help them out 

in rough times. Wal-Mart's public and nonpublic areas 

generate very different images of the workplace. Workers are 

low paid, have inadequate medical coverage, and have little 

chance of promotion. Wal-Mart manipulates the public and its 

employees into believing that it is an institution that is 

helpful and looks out for them. In reality Wal-Mart is here 

for one reason, to turn a profit. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SPATIAL, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC DIVISIONS OF LABOR 

In this chapter I examine divisions of labor in the paid 

and unpaid workplaces of my Wal-Mart co-workers. I look at 

spatial, social and economic relations and how they vary based 

on gender, race, income, and lifecourse. I begin with some 

basic demographic data on my co-workers in the specific store 

in which I conducted my study. I then analyze scheduling and 

flexibility; divisions of labor based on gender, race and 

lifecourse; discrimination and promotions; safety, harassment 

and health issues; and friendships and relaxation occurring 

within Wal-Mart, and outside the store, in the homes and 

community of my co-workers. 

The store in which I was employed has about 235 workers.' 

Over half my co-workers are part-time and most earn less than 

$5/hour. Two-thirds are women; 70% are European American, 25% 

are Mexican American, 4% are African American, and 1% Native 

American. Workers of all ages are represented, from 18 to 73 

years of age. My co-workers are single, involved with a 

partner, divorced and widowed. Some workers provide only for 

' I gathered the information in this paragraph by 
looking at employee time cards, and a Wal-Mart computer print
out on the demographics of their employees in this store which 
a store manager had me use to do some paperwork for him. 
These numbers change since the number of workers varies with 
the season and there is a high employee turnover rate. 
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themselves, while many provide for children, parents and/or 

partners also. Many are the sole breadwinner in their 

household, while others are helped out by their parents or 

partner. The majority only have one paid job— the one at 

Wal-Mart. 

SCHEDULING AND FLEXIBILITY 

There are many types of spatial relations, but I am 

concerned with movement of individuals within the store, and 

within their homes and community. Most of my co-workers paid 

work hours change daily, weekly, and seasonally. No fixed 

routine or daily path may be set because paid work hours 

always vary. For example, part-time salesclerks and cashiers 

may work closing shift one day (5p.m.-11p.m.), opening shift 

the next day (9a.m.-3p.m.), do a midday shift the third day 

(12p.m.-6p.m.), and closing shift again the fourth and fifth 

days. The irregularity of hours is the same for full-timers, 

but their shifts are longer, for example, 9a.m.-6p.m., or 

2p.m.-11p.m. During Christmas season, the store stays open 

later, so salespeople and cashiers who work closing shift are 

often required to stay past 1a.m. 

Some people (mothers with very young children and workers 

going to school) only work closing shift and weekends. This 

is sometimes allowed by management since it is the least 
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desirable shift for most workers, but management lets these 

workers know that it is an inconvenience to have to schedule 

other employees around their personal schedule. Yet most of 

my co-workers are glad to have other people "closing" rather 

than themselves. This shift gives some mothers and students 

the morning and/or afternoon off which allows them more 

regularity in their daily lives than the average Wal-Mart 

employee. 

Shifts vary in length from 4 hours to 12 hours. Senior 

citizens usually work only 4 hours/day and most part-timers 

only work 6 hours, while full-timers work 8-9 hours/day. It 

is usually only night receiving, department managers and store 

management who are expected to stay for extended shifts of up 

to 12 hours. 

Sometimes same-day scheduling changes occur. Part-timers 

and full-timers may be called in on days they are scheduled 

off, or early on scheduled days. At other times they are 

asked to leave early. Once in a while workers leave for one 

shift and they are asked to come in a few hours later that 

same day for another shift. 

Department managers have the same shift all week, but the 

times of this shift change on a weekly basis. Overnights for 

department managers are common. This means coming into Wal-

Mart around 9p.m. and working until anywhere from 6 to 9a.m. 

This schedule often alternates with a week of day shifts from 
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5a.in.-2p.in. Service desk workers alternate having the 

weekends off. They take turns so that every third weekend 

they are home. Management allows this because they 

acknowledge that the service desk is stressful. 

Shifts scheduled with starting times but not ending times 

are common. Closing shift is frustrating for workers, since 

they do not know ahead of time when they may leave. 

Management announces anywhere from a half hour to two and a 

half hours after the store closes to the public when workers 

may go home. For night receiving staff, who often come in 

anywhere between 8p.m. and midnight, there is also an 

apparently endless shift, for they are expected to stay until 

they are told to leave. But at least these employees always 

arrive at Wal-Mart at about the same time every week night, 

and usually do not work weekends. 

Employees who close are let out at different times each 

night. Why is this? According to management three factors 

are involved in the decision of when to let workers leave for 

the night. The first criterion is that the store must look 

presentable for the next day. This is the norm when the other 

two factors are not in effect. Second, if the store did not 

bring in enough money that day, workers are sent home early, 

because Wal-Mart did not go above a certain percentage of 

daily sales that is allocated to labor costs. Workers will 

also be sent home earlier if the store is judged by management 
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to have not done well— if it did not beat last year's sales 

on the same day. Third, if there is an important visitor 

(district or regional manager) or event (inventory), workers 

will stay until the store looks great. 

The paid work schedules are supposed to be available 

three weeks in advance, but this is rare. Most of the time 

schedules for the next paid work week are not available until 

the day immediately before the new work week. This makes any 

plans or appointments very difficult or impossible to make. 

Night receiving staff take paid and unpaid breaks 

together, unlike most daytime hourly workers, who alternate 

breaks in order to maintain salesfloor coverage. This means 

night receiving workers can hang out with each other during 

break time, but day time workers often go up to an empty 

breakroom. If day time, hourly workers have a co-worker with 

whom they want to eat lunch, it is unlikely that their lunch 

breaks will occur at the same time. 

The irregular scheduling is difficult for workers 

regardless of their mode of transportation. Most male and 

female workers have access to a car most of the time, but it 

is almost always women who are waiting to be picked up after 

a long shift because they have to share a family car with a 

partner. The chaotic and ever changing Wal-Mart work schedule 

demands that partners of Wal-Mart employees juggle their car 

use time around their partner's crazy hours. Households 
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sharing only one car have a limited range of movement within 

a day because of the juggling of jobs and chores. Many 

workers often rely on buses which do not run frequently, 

early, or late enough for Wal-Mart hours. The long waits for 

buses when they do run result in a waste of time that could be 

spent doing something else. A couple of people who live 

within a mile of the store rely on bicycles for transport, but 

they have to struggle through dangerous traffic, adjust to the 

weather (extreme heat, rain), and try to watch out for their 

physical safety. 

Workers somehow cope with a lack of regularity in their 

lives; only Wal-Mart is constant for it demands everything 

else be scheduled around it. Some workers trade hours if they 

need to change their Wal-Mart days or hours to accommodate 

some personal need. Most just manage day to day and 

accomplish as much as they can around their paid work. For 

example, many women have commented that their homes are always 

a mess since they do not have the time to clean. Most women 

do all their errands in one trip, and urge their children or 

partners to help out at home. 

What do all the chaotic hours mean? They mean that 

workers have less time to spend with family and friends and 

find it difficult to schedule any socializing, appointments, 

or household chores. It is nearly impossible to hold another 

job. Working irregular, always changing hours means that Wal-



90 

Mart is your priority, that it intrudes into your life to such 

an extent that you feel like you are always there and never 

leave, even if you are part-time. 

Flexible is a word commonly used to describe the hours of 

retail workers. But the real question is flexible for whom? 

As I discussed earlier in chapter 2, technology has made it 

possible for Wal-Mart to keep track of its peak customer 

hours, days and weeks, so that the company can schedule more 

workers around these busy periods. Regardless of whether an 

employee is full or part-time, she must work different shifts 

to cover the ebbs and flows of customers. I described some of 

the different types of scheduling adopted by store management 

to use their labor most "efficiently". Management constantly 

criticizes workers who are not flexible enough in their 

scheduling. Wal-Mart demands this "flexibility" but gives 

little in return. In fact, in order to be hired, people must 

agree to work any hours, any day of the week, and pass a drug 

test and psychological exam. The irregular scheduling, which 

many workers have fought against to no avail, is a way for 

Wal-Mart to maintain control over their workers lives. 

GENDER AND SPACE WITHIN WAL-MART 

Within Wal-Mart there is a stereotypical division of 

labor based on gender. Men dominate in jobs as store 
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managers, stockmen, night receiving, and night maintenance 

workers. The majority of full-time positions are with these 

jobs which are associated with stereotypical male abilities 

and skills. For example, men are typed as strong and able to 

lift heavy boxes, so they make up most of the night receiving 

workers. Men are also stockmen— they lift and carry heavy 

items, clean up messes during store hours, climb high wall 

ladders, put up/down displays or signs, collect carts from 

outside, and do general maintenance of lights, painting, 

bathrooms, and windows. Some women are found in both of these 

male-dominated jobs, but they are relegated to lighter work. 

Whereas men unload trucks and carry merchandise, the women 

unpackage and distribute items. Female stockmen are assigned 

more of the cleaning and less of the lifting. As for store 

management, since men are typed as "rational", "intelligent" 

and "in control" it is no surprise that men are the bosses in 

the store and company. 

Female-dominated jobs include: cashiers, service desk, 

layaway, and salesclerks, and office workers. As in many 

other paid workplaces, women have the more tedious, "caring", 

and "friendly" jobs, because women stereotypically do this 

kind of work better than men. 

When I first started working for Wal-Mart I asked the 

personnel manager why there were no male cashiers. She 

replied that men are immature, irresponsible, and less 
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reliable than women. When I was up at the registers a few 

hours later, I observed that the head cashier and store 

managers were men. Thus, though men were not "responsible" 

enough for cashiering, they were "reliable enough" to be in 

charge of the front end and the entire store. 

Additional divisions of labor based on gender exist 

within the female-dominated jobs. A few departments are 

dominated by male salesclerks— garden center, seasonal, 

automotive, sporting goods, hardware and electronics. Female-

dominated departments are the snackbar, all the clothing 

departments, jewelry, health and beauty aids, housewares, 

domestics, stationery and foods, fabrics and crafts. 

When the store manager was asked why a new male employee 

was promoted to sporting goods department manager ahead of the 

well qualified woman who trained him in that department, he 

replied that customers would feel more comfortable with a male 

department manager for this department. Regardless of the 

veracity of this statement, there appear to be areas that men 

"should" work and areas that women "should" work which 

coincide with stereotypical gender roles. 

Certain jobs and tasks have a lot more freedom of 

movement than others. People in female-dominated departments-

- office workers, cashiers, and salesclerks, are limited to 

small areas of movement for their entire shift or are very 

controlled in where they are allowed to move. These jobs are 
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fast-paced and stressful. People in male-dominated jobs— 

management, receiving, stockmen, and maintenance, have a lot 

more freedom of movement throughout the store, are not as 

closely controlled in their movements, and can work at their 

own pace. When a male stockmen was asked if he would accept 

a position in a department, he said, "Heck no, it would be too 

darn claustrophobic!" 

Cashiers stand by their registers most of the day, 

scanning merchandise quickly and moving customers through as 

fast as possible. Wal-Mart keeps track of cashier's scans per 

minute, and expects the number to remain quite high. During 

the rare times when the flow of customers slows down, cashiers 

are expected to straighten the merchandise by their station. 

Salesclerks stay around their department but are 

constantly called to run up to the service desk, registers, 

and phone. When they do leave their department they have 

little control over where they go, and they have a million 

little things they have to do quickly, often all at once. For 

example, in ladieswear, salesclerks are called to the service 

desk or registers for price checks; they are called to the 

service desk to collect returns for their department; they 

answer phone calls from customers; they help customers; they 

repackage and put out returns; they pull freight from the back 

of the store; they rearrange displays, signing, shelves, and 

racks; they pick up items and put them back in the proper 
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place; straighten and clean racks or shelves; and cover for 

other departments where nobody is working. This implies a 

spatial range of freedom, but it is not controlled by the 

salesclerk. 

Within the clothing departments, which employ no male 

workers, salesclerks must constantly restock their merchandise 

from the stockroom all day, for night receiving does not 

restock this area of the store. Yet all the male-dominated 

salesfloor departments are restocked every night by night 

receiving. In a similar vein, the workers in the clothing 

departments have to vacuum their carpets every night, while 

the male-dominated departments are swept every night by night 

maintenance. In this way, the women workers in the clothing 

departments have more to do than other salesclerks, and never 

feel "caught up" with their work. 

Women in the back offices sit in the same spot most of 

the day, and they have a long list of things that they have to 

do including: adding up employee time card's hourly and weekly 

totals; entering merchandise markups and markdowns into the 

computer; running computer programs to print out lists of new 

merchandise, sales totals per hour and day, departments with 

leading sales, and price labels for displays; counting money 

and filling out bank deposit slips; and keeping records of 

defective merchandise to be shipped back to the manufacturer. 

Male night receiving staff unload trucks, bring pallets 
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of merchandise out to the salesfloor, and put merchandise on 

its shelving in specific departments. They move throughout 

the store at their own pace, and when a task is completed they 

get more merchandise for another department. These workers 

have a large spatial range of freedom, control over their 

movement, and control over their pace of tasks. 

Management wander throughout the store, checking out how 

departments look, and watching hour lies at work. They respond 

to calls for assistance all over the store, from employee 

questions to customer check approvals. 

The differences in mobility, control over this mobility, 

and pace of tasks between male and female workers reproduces 

inequalities in spatial relations based on gender, for greater 

mobility, control over this mobility, and control over pace of 

tasks is associated with greater autonomy, status and power. 

GENDER AND SPACE AT HOME 

Outside Wal-Mart, in the community and in the homes of my 

co-workers, there is also a spatial division of labor based on 

gender. Many women say that their children or roommates or 

partner do a significant percent of household chores, but they 

admit that they still do most of the unpaid work of the home. 

Due to the unequal distribution of household tasks these women 

have even more constraints on their movement and time. 



96 

One married woman with children commented to me about how 

her exhausting paid and unpaid work days are not limited to 

Wal-Mart and her home, but also include care of her 

grandparents. 

"Well, my grandparents live in Tucson, but they are too 
old to help. I go over there and do my grandfather's 
syringes because he is a diabetic and my grandmother just 
had surgery on her nose, so I have had to go over there 
and bandage her nose. And they have a house that they 
rent out and I handle that for them, so I am there more 
or less or them, not the other way around. Well, I try. 
I get short with them though. Sometimes they call and I 
say no I am tired, I don't want to go." 

She is not alone, here are some of her female-coworkers 

comments on their daily tasks: 

"I get up, feed the kids, clean the house while kids 
watch cartoons, shower, dress, watch 11:00 soaps, go 
downtown for groceries, home again to cook dinner, and 
get ready for work." (married woman with children) 

"I go to the store, get the kids ready for school, go to 
work, come home and cook dinner, give the kids a bath, 
and go to bed." (married woman with children) 

"In the morning when I am home I usually walk at least 2 
miles, I watch Sally at 8:00 and do my laundry and 
cleaning until time to get ready for work." (single 
woman with no children) 

Here are some comments by their male co-workers on their 

daily routines: 

"I eat breakfast, work, clean the house, golf, watch tv, 
read, shop, and eat dinner." (married man with children) 

"I go to work, come home, go for a run, have dinner with 
family, and play softball at the park." (married man 
with children) 

"I wake up, go to work, come home, shower, eat and go to 
bed. On weekends I do laundry, clean the apartment, shop 
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and run errands." (single man with no children) 

Unpaid work is not an issue or even a matter of conversation 

because it does not bother men working at Wal-Mart. They do 

not complain about it because they are either not doing it, or 

doing very little. 

The women who talked about their day usually did not 

include things they did for recreation or relaxation. The men 

who talked about their day often included their hobbies, but 

not much housework. This does not mean that these women did 

not make some time for hobbies or recreation, they were just 

more limited in what they did by their paid and unpaid work 

schedules. Women mentioned hobbies and recreational 

activities which they did in or by their home— watching 

television, taking care of pets, gardening, having family get-

togethers, sewing and crafts, and going for walks. Men 

included more activities which drew them further from their 

home— bicycling, hiking, going to the movies, going to a park 

to play baseball or softball, going on day trips with friends 

or family, and renting videos. 

RACIAL/ETHNIC DIVISIONS OF LABOR 

Within Wal-Mart there is another spatial division of 

labor based on race. No minority workers hold store 

management positions. As with Anglo men and women, most 



98 

Hispanic males are night receivers, and most Hispanic women 

are cashiers and salesclerks. Mexican Americans are well 

represented as department managers, but not in store 

management. All the African American women are employed 

either as cashiers or salesclerks, and one is a head cashier. 

African American men are stockmen, night maintenance and night 

receiving. There is only one Native American woman who is a 

cashier, and one man who is a department manager. 

A Hispanic salesclerk confided to me that she believes 

that she is treated differently from Anglo women, by both her 

co-workers and management. Her beliefs have a foundation 

because her department manager once told me that she dislikes 

Hispanic people, and I have witnessed people saying that the 

salesclerk is stupid because she is Hispanic. She also 

mentioned that Hispanics are not represented in store 

management and that they do not appear to be promoted as 

quickly as Anglos. 

Racial discrimination is difficult to deal with on a day 

to day basis- Discrimination is not always blatant or even 

intended. For example, a new Hispanic worker began as a 

salesclerk. Some Anglo co-workers said she was aloof and a 

snob because she seemed to ignore them. In reality, the woman 

was fluent in Spanish and still a little awkward with English, 

so she did not understand everything that was said to her. 

She would stand there and not respond, not because of 
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arrogance but because of a lack, of understanding of what she 

heard. In another case, a number of Anglo co-workers were 

annoyed when two Hispanic women spoke in Spanish while they 

were present. They felt they were being excluded and as a 

result complained about the Hispanic women's attitude. 

Presumably, the two women felt more comfortable speaking in 

their native tongue and meant no harm. 

LIFECOURSE DIVISIONS OF LABOR 

Lifecourse also influences the experiences of Wal-Mart 

employees. My co-workers span the ages of 17 to 73. The 

oldest workers (over 60) are retired and only work 4 

hours/day. Most middle-aged workers (35-60) are salesclerks 

and cashiers. These two groups are not seriously considered 

for promotions or advancement within the store. Many single 

or divorced mothers in this group are resentful that they have 

not been given recognition for their hard work and long hours 

and that they are not promoted to the next level, which is 

either department manager or head cashier (customer service 

manager). Many women are discriminated against because they 

have to call in sick in order to care for children or parents. 

This is more obvious in the cases of women who are single 

heads of household. Since they put their family ahead of Wal-

Mart, they are judged by the store management to not be 
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reliable enough to be in a position of responsibility within 

the store. 

The younger workers (20-35) are the ones who move up most 

quickly within the company. Among this group, it is the young 

white men who are promoted fastest. Many workers told me why 

they believe young, white males move up so quickly compared to 

any other workers. Some point out that the manager of the 

store, who is also a relatively young, white male, is the most 

comfortable with these guys and is a drinking buddy with some 

of them. A number of women have expressed this sentiment to 

me, "it's a guy thing— if you are a guy you will move up 

faster". Others point out that these young men "kiss ass" 

very well, which many others are not willing to do. Everyone 

realizes that Wal-Mart is not a democracy, for only the store 

manager decides who is promoted, transferred or fired. The 

store manager is the king of the store. Some even said that 

Wal-Mart recruits management trainees from four-year 

universities, and a larger percentage of these trainees are 

male. This last position seems false because during the 

duration of my employment there were no such recruitments. It 

has been my observation that trainees often lack four year 

degrees and are promoted from within. 

During the length of my study, the job with the fastest 

promotion rate was assistant store manager. There are usually 

four of these positions at one time, and I saw four of these 
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people move on— two white men were promoted to manage other 

stores, one Hispanic woman was promoted to be a co-manager of 

another store, and one white woman left the company as a 

result of dissatisfaction. The two positions higher than 

store assistant manager— co-manager (white man) and manager 

(white man) of the store did not change during my employment. 

Most of my co-workers are not sure exactly who the 

department managers are. They know who is the department 

manager over their own area, and of nearby departments, but 

managers of departments on the other side of the store are 

often unknown or mixed up in people's minds. Part of this 

confusion results from their not seeing department managers 

very often, even in their own department. This situation 

reflects their pattern of working many overnights (during 

which they bring out and arrange merchandise), and further 

that when they are on a day shift, they are often kept 

together as a group to do special projects for the store 

manager. Salesclerks run the departments day to day. 

Opportunites for women in management are limited to the 

department manager positions in female-dominated departments. 

Since the store has more female-dominated departments than 

male-dominated departments, there are more female department 

managers than male. It is rare to have female assistant store 

managers, and even more rare to have a female store manager. 

An article in the Discount Merchandiser (Pellet 1991) 
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discussed this lack of female store management. It interviews 

female assistant managers of discount department stores on 

their perceptions of why their company lacks women in store 

management. Most of these women comment that companies are 

wary of moving women up to management positions because they 

are afraid that women will either quit or become part-time in 

order to raise children. Others mentioned how the companies 

are afraid of investing in women because women are less 

willing to relocated than male workers. All the women 

interviewed agreed that when women make their family their 

first priority, their upward mobility stops. 

I see this lack of awareness on the part of these female 

store managers as a sign that they buy into the stereotype 

that women cannot put their family first and hold any serious 

career position. This is a handy reason for why businesses 

rarely have any women in higher positions of power— if you 

get pregnant or have children you will not be capable of 

continuing to make your paid job your priority in life. Most 

store management positions do require relocating, but even men 

say there are limitations to their movement. Not all women 

will quit if they have children, and not all women will refuse 

to relocate. The willingness of management to allow the store 

to become their number one priority in life is sad. One can 

be a loyal and excellent worker without relegating their 

family, friends and hobbies to lowest priority. 
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PAID AND UNPAID HOUSEWORK 

After the store closes to the public, merchandise is all 

over the floor and in all the wrong places, garbage is on the 

carpets, and a huge amount of straightening has to be done. 

Since there are usually very few workers in each department, 

and many departments have no coverage, it takes quite awhile 

to make it acceptable for the next day. In many ways, working 

on the salesfloor is similar to doing housework. One 

straightens, neatens, cleans up other people's messes, refolds 

and rehangs clothes, helps and offers advice to others, cooks 

for others (snackbar), dusts and vacuums, is friendly and 

caring, and the cycle begins new everyday— yet work at Wal-

Mart is paid and acknowledged as work, even though it is seen 

by society as simple, "unskilled" and low status. As with 

housework there is no long-term feeling of accomplishment 

because as soon as it looks good, it is messed up again. Many 

workers feel resentment and frustration because they do not 

feel that they get enough recognition for their efforts. 

MANAGER/ADULT, WORKER/CHILD 

Closing is demanding of workers because they are not told 

ahead of time when they can go home. The manager is like the 

adult telling the worker/child to clean up her room and that 
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she can go outside to play once he decides it passes 

inspection. Many workers are picked up by roommates or 

family, and it is very inconsiderate to have people waiting in 

their cars, sometimes for over two hours to pick up the worker 

who is inside. Workers cannot just leave or walk out of the 

store, because it is locked up, and only the manager has the 

key. When a worker has finished straightening an area, she 

calls out over the public address system, and the area is then 

checked by the manager. If the manager decides that the area 

needs more work, the worker then has to go back to do it. 

When the manager feels it is acceptable, then the worker is 

sent over to another area of the store to work. 

Childlike treatment of workers is common. For example, 

when a salesclerk disagreed with the store manager over 

whether they should have a red light sale (20 minute markdown 

sale), instead of resolving it like adults, the manager, 

angered that someone disagreed with and criticized his 

opinion, sent her home in the middle of her shift. In another 

case, an expensive item was stolen from a co-worker's 

department during a shift in which she had to spend most of 

her time on a register in the checkout area. After the store 

was closed to the public, the assistant store manager 

announced the theft and the poor job this co-worker had done 

to prevent its loss over the public address system, for all 

the other workers to hear. When she tried to make a rebuttal. 
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she was cut short. Regardless of whether it was her fault, 

management tried to humiliate her in front of her co-workers. 

Part of this childlike treatment includes not allowing the 

worker/child to defend herself or explain her case. Putting 

up with childlike or demeaning treatment is a requirement of 

the job. Wal-Mart chiefly employs women because they are 

socialized to put up with paternalistic attitudes better than 

men. 

Wal-Mart management has ways of dealing with the 

resistant behavior of workers. Commonly when an employee 

complains about a store policy, management turns the situation 

around to accuse the worker of either having a negative 

attitude or being childish. The issue is changed from one of 

store policy to the employee's being "unreasonable". Workers 

are not supposed to talk to each other about problems with 

store policy and job conditions either. Such discussion is 

called gossip by management and is not allowed. By calling it 

gossip, the value of these talks are belittled, considered 

silly and worthless, and workers remain unorganized and 

divided. 

Punitive policies are also used to control workers and 

imply that they have "negative" attitudes. One worker 

reported that she transferred to an out of state Wal-Mart in 

order to care for her dying mother. When she transferred back 

to the first store, she was told that she was not considered 
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"transferred", but a new hire and thus had lost all her 

seniority with the company. This interpretation of policy 

translated into a pay cut and a loss of time counting toward 

her access to profit sharing account. The punishment is meant 

to remind her to have the "right" attitude, placing Wal-Mart 

before her personal needs. 

Most workers are aware of how expendable they are and are 

afraid of losing their jobs by speaking up. Many say they 

might not be fired outright if they complained but that their 

working conditions would be made much more unbearable in an 

effort to try to make them quit. Some examples of such 

punitive methods include; decreasing her hours, giving her 

hours she told them she cannot work, and keeping her part-time 

and without medical coverage. 

Employees do participate in Wal-Mart's profit sharing and 

are called "associates" but they can only get access to a 

small percent of it after at least three years of employment. 

The title of "associate", however, gives workers a false 

illusion of equality with other people employed within the 

company in higher status and higher paying positions. Workers 

are not given an equal voice with management, and in fact the 

situation is quite the opposite, in that they are ignored 

unless they become a thorn that has to be removed. The 

employee magazine Wal-Mart World gives workers the impression 

that their input counts, but it is only visible in the 
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"associate" magazine if it is "the right attitude". 

SAFETY 

Safety is a significant issue for Wal-Mart and its 

workers. Inside the store, management is concerned with 

safety because lack of it can potentially result in economic 

loss. Managers tell employees that their store is involved in 

a number of lawsuits resulting from customer accidents. 

Employee training and meetings remind workers to watch for 

unsafe conditions and make them safe. For example, workers 

are told that customers fall from items on the floor such as 

soda, water, food from the snackbar, oil, hangers and plastic. 

Employees are supposed to clean up messes as they find them or 

call a stockmen to clean. Workers are aware of other safety 

problems, however, and speak to management about them, but 

many times nothing is done. For example, often merchandise is 

piled too high on a shelf. Workers are afraid of it falling 

if anyone bumps into the shelving. Dangerous pool chemicals, 

which often leak, are placed by children's stuffed animals. 

J-hooks (long, skinny metal rods which stick out horizonatally 

from displays) are used throughout the store to hang items. 

They are often low and children have been known to walk right 

into them— eye first. Ladders that workers have to use to 

take down merchandise from high shelves are unsteady and 
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unsafe. Messy hazards that make the store look slovenly are 

acknowledged while other nonvisible hazards are ignored. This 

illustrates Wal-Mart's concern with image rather than real 

employee and customer safety. 

In terms of employee safety in the paid workplace, the 

most common concern is fear of walking through Wal-Mart's dark 

parking lot at night. Employees are told to park far from the 

store, to reserve close parking for customers, and Wal-Mart 

often turns off its parking lot lights before the workers 

leave. This practice makes most women nervous especially 

since a young woman employed at the drug store next door was 

raped in the parking lot the previous year. When one of my 

co-workers asked the store manager why the lights were shut 

off before many women employees left for the night, she was 

told it was to save money on their electric bill. 

The second safety issue concerns a fire hazard. Wal-Mart 

locks its front doors once the store closes, and often bolts 

the emergency exits some time later in the evening to prevent 

employee theft. Only the store assistant manager has the key. 

Throughout the evening, there are calls on the public 

announcement system asking for the member of management to 

unlock the front doors for someone on night receiving or 

maintenance who has just arrived, or for a stockmen who has 

been locked out while collecting carts or cleaning the 

vestibule. I was made aware of the bolting of emergency exits 
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by a co-worker who knew it was against the law. She mentioned 

that another worker in the past actually complained to the 

fire department about the violation. As a result the fire 

department monitored the store for a few weeks, but 

subsequently the store reverted to its previous practice of 

bolting the emergency exits. 

In a related vein, each night the stockmen are locked 

outside the building to collect carts. A female stockmen has 

told managment many times that she fears harassment or rape by 

groups of men who hang out in the parking lot by Taco Bell. 

She is ignored by management and forced to wander the dark lot 

alone at night in order to keep her job. 

The third safety issue is sexual harassment of women 

workers. A number of women I haved talked with have discussed 

how they have been harassed by male customers within the 

store. In every case the women were shocked because they had 

done nothing to deserve the abuse. For example, an overweight 

woman working in the shoe department was approached and told 

"this must be the only job you can get looking like that", 

insinuating that her body was too unattractive to enable her 

to get a job at a better place. Many women have had their 

body the subject of open ridicule by men. The combination of 

having a low status and low income job, being female, and 

having to serve shoppers, sets the stage for customers, 

especially male customers, to feel that they can get away with 
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being abusive to women workers. It is a power relationship of 

which some male customers take advantage. 

In all of these situations safety is tied to the spatial, 

social and economic divisions of labor at Wal-Mart. For 

example, in terms of the spatio-temporal dimension, workers 

have to park far away from the store, so they have a long walk 

through a dark parking lot; many are trapped within the store 

when the emergency doors are bolted; and others are stationed 

on the salesfloor during the day where they are exposed to 

harassment. Economically, the store puts a higher value on 

saving money on utilities, and preventing employee theft than 

it does on employee safety. Socially, women are vulnerable to 

harassment walking across Wal-Mart's dark parking lot at night 

and within the store during broad daylight, while men are at 

greatest risk when they are locked in the store because they 

make up the majority of night employees. Spatially, socially 

and economically, Wal-Mart employees' relations within the 

store shape and reflect their low status positions within the 

store and society. 

HEALTH 

Health is an issue for workers too. For many cashiers, 

scanning from right to left all day, provides them with an 

extra "benefit". Many have problems similar to carpel tunnel 
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syndrome. An article in Wal-Mart World (1992a) addresses this 

injury and "how to avoid it" 

"Disorders in the upper extremities are frequently seen 
in people whose jobs require high speed repeated motions. 
Assembly-line workers, cashiers and office personnel are 
examples of people in whom arm and hand problems are common. 
RSI (Repetitive Stress Injury) is one of the leading 
occupational health problems of the past decade and shows 
signs of continued growth... 
How To Avoid RSI— 
* Learn about exercises to strengthen arms and hands. 
* Mix up work, avoid long periods of repeated motions. 
* Use a support for arms and hands. 
* Position work materials so as to avoid highly deviant arm 

and hand postures. Arms should be parallel to the ground 
and wrists should be straight. 

* Seek out programs that will inform you about work 
organization and ergonomics. Learn about risk factors— 
repetitive motion, force and awkward posture. Take steps 
to avoid them. 

* Don't underestimate the added strain placed on the body by 
consistently forcing it to work in an awkward position" 
rWal-Mart World 1992a:29). 

By identifying ways to avoid this type of injury, Wal-Mart 

transfers reponsibility for the injury to the employee, 

presuming that she did not try to avoid it by using the 

"simple" methods listed above. The blame has shifted from the 

employer, who should find alternative ways for workers to 

perform these repetitive tasks, to the employee, who did not 

work hard enough to prevent this problem. 

Another health problem involves working in intense heat. 

For many men and women, working outside by the big tent (in 

the parking lot to sell merchandise) is the worst job because 

they have become seriously ill from the intense Tucson summer 

heat. They are outside in 100 F+ weather for hours without 
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water. When they are finally relieved, they often feel dizzy 

and weak for the rest of the day. When employees feeling very 

ill from the sun ask management to let them go home, they are 

told to lie down upstairs in the employee lounge until they 

feel better, then come back down to work. 

For many salesclerks stress is a major concern. Since 

the store saves massive amounts of money in labor costs 

through having understaffed departments, there is just too 

much work for the people on the floor to do. Most workers 

want to get everything done and feel bad if they cannot. Many 

rush around trying to do as much as possible. Some have 

ulcers that they have developed since working at Wal-Mart. 

Many of my co-workers have serious ongoing health 

problems, some of which originated while they were employed by 

Wal-Mart, others are pre-Wal-Mart. In either case, most of 

these people are struggling with massive health bills and a 

lack of funds due to unpaid time off from work for medical 

reasons. Despite Wal-Mart's charitable image, these employees 

are not helped economically in any way. I have only heard of 

one instance of the store helping an employee with money, and 

that was when a worker's trailer burned and she lost 

everything she owned. As a result of economic need— to buy 

food, many workers return to their paid job long before their 

doctor says it is appropriate. Hurt and injured workers are 

likely to become a phone operator in the back room, but even 
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in this position, they are often pressured to do more work 

(opening cartons, hanging clothes) than they can without 

reinjuring themselves. 

Divisions of labor based on spatial, social and economic 

status affect worker's health. For example, on the job some 

workers have to have restricted and controlled body movement-

the "efficiency" of this movement means more profit for the 

store, and women are the ones developing this problem because 

these jobs are female-dominated. Other workers are restricted 

to the parking lot tent area which makes more money for the 

store, and them physically ill from the heat. Another group 

of worker's movements are fast-paced, because their 

departments are understaffed in the interest of saving labor 

costs and enhancing profits. Women are most affected by this 

policy for they feel more of a necessity to "prove" themselves 

and not appear as "inept". Due to the need for money, workers 

return to work too soon— their lack of status, power and 

options, means that they do not have the opportunity to heal. 

FRIENDSHIPS AND FAMILY AT WAL-MART 

For many workers the friendships formed at Wal-Mart are 

the only positive part of the job. Some groups of co-workers 

go out together to local bars, others meet for movies or even 

become roommates. For example, a group of young male 



114 

salesclerks and department managers sometimes go on "road 

trips" together. Groups of older single and widowed women 

meet on certain nights at a country and western bar. A few 

groups of young women and young men have become roommates 

since working at Wal-Mart. Women and men without children are 

the most able to participate, because workers with family 

commitments have less free time. 

But the amount of free time is not the determining factor 

in most cases, because the irregular hours at Wal-Mart often 

make friends' schdeules clash so they cannot get together 

outside work. Most of the people I talked with complained 

that they just cannot arrange outside socializing with friends 

from Wal-Mart because of the irregular scheduling. Yet even 

with this irregular scheduling, some workers manage to make 

the time to talk with co-workers outside the store. For 

example, after leaving the store at the end of a shift, some 

women hang out and talk with co-workers in the parking lot, 

sometimes for up to a couple of hours. Others meet in a 

nearby shop for coffee and muffins before their shift begins. 

Since such a large chunk of time is spent at the store, 

many romantic relationships begin there, and Wal-Mart 

employees include many dating, engaged and married couples, 

and members of the same family. This situation is most 

obvious among people who have been with the store the longest. 

I have been told that the store manager met his current wife 
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While they were both working at the same store and a number of 

department managers are dating employees working in the same 

store. A management trainee is married to someone in night 

receiving. A layaway clerk is engaged to another person in 

night receiving and an office worker is married to a 

department manager. The mother and sister of the personnel 

manager are working in the same store, from before she was 

promoted to personnel manager. But when it comes to whose 

career is more important, husband or wife, I have only 

witnessed women giving up their careers to follow their spouse 

when he was promoted or transferred. 

Scheduling and restrictions on movement limit socializing 

outside the store. Economics requires that they work these 

hours. Yet having friends and family within the store 

ameliorates some of the negative working conditions. 

SUMMARY 

Spatial, social and economic relations shape and reflect 

divisions of labor based on gender, race, class, ethnicity, 

and lifecourse. Within the store there are male and female 

jobs and jobs for younger and older workers. Older, nonwhite 

and/or women workers do not move up into the store hierarchy 

as do the younger, white male employees who have the majority 

of full-time and salaried positions. Women are more 
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restricted than men in their freedom of movement and control 

over this movement, and they work at a faster pace than men. 

Their routine of paid work at Wal-Mart is very similar to 

unpaid housework. Outside the paid workplace, women have the 

majority of unpaid work at home and their leisure activities 

tend to be more spatially constrained. The conditions of 

employee safety and health also reflects spatial, social and 

economic divisions of labor. Friendships in the paid 

workplace ease the negative aspects of the job. Workers are 

never flexible enough for the store, and are treated like 

children. Overall, however, spatio-temporal constraints, low 

social status, and low income shape and reflect a lack of 

power within the store and society for people who are female, 

low income, nonwhite and/or at certain points in the 

lifecourse that are nontraditional, "inconvenient", or 

"expendable"— single mothers, pregnant women, women over 

forty. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SPATIAL, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC REPRODUCTION AND RESISTANCE 

In this chapter I examine how Wal-Mart workers reproduce 

and resist the spatial, social and economic relations in their 

paid and unpaid workplaces. First I review how different 

labor studies have dealt with the issue of reproduction and 

resistance of workers. Then I analyze how specific acts 

inside and outside the paid workplace are either reproduction, 

resistance, or both at the same time. I separate spatial, 

social and economic acts in certain sections in order to 

clearly illustrate how a certain act, for example, may not 

only be an act of spatial resistance, but also of social 

reproduction at the same time. 

In Burawoy's (1979) study of male machine shop workers, 

he concludes that workers consent to their exploitation. 

Workers do this by participating in a game of "making out" in 

which they work as fast as they can for the challenge 

involved. In order to belong and be part of the work floor 

culture, the men have to play this game (Burawoy 1979) . 

Previously, Braverman (1974) pointed out the exploitation of 

male industrial workers, how they are ultimately deskilled and 

how their surplus value is stolen by their employer. Within 

both of these studies social and economic reproduction is 

complete and we are told that the little resistance that 
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workers exhibit is insignificant for the structure is so 

powerful. But is this always the case? Specific acts of 

resistance were not revealed. Both studies ignore experiences 

outside the paid workplace and gender relations. They also 

leave many unanswered questions about relations in 

nonmanufacturing jobs. Studies such as these prompted 

feminist scholars to investigate these unexplored areas. 

Studies by Westwood (1984), Kondo (1990), Rollins (1985), 

Zavella (1987), and Lamphere (1987), not only examined the 

paid workplace, but also relations and conditions in the 

communities and homes of their subjects. Class or economic 

relations are considered, but so are gender and ethnicity. 

Acts of resistance and reproduction are described; these 

authors find the structure strong and powerful, but note 

certain acts of resistance that can make small improvements in 

the living conditions of many working class women. Westwood 

(1984) and Kondo (1990) also found that acts of resistance can 

serve simultaneously as resistance and reproduction. For 

example, Westwood (1984) wrote about the rowdy celebrations 

inside and outside the textile plant that co-workers held for 

a worker the day before her wedding. The celebrations 

effectively reduced almost all work on the shop floor, but at 

the same time reinforced gender stereotypes. So while 

resistance to their economic exploitation is temporarily 

successful, reproduction of gender roles continues. Shop 
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floor culture is evident in many studies. A type of 

resistance for many women workers is when they "bring in the 

family". This means that women talk about and celebrate, 

within the paid workplace, issues and subjects from outside it 

which are of concern to them— their family (children, lovers, 

parents), important events (marriages, pregnancy, childbirth, 

childrearing, care for parents, household chores, menopause), 

socializing (going to the movies, bars with friends), and 

hobbies (gardening, sewing, crafts, traveling). 

"SEEING" GENDER, RACIAL, CLASS AND LIFECOURSE RELATIONS 

Before I go any further it is important that I clarify my 

status because it influenced the relationships that I formed 

with my co-workers, and as a result, the gender, racial, class 

and lifecourse relations that I was able to observe. I am a 

28 year old, working class, married white woman with no 

children. Within Wal-Mart I observed divisions of labor based 

on gender, race, class, and lifecourse, but when I observed 

acts of reproduction and resistance I could not find 

differences between these groups. I could not find examples 

of types of resistance unique to Hispanic people, men, widowed 

women, single heads of households, or mothers. This made me 

draw a number of conclusions— first, maybe my co-workers used 

the same methods of resistance and/or reproduction, but in 
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reaction to different circumstances than I could "see" as a 28 

year old, working class, married white woman with no children. 

Second, maybe my co-workers used different methods of 

resistance and/or reproduction, but I could not "see" them 

from my gendered, racial, class, and lifecourse perspective. 

Third, people are most open and comfortable with others like 

themselves, or nonthreatening to themselves, so I might have 

received different explanations for a reproductive act from a 

Hispanic woman if I had also been Hispanic. Fourth, the 

spatial distribution of the workers within the store affected 

who worked with whom, whom one got to know, and what one 

"saw". This is a major factor in why I did not have much 

contact with male workers. For example, the majority of men 

worked during the night shift so I never saw them, let alone 

met them, and male salesclerks worked in a different part of 

the store than I was stationed within. I was in ladieswear 

which, along with all the clothing departments, was in the 

eastern side of the store and did not have any male workers. 

The male-dominated departments were in the western side of the 

store. The only place in which I could talk with male co

workers was in the breakroom. 

Although I had difficulty "seeing" reproductive acts 

unique to men or elderly workers, and resistance unique to 

Hispanic women or single heads of household, I was able to 

deconstruct some acts of reproduction and resistance into 
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spatial, social and economic categories. These categories are 

not meant to be comprehensive— even though I may use a 

specific action to illustrate spatio-temporal reproduction, it 

may also reproduce social and/or economic relations. Acts of 

spatial, social and economic reproduction and/or resistance 

have a multitude of meanings depending on the individual's 

gender, race, class, and position in the lifecourse. 

REPRODUCTION 

Discount department store employees do much to reproduce 

their spatial, social and economic relations, inside and 

outside the paid workplace. Reproduction is generally a 

continuation of the status quo in the home, community and paid 

workplace. This reproduction involves restrictive movement 

and a fast pace of activities, inadequate wages and medical 

coverage, and a low status position. Reproduction may be 

consciously identified by workers, but most V^al-Mart employees 

did not seem to be consciously aware of their on-going 

reproduction. 

SPATIAL REPRODUCTION 

Spatially, my co-workers are very restricted in their 

daily paths because of Wal-Mart's irregular scheduling. For 
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example, because a woman co-worker has to have a child care 

provider available around her constantly changing schedule, 

her choice of potential child carers decreases from an already 

limited list of conveniently located sitters. For many 

couples with only one car, sharing that car around an 

irregular Wal-Mart schedule is extremely difficult. Waiting 

around a parking lot for an unknown period of time for their 

partner to get off work prevents the person driving from being 

able to do anything else or be anywhere else. 

Women employed by Wal-Mart are more spatially constrained 

than the men with whom they share a home. This is because 

these women have many more household errands and chores to fit 

into their day than their partners. The array of errands they 

have may increase their spatial domain in size but not 

increase (and likely diminish) their spatial choices. Women 

who are single heads of household are even more spatially 

constrained, because they do not even have another partner to 

help out with unpaid work. Many of the workers living with 

one or both parents have more spatial freedom because they 

often have a live-in provider of child care (they exploit 

their mother's unpaid labor), and have fewer chores than they 

would have to do if they lived alone. For most of my co

workers restricted spatio-temporal relations are continuosly 

reproduced. Because of work requirements they have little 

time to relax, have a hobby or socialize with friends and 
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family. The distance within which it is possible for them to 

do their household errands is quite small, and they do paid 

and unpaid work at a faster pace in order to get as much done 

as possible within the constraints of time and space. 

ECONOMIC REPRODUCTION 

My co-workers make very little money at Wal-Mart. They 

have either no insurance or inadequate medical coverage, and 

they are often not eligible for any government assistance 

programs to help them ease their economic worries. Many 

appear to be in a cycle of poverty. Others have huge medical 

bills, or are way behind in their rent. Very few are able to 

manage a second job around their irregular Wal-Mart schedule. 

Most of my co-workers have only paid work experience in the 

retail sector, where low pay is a reality for the majority. 

Thus poverty is reproduced and, within it, inadequate medical 

access and coverage. 

SOCIAL REPRODUCTION 

The crazy daily and weekly schedules cause the 

reproduction of poor eating and sleeping habits of employees. 

Most of my co-workers survive on junk food while at Wal-Mart. 

Fast food, coffee, candy and soda are available in the 
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breakrooin, and are used to keep up one's energy. Sugar and 

caffeine are consumed in huge quantities. There is little or 

no time to make healthy, complete meals. Only a few older 

women workers ever bring leftovers from home to eat for lunch 

or their break. Many times, even in one week, my co-workers 

and I were scheduled to close one evening and open the next 

morning. One day you may get eight hours sleep, the next 

night only five. One night you go to sleep at 10p.m. and the 

next night at la.m. You often feel like you can never catch 

up on your sleep, and after awhile your body no longer knows 

when to sleep. 

Irritability is common. The understaffing, the overload 

of work, the frustration of never being able to finish a task, 

receiving no recognition for a job well done, and helping 

demanding customers, add up to tension. Many workers take 

this frustration out on other workers by fighting amongst 

themselves. Workers become aware of others who get better 

tasks, who are promoted more quickly, or who do not do their 

fair share of work. They often report or complain to 

management about these other workers. This negative activity 

reminds me of "blaming the victim". For all workers are 

overworked and Wal-Mart corporate policy is responsible, not 

individual co-workers. Attacking less powerful people, rather 

than the store's unfair demands, reproduces the power 

hierarchy of Wal-Mart. 
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Many workers coTnment on how long it takes to wind down 

from work. One woman told me how she was so tired and 

overworked, that when her small child was ill and kept her up 

too late, she yelled at the child for being a nuisance. She 

said that she was immediately sorry; she had been so upset 

about her paid work that she was taking it out on her child. 

The stress and pressure of the job at Wal-Mart, plus the 

responsibilities at home, add up to a reproduction of feeling 

frustrated, rather than feeling adequate or even good about 

what they are experiencing. 

Wal-Mart workers are expected to be friendly and 

cheerful, but above all, passive and subservient to customers 

and management. When I watched my co-workers, and myself, 

interact with shoppers on the salesfloor, I noticed that we 

all acted the same way and even spoke the same phrases to 

customers. I expected to hear "May I help you?" and "Can I 

get something for you?" I was surprised when I heard "I'm 

sorry,..." just as often. Yet when I think about it, it 

really is an "I'm sorry" type of workplace. For workers are 

always apologizing for things that they have absolutely no 

control over. By always apologizing and acting in a demeaning 

manner, workers reproduce their low status within the store. 

Women who are cashiers, salesclerks, or office workers 

are often referred to as "girls" by management and customers. 

There are "girls" of every age working at Wal-Mart. A woman 
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is an adult who thinks for herself. A girl is a child that is 

in the process of learning how to think and behave. By 

calling all women "girls", management and customers reinforce 

women's low status position in the paid workplace and within 

society. 

People who work in discount department stores, such as 

Wal-Mart, are perceived to have a low status dead-end job. 

Part of the low status reflects the job's demanding the 

employees' subservience to both management and all customers. 

Knowing how extremely expendable they are to the store, 

employees have little power to change conditions or demand 

rights. Jobs and tasks mimic gender, racial and lifecourse 

stereotypes and inequalities inside and outside the store. 

When inequalities of power and status continue, reproduction 

exists. 

Loss of workers due to employee resignation is 

tremendous. Yet the majority of positions are not replaced, 

if at all, for months. This practice results in more tasks 

for fewer workers, and thus contributes to the reproduction of 

a stressful, fast-paced work atmosphere. 

RESISTANCE 

Even though most workers have little power or control 

compared to the earlier worker who would sell or not sell 
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(Donovan 1929), workers today have methods of resisting the 

demands in their everyday lives. Acts of resistance may or 

may not be consciously identified by workers as "resistance". 

What makes these acts resistance is that they challenge the 

reproduction of the worker's low status. They include 

symbolic gestures which just make worker's feel better, and/or 

acts which improve the worker's spatial, social or economic 

status— even if just temporarily. Wal-Mart workers' methods 

of resistance include: calling in sick; not wearing a Wal-Mart 

smock; not wearing the correct attire; eating and drinking on 

the salesfloor; not hearing calls to go to the register to 

cashier; not hearing calls to go to the service desk to pick 

up returned merchandise or do a price check; not hearing the 

phone ring; not hearing or seeing customers; taking longer 

paid breaks; not obeying customer service rules; complaining 

about store and management in front of shoppers; giving 

management poor reviews; telling customers not to buy some 

item; getting lost in the stockroom; quitting without notice; 

and going to college or trade school in order to get a better 

job or career. 

Resistance at home is also quite common. Many women told 

me how they had to give up on trying to have their home as 

clean as they would have liked. Their busy schedules and paid 

work at Wal-Mart made the housework nearly impossible. Many 

told their families that they would not do it any more. The 
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family had to pitch in and help, but the house just never got 

really clean. Some women refused to shop or do laundry, 

forcing others in their household to take on more tasks. 

SPATIAL RESISTANCE 

Resistance takes on a spatial-temporal dimension when 

workers are able to increase their freedom of movement and 

decrease the pace of tasks. Within Wal-Mart this means 

salesclerks do not respond to all the pages which keep them 

running from one task to another. This behavior is one of the 

most common methods of resistance. Workers know that they can 

always say that they were busy with a customer if asked by 

management why they did not respond to their page. Another 

spatio-temporal strategy involves finding a better position or 

job in which there is a slower pace or greater freedom of 

movement. A number of female salesclerks and cashiers asked 

to be transferred to night receiving where they have greater 

freedom of movement and a more relaxed work pace. Once 

transferred, they say that they are happier and more relaxed 

with their new position. The pregnant women who are supposed 

to stand on their feet all day by their registers, resist by 

bringing stools from the stockroom up to their register so 

they can get off their feet. 
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SOCIAL RESISTANCE 

Social resistance occurs when an act is done to protest 

low status, regardless of whether it is due to gender, income, 

race, lifecourse, degree of power, or store rules. By 

ignoring pages, customers, dress codes, and store policies, 

employees are symbolically stating their frustration with 

relations on the job. Some of my co-workers eat and drink on 

the salesfloor in blatant violation of Wal-Mart policy. 

Others see the dress code as an arena of battle. Some women 

refuse to wear pantyhose when their legs are exposed, or they 

wear outfits they enjoy and feel good about, even though the 

dress code prohibits many of them. In these instances, 

workers are taking power into their own hands by making their 

own choices, and ignoring the power of their employer to 

control them. A number of women protest their status in the 

store and society as low income women by ignoring rude male 

customers. She knows, as a woman, that she does not have to 

put up with their behavior, and thus ignores them or keeps 

them waiting for an inordinate amount of time. 

ECONOMIC RESISTANCE 

Economic resistance occurs when people protest their low 

income level. When employees at Wal-Mart take long unpaid 
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breaks, when they find a better paying position, job, or 

second job, or they steal from the store, they are resisting 

economically. Some workers take more than their allocated 

fifteen minute paid breaks. A few steal items from the store, 

for example, by opening candy packages and eating the snack 

during their shift. In both of these instances, employees are 

unhappy with how they are doing financially and they are 

taking revenge on the financial well-being of the company. 

This does not make their financial situation any better, but 

it makes them feel better. A small number of my co-workers 

have been able to find a second job. With greater income, 

these people are more likely to be able to break their cycle 

of low income living. 

RESISTANCE AT HOME 

In the home and community, an example of spatio-temporal 

resistance is v;hen a woman gets a new paid job with less 

chaotic scheduling so she can have fewer constraints on her 

movement and more spare time. One woman who quit her 

salesclerk job at Wal-Mart was hired by another company where 

she was given a regular day shift Monday through Friday. She 

mentioned how much easier this schedule made her child care 

arrangements, household tasks, and the ability to hang out 

with her friends once in a while. 
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Some single mothers, and childless men and women, resist 

economically by living with a relative, such as their mother, 

in order to pay little or no rent and have another person do 

unpaid household chores. In this way their Wal-Mart paycheck 

can go further than if they tried to pay all their housing, 

utility, and phone bills alone. 

When a woman demands that others in her household take on 

more unpaid household tasks, she is resisting spatially, 

socially and economically— for she has more time to herself 

and fewer constraints on her movement, she no longer has to do 

all the low status work, and she forces others to take on 

unpaid work. 

REPRODUCTION AND RESISTANCE 

Most acts of resistance can also be acts of reproduction 

at the same time. For example, calling in sick may be an act 

of resistance, but it also reduces the income of the worker 

(economic reproduction). In another case, quitting and 

finding another position that has more spatial freedom, a 

slower work pace, and a constant paid work schedule 

demonstrates spatial resistance, but the new job may actually 

pay less (economic reproduction) , or discriminate against 

women (social reproduction). Quitting or transferring and 

leaving behind the negative working conditions in Wal-Mart, 
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does not change conditions for the continuing employees or the 

one who replaces the quitter, and Wal-Mart prefers to have new 

workers that can be paid less, and have a "better attitude". 

Sometimes what appears to be an act of resistance is 

really only an act of reproduction. The open door policy at 

Wal-Mart allows disgruntled workers to talk to management 

about anything that bothers them. It appears to be a possible 

way to change paid working conditions. Yet in reality, 

management listens but will not change relationships in the 

store that are profitable and the complaining worker is often 

typed by management as a troublemaker. For example, in a case 

where a woman co-worker complained that she got stuck cleaning 

the store restrooms all the time, while her all male 

colleagues did not, her complaint was heard and than she was 

told that women clean bathrooms better than men. In addition 

management saw her complaint as evidence of "laziness". 

SHOP FLOOR CULTURE 

Shop floor culture at Wal-Mart includes elements of 

reproduction and resistance. Workers hold unwritten rules of 

conduct. On the salesfloor it is employee versus customers. 

Co-workers look out for each other and give each other 

emotional support. When an abusive male customer verbally 

harasses a female employee, she goes to other workers for 
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support. Co-workers do not disagree with or override each 

other in front of a customer. Respect is very important, 

since employees receive so very little from management or the 

public. When new employees begin they are not trained on 

anything but the register, and have only learned a number of 

Wal-Mart slogans. All the information that they need in order 

to function day to day must be learned from co-workers; in 

order to be promoted the worker has to know already how to do 

the duties required of the new job. Being shown in both of 

these cases depends on relationships with co-workers and 

department managers, for information is guarded because it is 

seen as a means to gain status. 

Many of my co-workers group together to make demands of 

management. When a co-worker came up to the breakroom and was 

having trouble breathing, immediately the other women in the 

room called the store manager and took it upon themselves to 

defend her and make sure she was not ridiculed or told to stay 

on the salesfloor. In another situation, when a group action 

did not work, some women complained about always having to 

vacuum their departments every night, while departments 

without carpets were swept by janitors. Management listened 

but did not make any changes. Eventually some of these women 

quit, others transferred to other departments, and the rest 

had to continue to vacuum. 

Wal-Mart workers raise considerable amounts of money for 



134 

charitable causes in their community. When the opportunity 

arose for workers to try to raise money for a co-worker with 

brain tumors and no insurance, few workers participated. Some 

of my co-workers even said things like, "How do we know that 

she won't just go out and buy a new dress?" These kinds of 

comments were a result of jealousy on the part of people who 

were also having hard times and receiving no help from others. 

Most of my co-workers were sympathetic, but just did not have 

the time or money to help out. One of my co-workers said, "It 

is really important to try to help friends, because you want 

friends to help you if you are in need". I realized that even 

though I had permission from the store manager to fundraise, 

I was not given the management participation that all Wal-Mart 

fundraising events require in order to be successful. There 

was not a raffle for a $1,000 television, or in-store 

announcements telling shoppers to "pitch in". We did succeed 

in implementing jeans/shorts days throughout the summer as a 

fundraising strategy however. This means that employees may 

wear jeans or shorts on certain days each week, if they pay $1 

into their co-worker's medication fund. This program 

represents a much smaller scale of activity than most Wal-Mart 

fundraising which is designed to promote the company's 

external image, but it is better than nothing. 

Much of the shop floor culture involves "bringing in the 

family". This means that women employees talk about issues 
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and topics of relevance to them but which do not relate to 

Wal-Mart's business. There are many conversations about 

engagements and weddings, pregnancy and childbirth, 

relationships with family, safety and health problems, 

menopause, and caring for parents. Male co-workers do not 

talk about relationships as much as women. They discuss 

careers and previous jobs, cars, sports and activities on days 

off from Wal-Mart. "Bringing in the family" is a type of 

economic resistance, for not as much work can be accomplished 

when co-workers stand around and chat, but at the same time 

many stereotypical gender roles are kept alive and advocated. 

SUMMARY 

Overall, I see discount department store work as quite 

repressive. Spatial, social and economic relations limit the 

options for change available to people. There is some 

resistance, but I find most of it to be symbolic, rather than 

actively changing any conditions. Instead, high employee 

turnover rates exist because resistance that results in 

positive change over the long run has not occurred. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I tie together the different aspects of 

the research and present an overview of my results. I begin 

by answering the most obvious question at this point— Why do 

women and men continue to work for Wal-Mart? I then discuss 

my termination by the company, leading into a discussion of 

state law in regards to employee rights within any private 

paid workplace in Arizona. Next I review my findings and 

discuss how this thesis has contibuted to the literature in 

feminist geography. And finally, I write about the 

implications of my findings for Wal-Mart employees and retail 

workers in general in the future. 

WHY DO WORKERS REMAIN? 

Why do women and men remain at Wal-Mart? First, most of 

my co-workers need the money that their paid job provides. 

Most perceive themselves to have limited job options. The 

majority have had a number of low paying retail jobs before 

coming to Wal-Mart. There is a large surplus of labor in 

Tucson, and as a result, the job market is very competitive, 

even for part-time minimum wage work. Employers raise their 

entrance requirements for incoming workers because of this 

surplus of labor, and they can afford to be choosy about whom 
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they hire. 

Second, after financial reasons, my co-workers genuinely 

enjoy each other's company. Many women and men are isolated 

from people in their homes, and at Wal-Mart they have a large 

group of friends. Some workers are able to get together with 

their co-workers outside the paid workplace, and others chat 

with co-workers while on breaks, lunch or during slow times on 

the salesfloor. 

Most workers are loyal to the company and think they have 

good career opportunities- Wal-Mart has succeeded in 

generating a team spirit. Even if their sense of well-being 

is only rhetorical, employees feel good about the company. 

"I've been a salesclerk at Wal-Mart for three years and 
I hope to be promoted in the near future. I will stay 
with the store even if I don't move up because Wal-Mart 
provides better opportunities than other companies, for 
example, by providing workers with profit sharing." 
(single mother) 

"I'm a cashier now and I have been a cashier for a long 
time. I believe I have a future with Wal-Mart. I have 
not been promoted because of my poor relationship with 
the store manager. Once he moves on I'm sure I'll be 
promoted." (pregnant married woman) 

"I've been with this store for quite awhile. I know I 
won't be promoted— the attitudes of the store managers 
are to blame, not Wal-Mart. It's just that the store 
manager doesn't promote women." (middle-aged single 
woman) 

Workers like Wal-Mart and often blame their low status on the 

store manager rather than the company. I heard many, many 

times throughout my eight month stay that Wal-Mart the company 
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is great, but that this store had a lot of problems, it was 

not like all the other stores. 

Some people focus on the positive aspects of the 

corporation and position and try to ignore the negative parts. 

One woman told me: 

"When I am here I turn off the real me, and become like 
a slave. Nothing gets to me. I do not let what any 
customer says, no matter how rude, get to me. They 
cannot reach the real me. Once I walk out the door (Wal-
Mart) , the real me emerges. Outside work, the real me is 
the person who hangs out and has a good time with my 
friends." 

For this woman, Wal-Mart is just a job in a company she might 

move up in, if she does not get frustrated and keeps her 

attitude "positive". 

MY TERMINATION 

I was fired for insubordination after eight months of 

participant observation. A few days before my termination, I 

had a dispute with one of the store's assistant managers. I 

had been working a closing shift, and at 11p.m. I approached 

the assistant manager and told him that I had to leave because 

my husband was waiting for me outside. He called me childish 

because I did not plan to remain until he said workers could 

leave. I replied that I was an adult who had responsibilities 

outside Wal-Mart, and that I would be a child if I remained in 

the store when I had to leave. An unpleasant argument 
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pursued, and I walked out of the bviilding. I knew I had gone 

too far— I was pushed into a hostile confrontation. 

A few days later I was called into the training room by 

the assistant manager with whom I had the incident. He told 

me that I was to go home for the remainder of my shift, to 

contemplate how I might become a positive Wal-Mart associate, 

and to write a multi-page plan of action on how I would 

improve my attitude towards management, the company, and my 

co-workers. I was to bring this essay in with me the next day 

when the store management would read it and decide if I could 

remain a Wal-Mart associate. I was never asked for my version 

of the incident or allowed to defend my actions in any way. 

Since I refused to write the essay, I was fired for 

insubordination. 

It appeared that management wanted to teach me a lesson 

and humiliate me. But they were just practising Wal-Mart 

procedure. 

"Performance Coaching 
People generally want to perform well and be successful. 
Our Performance Coaching process is designed to inform an 
associate when he/she fails to meet the requirements and 
expectations of the job. 
When an associate's performance does not meet the job 
requirements, then, with management's support, the 
associate is encouraged to assume responsibility for 
his/her performance, develop a plan for improvement to 
the required level and follow the plan and show 
improvement. Although there are major infractions for 
which an associate may be immediately terminated, most 
conduct, attendance and performance problems can be 
addressed and corrected through the Performance Coaching" 
fWal-Mart Associate Handbook 1991:9), 
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In Arizona's private sector, employers can fire their 

employee for any reason. The Wal-Mart Associate Handbook 

reminds employees "Your employment with Wal-Mart is on an 'at 

will' basis" (1991:17). Workers are told that Wal-Mart may 

terminate them at any time, but that they also have the right 

to quit at any time. But this relationship is not one of 

equals, as it might appear. For Wal-Mart has no problem 

replacing any worker, and the lack of one worker will not keep 

the store from running smoothly. But, if a worker is fired or 

quits, that individual may have great difficulty finding 

another employer, and is in serious risk of not being able to 

pay for rent and food. According to Tucson employment law 

lawyers (Blumrosen 1992, Simon 1992), the only instances in 

which it is illegal to fire a worker is when discrimination, 

sexual harassment or whistle blowing actions are involved. 

Workers may not collect unemployment in Arizona unless 

they are laid off or fired for no reason. When workers quit 

or are fired for insubordination, they are not eligible for 

unemployment insurance (Arizona Department of Economic 

Security 1991:15). This is another reason why many Wal-Mart 

workers stay with their job. 
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OVERVIEW 

Wal-Mart demands extreme flexibility on the part of its 

employees. When workers are not flexible enough, or disagree 

with management, they are told that they are childish, 

immature, or have a poor attitude. The unpredictable Wal-Mart 

scheduling forces workers to arrange their lives on a day to 

day basis. The majority of full-time paid positions are in 

male-dominated jobs. This gives men more predictable hours 

and autonomy. The female-dominated paid jobs are more 

restricted in the freedom of movement they permit workers and 

have a faster pace. Young, white men move up in the store 

hierarchy the most quickly. 

The history of department stores reveals many 

similarities between yesterday's and today's discount 

department store workers. It has long been and is a low paid 

and low status, female-dominated occupation, whose workers are 

expected to adjust their lives around its irregular 

scheduling. Women have been more constrained than men in 

their daily path, both inside and outside the paid workplace. 

Workers often lived in poverty, while the store owners became 

millionaires. But workers in the past had more control over 

sales than workers in today's self-service stores, and 

therefore wielded more power. 

I explained that spatial reproduction was in effect when 
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my co-workers continued to have limited freedom of movement 

within the store and their community, and when they had to 

perform their tasks at a fast pace. Social reproduction 

occurred when their low status continued, regardless of 

whether it resulted from gender, income, race, or lifecourse 

characteristics of the worker, their degree of power, and/or 

store policy. Low income and inadequate medical coverage led 

to their economic condition being reproduced. In all these 

cases, resistance did occur, but it was either purely symbolic 

or it resulted in reproduction in another aspect of their 

life. For example, when a woman often ignored her pages, 

which made her run from task to task, she was resisting 

spatially, but, when management got mad at her for not 

responding, she suffered economically because she was then 

less likely to be promoted and given a raise. My co-workers 

are fearful of making blatant acts of resistance, because they 

see how resisters are punished by the store management. As a 

result, Wal-Mart's employees are fragmented and unorganized. 

But day to day resistance, in the form of shop floor culture, 

allows many workers to feel a little better, even if their 

spatial, social and economic status does not significantly 

improve. 

Feminist geographers have shown the interconnections 

between paid and unpaid work experiences, and that one must 

examine the home and community in order to understand 
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relations in the paid workplace. They have examined how 

women's household responsibilities and the spatial layout of 

the city and home also restrict women's freedom of movement 

within their daily paths. They have shown how it is essential 

to examine aspects of place in order to better understand the 

context in which spatial, social and economic relations occur. 

These geographers have studied a variety of paid and unpaid 

workplaces, and have examined topics such as occupational 

segregation, divisions of labor, and changes in the 

organization of production. 

Labor studies scholars have analyzed a variety of paid 

workplaces, but have focused mainly on the manufacturing 

sector. Feminist labor scholars are beginning to move beyond 

documenting paid and unpaid work experiences to analyzing 

actual acts of worker reproduction and resistance. I 

discovered that relatively little attention has been paid by 

either feminist scholars or labor scholars to the retail 

sector, one which is of increasing importance in terms of 

number of jobs and which clearly exemplifies the increasingly 

common practice of "flexible" employment. I suggested that 

structuration theory, which allows for the full range of 

structure and agency to be examined, is valuable in 

approaching an understanding of both reproduction and 

resistance. And finally, I reviewed how qualitative methods, 

such as participant observation and informal interviews enable 
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researchers to explore their questions in the context in which 

they occur, in people's daily lives. 

This thesis has contributed to the literature of feminist 

geography by investigating new ways to study geography and 

labor. I examined a female-dominated occupation which has not 

been examined before in this depth. I used participant 

observation in order to learn first hand about discount 

department store worker's experiences. I examined worker's 

freedom of movement within the micro space of a store and 

linked it with their freedom of movement within the community, 

thus building on the feminist recognition that the social and 

economic or public and private spheres of life are 

interdependent. I illustrated how spatial relations are 

relevant within the paid and unpaid workplace, and how they 

even shape and reflect divisions of labor. And finally, I 

discussed specific examples of worker's spatial reproduction 

and resistance showing how these are linked with social and 

economic reproduction and resistance. 

FUTURE IMPLICATIONS 

What is the future for Wal-Mart workers? If Wal-Mart 

wants to remain the number one retailer in the country based 

on sales and growth, it will not be willing to raise employee 

wages or pay more money into good medical coverage because it 
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might lose its competitive edge if other retailers do not 

follow suit. Wal-Mart knows that it has a very unorganized 

workforce, and that when people are fearful of resisting 

collectively, there can be little hope for long range change 

for the better. 

The number of new jobs in the retail sector is increasing 

at an incredible rate, while higher paying manufacturing jobs 

appear to be a thing of the past. Wal-Mart is a model for all 

the conventional and discount department stores in the United 

States, and even abroad. They watch how Wal-Mart provides 

customer service, organizes its chain, and treats its 

employees. I can see many other Wal-Mart clones developing 

throughout the United States in the near future, because Wal-

Mart has found the most profitable and cost efficient way to 

run a department store. This situation is unfortunate because 

their formula only spells spatial, social and economic success 

for the top 10% of the department store laborforce; middle-

aged, upper income, white men. 
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