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Introduction  
 
This chapter explores the rise of multinational retail and sourcing chains such as 
Wal-Mart in the context of neo-liberal capitalism promoted by the WTO and other 
institutions as part of the (post-)Washington Consensus. It examines the 
changing social relations within and among capitals along supply chains and 
between capital and workers at different points in these chains. These changes 
have led to political challenges from a range of (trans-)national groups and have 
prompted some to ask whether the adoption of corporate social responsibility is 
leading to the ‘marketization of the social’ and/or ‘socialization of the market’. 
This chapter develops and addresses such issues in four parts, drawing on neo-
Gramscian1 and neo-Foucauldian2 perspectives and, indeed, showing how they 
can be combined in productive ways. Part 1 deploys the neo-Gramscian 
approach, especially Gill’s concept of ‘new constitutionalism’ (1995; 1998), to 
examine how international agreements (e.g., GATS) under WTO ‘unlock’ 
countries for international trade and investment and also facilitate the rise of 
multinational chains in the developed and developing countries. Part 2 focuses 
on developing countries, especially China, examining how Wal-Mart has 
reshaped its corporate culture and entered into local joint-venture partnerships to 
consolidate its retailing and sourcing activities. Part 3 explores how this growing 
‘Wal-Martization’ trend shifts power from suppliers-manufacturers to retailers 
(and financiers). In particular, it indicates how, based on its control over the 
supplier system, Wal-Mart has been able to impose ‘Everyday Low Prices’ and 
low wages on its suppliers, local competitors and workers. This is a form of 
trickle-down economic poverty that has prompted (trans-)national Wal-Mart 
watching groups across different scales. In response to criticisms and monitoring, 
state, union and NGO attempt to bring corporate social responsibility (CSR) to 
Wal-Mart in developing countries, including China. I introduce the concept of 
CSR-ization to describe how CSR is implemented at factory level. Part 4 returns 
to Gill’s idea of ‘new constitutionalism’ but supplements it by introducing the 
notion of ‘new ethicalism’ to rethink the logic of certain novel features of global 
capitalism. This general mapping of the CSR terrain would be incomplete without 
noting continuing struggles by movement-oriented NGOs. The chapter ends by 
with a ‘cultural political economy’ research agenda to study these tensions in the  
making of social economy.  
 
1. ‘New Constitutionalism’, WTO and the Rise of Multinational Chains 
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The WTO’s General Agreements on Trade and Services (GATS) is a multilateral 
trade agreement3 that promotes the gradual liberalization of international trade in 
services (e.g., banking, education, accounting, retailing). When national 
governments originally signed up to the GATS in 1994, they undertook to ensure 
that all levels of government conformed to the agreement. Even though there 
was little consultation with national or local governments about the implications of 
the GATS for domestic regulatory authorities, the GATS is law that applies to 
authorities at all levels of government. Its mandate is based on the rule of anti-
discrimination of foreign traders and the removal of ‘non-tariff barriers’. These 
allow the WTO to limit national laws/regulations that favour domestic actors. For 
example, in the case of retail and wholesale service (under Mode 3 on 
commercial presence abroad), the GATS rules give right to global supermarket 
chains to set up shops in local sites. Any local rules (e.g., opening hours and lad 
use laws) can be challenged as barriers to trade. 
 
From a neo-Gramscian perspective, the WTO-GATS helps to tilt the global 
economic order towards neoliberal accumulation by creating a political-legal 
trade and investment framework that reconfigures power relations in favour of 
(trans-)national capital and against domestic government and citizens. This fits 
into a political strategy for which Gill coined the term ‘new constitutionalism’ 
(1995). This involves ‘the politico-juridical locking in of commitments to a 
disciplinary neo-liberal framework of accumulation on the world scale’ (Gill 2002: 
2). In contrast with old/democratic constitutionalism, which provides citizens with 
rights and freedom by limiting the power of the government, ‘new 
constitutionalism’: a) locks in (or confers) privileged rights of (trans-)national 
capital by anchoring them in a cross-cutting web of (trans-)national laws and 
regulations; and b) locks out (or insulates) democratic scrutiny on marketized 
issues. This form of (global) new constitutionalism partly underpins and 
complements what Gill has termed ‘disciplinary neoliberalism’. This combines the 
structural power of capital with the ‘capillary power’ of panopticism (à la 
Foucault)4 (1975), which will be examined in Part 2. 

GATS can certainly be seen as a form of new (global) constitutionalism and, in 
the retail trade arena, it locks in the rights of ‘big box’ stores like Wal-Mart to set 
up stores in local sites by easing the local rules on number of stores, their 
locations and size limitations.5 This ‘softening’ of the local allows multinational 
chains such as Wal-Mart to penetrate the markets in developed and developing 
countries. According to Fortune 500, Wal-Mart was the world’s largest private 
company, amassing revenues of US$ 351 billion in 2007. It is more than three 
times the size of the world’s next largest retail company – Carrefour. It started in 
Arkansas in 1962 and, by 2008, it has more than 7 000 stores in 14 countries. Its 
growth is mediated by the use of different commercial and cultural practices. For 
example, while its entry into the British market occurred through its takeover of 
another supermarket chain (Asda); it has entered China as retailer through joint 
ventures with a state-owned company.  
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More specifically and in relation to developing countries, Wal-Mart entered 
Mexico in 1991 and was the largest private employer there, operating 889 stores 
in 2007. The chain generated 278 million USD in Mexico in 2007 - more than the 
country's entire tourism sector. Puerto Rico had 54 Wal-Mart stores and Brazil 
had 299 stores in 2007 (Wal-Mart 2007). In Asia, Wal-Mart entered Shenzhen 
(China) in 1996, South Korea in 1998, and Japan in 2002. China’s opening in 
response to the WTO since 2002 has seen Wal-Mart expand its operations to 67 
stores in key cities and regions, generating revenues of more than 8.6 billion 
RMB in 2006 (1.08 billion USD at the prevailing exchange rate). This expansion 
in China has been facilitated by forming joint-venture partnerships and adaption 
of Wal-Mart culture to a Chinese context (which will be termed 
recontextualization below). 
 
2. Wal-Martization and Developing Countries: Disciplining of Retailing and 
Sourcing Arenas 
 
Wal-Mart has formed partnerships with the state-owned Shenzhen International 
Trusts and Investment Company (SZITIC). The first of these glocal (global-local) 
partnerships was the Wal-Mart SZITIC Department Store Co., Ltd, in which 
SZITIC holds a 35% stake. Its formation was complemented by the transfer and 
recontextualization of ‘Wal-Mart’ corporate culture into the Chinese environment. 
This process is nicely captured by Davies’s term ‘Wal-Mao’ (2007: 1-27).  
 
2.1 Wal-Mart as Wal-Mao in China: Disciplining of Retailing 
 
To understand this hybridized identity we can begin with Wal-Mart’s own brand of 
corporate culture. Moreton (2007a: 102-23) argued that, emerging in the shadow 
of the ‘Washington Consensus’, we find a Wal-Mart-led ‘Bentonville Consensus’6. 
It grew out of a “particular ecology of the Sunbelt service sector in an era of 
Christian revival. Its popular orthodoxy of servant leadership circulated between 
the overlapping spheres of white-collar vocational training and evangelical 
theory” (2007a: 104). It epitomized an amalgam of the cultures of business 
school and Pentecostalist Bible schools that drew on discourses of “servant 
leadership” and Christian free enterprise. Moreton (2007b: 777) further suggests 
that this united “southwestern entrepreneurs, service providers, middle 
managers, students, missionaries, and even waged employees in the ethos of 
Christian free enterprise”. This Christianization and “southernization” of American 
corporate-societal culture expressed itself in the service economy as ‘how-may-I-
help-you’ Wal-Mart founded upon the imagined charisma of Sam Walton (Boje 
and Rosile 2008: 178). The latter promoted the slogan of ‘Everyday Low Prices’ 
and the beliefs of ‘respect for the individual’, ‘respect for the customers’, and 
‘striving for excellence’.  
 
This framing of Wal-Mart’s corporate culture in a religion-community paradigm 
was recontextualized in China through its articulation with the cult of Mao. For 
Davies (2007), the Sam Walton ‘servant leadership’ ideology is translated as 
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Mao’s ‘serving the people’ (now ‘people’ probably means ‘consumers’). Thus 
‘Wal-Mao’ circulates among Wal-Mart management and supermarket workers in 
China. The resulting ‘Wal-Mao’ culture is grounded in the disciplining of everyday 
supermarket work-life, with posters of Sam Walton waving like Mao and calling 
for workers to take ‘pride in outstanding performance’ (Davies 2007: 9-10) as well 
as for workers to join the Wal-Mart family (e.g., wearing a ‘My-Wal-Mart’ lapel pin 
and adopting English names at work). This ‘Wal-Mao’ style of acculturation and 
subjectivation also offers workers (and even shoppers) the clichéd experience of 
working (shopping) in an urban-Americanized environment and, for some, is 
even seen as part of the ‘pedagogy for success’ for modernization and the dream 
of living in post-revolutionary cosmopolitian China. 
 
This dovetailing of service ideology with China’s modernization drive relies on a 
process of cultural re-imagination that renders Wal-Mart not only acceptable in a 
Chinese context but even worth imitating by local Chinese companies. For 
example, local supermarkets have integrated the ‘Mart’ suffix into their own 
names, e.g., RT Mart, Trust Mart, WuMart. Building on this Wal-Mao story, the 
Mart fashion, and the entrance of TESCO and Carrefour into the transnational 
supermarket onslaught in China, SZITIC widened its Wal-Mart partnership by 
entering shopping mall development during the recent property boom. It set up 
the SZITIC Commercial Property Development Co., Ltd. (SZITIC-CP) in 2003 
and provides shopping centre spaces for Wal-Mart. This is achieved by entering 
joint ventures with regional-global financial capital coming variously from 
CapitaLand Group (Singapore property development consortium), Morgan 
Stanley (US corporate finance firm), Simon Property (US real estate group), 
TimeWarner (US film and media corporation), and Prologis (US distribution-
facility provider). Such joint ventures between SZITIC-CP and transnational 
capitals have facilitated Wal-Mart’s expansion in China through the construction 
of shopping centres at 67 sites up to and including 2006.7 This combination of 
global-regional-local commercial, financial and media capital helped to establish 
certain transnational governance regime that facilitates Wal-Mart and its partners 
to retail in China (see Diagram 1).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 4



 
Diagram 1  Key Transnational Forces and the Wal-Mart-SZCITIC 

Partnership in China 
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(Source: Author’s own compilation) 
 
 
2.2 Wal-Mart’s Sourcing in China: Disciplining Costs and Margins 
 
Wal-Mart does not just retail in China; it also sources from South and North parts 
of coastal China. Wake Up Wal-Mart.com called this the ‘ultimate joint venture’.8 
In statistical terms, this ‘joint venture’ means that Wal-Mart is the ‘Number One 
Importer of Chinese Goods’ into the USA.  In 2005, 70 percent of all products 
sold by Wal-Mart were made in China and 80 percent of the 6 000 factories that 
supply it were Chinese.9 Between 2001 and 2006, Wal-Mart accounted for 
approximately 9.6% of total US imports from China (Scott 2007). These data 
indicate not only China’s importance for the expansion of Wal-Mart but also the 
role of the arrangements between Wal-Mart and its suppliers in competing on 
‘Everyday Low Prices’. 
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Underlying this stress on price-value competitiveness is the use of information 
technology that integrates retailing with the global supply chain. Wal-Mart has 
developed its own communication-logistical-inventory system that enables it to 
link the retailer with its suppliers worldwide. Since 1983 Wal-Mart has installed 
bar-code readers in all its distribution centres; it has followed this up with radio-
frequency identification from 2005.10 It also introduced a software programme in 
1991 called Retail Link that connects all stores, distribution centres and 
suppliers. This innovation has made Wal-Mart into the largest private satellite 
communication operator in the world. It operates a four-petabyte data warehouse 
that collects and analyzes point-of-sale (POS) data (e.g., store number, item 
number, selling amount, selling cost, etc.) as well as keeping track of inventory 
down to item level. These capacities allow Wal-Mart and its suppliers to examine 
and forecast consumer demand patterns as well as to coordinate product sales 
and inventory data through the Retail Link system since 1996. Mainstream 
economic and management studies argue that this technological prowess 
enables Wal-Mart to ‘share information’ with its suppliers and gain cost 
advantages related to automation, joint demand forecasting, and the ‘just-in-time’ 
supply system (e.g., bar-code triggered replenishment, vendor-managed 
inventory and faster inventory turnover time) (Holmes 2001; Basker 2007). 
However, this kind of ‘information sharing’ in lean retailing (Bonacich and Wilson 
2006: 234-5) can also be employed coercively (Free 2006: 14-16; 2007: 900). 
Given that price-value and cost competitiveness drive supply chain of this kind 
(Christopher 2005: 123), the everyday operations of mega-retailers are based on 
particular calculating practices that manage costs and margins. More specifically, 
these practices include ‘category management’ and ‘activity-based costing’.  
 
First, ‘category management’, which began in the supermarket business, allows 
giant retailers to improve sales and profits by managing product categories (e.g., 
apparel, toys) as separate business units. For Spector (2005: 77), this practice 
allows supermarkets ‘to oversee the store not as aggregation of products, but 
rather as an amalgam of categories, with each category unique in how it is priced 
and how it is expected to perform over time’. Wal-Mart began its own category 
management in the food sector and then extended it to other products. This 
practice allows a retailer to work with its supplier(s) to develop category plan(s) 
that ‘determine its place within the store, evaluate its performance by setting 
goals, identify target consumer, divine way to merchandize stock, and display the 
category’ (Spector 2005: 77-8). Category captains (formerly called ‘buyers’) and 
category managers are appointed to facilitate these routine retailer-supplier 
contacts and, in the case of Wal-Mart, via the Retail Link. For example, a Hong 
Kong-based export sourcing firm, called Li and Fung Limited, is Wal-Mart’s 
‘category captain’ on its clothes, toys and home furnishings categories (on details 
of Li and Fung, see Christopher 2005: 293-4).11  
 
Second, underlying ‘category management’ is a range of calculating practices of 
‘activity-based costing’ concerned with monitoring the profitability of each product 
category (Christopher 2005: 111). To improve profitability and efficiency, 
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suppliers are required to open their accounts to retailers (called ‘open book 
accounting) with the aim of coordinating activities to reduce costs and/or 
maximize margins. In the case of Wal-mart, suppliers’ managers are trained 
through a help desk and classes (organized in-house or outsourced) to submit 
reports to its Retail Link on areas such as inventory, pricing, performance, sales 
and promotion.  
 
Supplier scorecards have a key role in managing the mass of information that is 
assembled. As a form of selective knowing, they capture the financial details of 
demand-pull supply chain (Christopher 2005). Scorecards allow Wal-Mart 
category managers (and their assistants) keyhole views into the suppliers’ 
‘sales’, ‘markdown’, ‘margins’, ‘inventory’ and ‘return’ (see table 1). This produces 
a new knowledge space that renders suppliers’ financial conditions visible in 
order to identify cause-and-effect relations bearing on the chain’s efficiency and 
profitability (Edenius and Hasselbladh 2002: 249-57; Norreklit 2003: 601). Under 
constant pressure to review product categories, the identification of these cause-
and-effect relations provides the everyday bases of calculation, intervention, 
hard-nosed negotiation and control. Mechanisms of control enable category 
managers to perform the following routine activities: (a) evaluating the change of 
each supplier’s costs and margins and requiring it to match its lowest price or 
even cut it; (b) comparing each supplier’s costs and margins with the average; (c)  
 

Table 1: Knowledge Produced in Wal-Mart Supplier Scorecards 
 

Measurement Criteria Elements of Measure 
Sales Measurements • Overall % increase 

• Comps 
• Avg. Sales/Store 
• Sales at Full Prices vs. Markdown 

Markdown Measurements • Markups and Markdowns (dollars, units and %) 
• Prior and current retail price 

Margin Measurements • Initial margin 
• Average retail price 
• Average cost 
• Gross profit at item level 
• Gross profit/item/store 
• Margin mix 

Inventory Measurements • Replenishable store inventory 
• Non-replenishable store delivery 
• Warehouse inventory 
• Lost sales from OOS 
• Excess inventory 
• DC outs 
• Total owned inventory 

Return Measurements • Customer defective returns 
• Store Claims 
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(Source: American Logistics Association, Exchange Roundtable, March 8, 2005, Dallas TX, 
http://www.hoytnet.com/HTMLobj-315/ALA2005R3-FINAL_with_Pics_March_8_2005.ppt, 
accessed on 12 May 2008) 
introducing a form of coordinated competition among suppliers (e.g., asking 
specific supplier to match lower prices of competing suppliers); (d) asking for 
alternatives based on a panoramic view of the suppliers’ costs and margins; and 
(e) clawing back funds (or in Wal-Mart’s term ‘payment from suppliers’) in the 
forms of ‘volume incentives, warehouse allowances, and reimbursements for 
specific programs such as markdowns, margin protection and advertising’ (Wal-
Mart 2007: 44). 
 
Seen through the micro-accounting practice of scorecards, this ‘information-
sharing’ in the supply chain also sustains a kind of organizational control based 
on informational ‘super-vision’. The visibility and benchmarking of suppliers 
enable Wal-Mart’s ‘category managers’ to demand lower prices, benchmark the 
average, and demand refunds from suppliers. Such monitoring practices highlight 
the unequal power relation between retailer and suppliers – an asymmetry 
revealed in a report in Frontline in which a former manager, named Lehman, 
recounts:   

‘And the buyers at Wal-Mart -- my understanding is that the buyer said: "No 
way. You're not going to raise your cost. If you can't sell it to us for the 
same price or less than you did last year, we'll find somebody else. We'll go 
to another company." And that's what Wal-Mart tried to do, and it really hurt 
(the supplier). 

The communication is one way: It's our way or the highway. You do it our 
way, or you hit the highway. We'll find somebody else.’ 

(Source: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/walmart/interviews/lehman.html, 
accessed on 5 September 2007) 

 
This way of disciplining suppliers can be seen, in neo-Foucauldian terms, as a 
virtual panopticon.12 Computerized corporate ‘wardens’ conduct organizational 
surveillance of suppliers who are also enrolled in their own disciplinary gaze. In 
short, the use of scorecards and similar micro-accounting practices enable Wal-
Mart to expropriate margins from suppliers (see below on the factory rating 
system as another example of organizational surveillance). This seemingly 
‘managerial-logistical-information fix’ is not only techno-economic but also 
political. In the latter regard, it exhibits asymmetrical power relations that assist 
the transformation of capital-to-capital social relations, in particular by tilting the 
balance in favour of the retailers than the suppliers-manufacturers in the buyer-
driven commodity chains (Gereffi and Korseniewicz 1994; French 2006).  
 
This asymmetry between retailer and suppliers-manufacturers was further 
intensified when Wal-Mart sought to further lower costs by scaling back its 
middleman arrangments. In China, it set up its own Global Procurement Centres 
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in Shenzhen (and Shanghai) in 2002. This centre is both a localized training and 
negotiations centre with local suppliers-manufacturers. As a training centre, Wal-
Mart requires suppliers to send managers to be trained in Wal-Mart Procurement 
Centre. Smith reported in Frontline this process as follows:  

‘Chinese entrepreneurs describe how Wal-Mart presses them to integrate 
their operations into Wal-Mart's business plans and supply chain. Frank Ng, 
a partner in Force Electronics, which makes radio-controlled toys and other 
high-tech gadgets for Japanese toy firms to sell to Wal-Mart, told me Wal-
Mart requires his firm to send managers for training to Wal-Mart's center in 
Shenzhen, makes the firm use Wal-Mart's computer software, and then 
monitors its production.  

(Source: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/walmart/secrets/shots.html, 
accessed on 4 July 2007) 

 
With this informational super-vision, Wal-Mart’s procurement staff members are 
constantly making deals with hundreds of Chinese manufacturers to produce 
goods tailored to Wal-Mart’s own stringent specifications, including pricing, 
quality assurance, sales, efficiency and delivery. For many Wal-Mart suppliers 
entering the negotiations centre, the experience is a tough one. If their goods do 
not match Wal-Mart’s specified sales/price level, suppliers are immediately 
shown the door. In the negotiation centre, supply deals are made, terminated, ‘in 
a heartbeat’ (Bonacich and Wilson 2006: 239).  
 
This firm grip over suppliers-manufacturers and the unrelenting push for cost and 
price-value competitiveness means that manufacturers, in turn, must pass on 
their costs and production insecurity (e.g., termination of orders) to their workers. 
Workers in Wal-Mart’s supplier factories, which the International Labour Rights 
Fund (ILRF) terms ‘Wal-Mart Sweatshops’, see their wages cut and safety and 
welfare measures ignored. This was evident in a report produced by Students 
and Scholars Against Corporate Misbehaviour (SACOM 2007), a Hong Kong-
based NGO, that monitored Wal-Mart activities. This report identified extensive 
labour abuses (e.g., wage and hour violations, unsafe working conditions, 
deprivation of labour contract protection) in five toy factories in China that 
manufactured for Wal-Mart (for more general studies on Chinese labour 
conditions not specifically related to Wal-Mart, see also Chan 2001 and Pun 
2005). As for its own workers, the familiar practice of Wal-Mart in the US of 
paying a ‘minimized minimum wage’ (Lichtenstein 2006) also applied even more 
vigorously in developing countries. It pays the same low wage as other main 
retailers in developing countries but its workers receive even lower social 
benefits (Durand 2007). Indeed, while some local retailers try to prevent turnover 
by offering some social benefits, Wal-Mart prefers to stabilize its workforce by 
selling shares to its employees (assuming they have money to buy them).  
 
This overall process can be summarized as Wal-Martization. Building on the 
definition provided by a Hong Kong-based NGO called Students and Scholars 
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Against Corporate Misbehaviour (SACOM) (2007) and concentrating on the 
production side, this chapter treats Wal-Martization as a change in the social 
relations of production where power shifts from suppliers-manufacturers to giant 
retailers with the former trickling insecurity and poverty downwards to their 
flexible workforce in their search for disciplinary low-cost strategy. This process is 
mediated by changes in technological-logistical and managerial-calculative 
practices that enable the giant retailers to more effectively conduct organizational 
surveillance of suppliers and for the latter to engage in self-monitoring with 
reference to retailer-centred information and judgements.  
 
3. Contestation and CSR-ization 
 
Contrary to Paul Krugman’s neo-modernization argument that ‘bad jobs at bad 
wages are better than no jobs at all’ (1997), Wal-Martization and its associated 
cost-reduction practices have prompted (trans-)national and local concern among 
unions, NGO and community groups such as AFL-CIO’s Eye on WalMart, 
CorpWatch, Wal-Mart Watch, Wake-Up Wal-Mart, Sprawl-Busters, Frontline, 
Wal-Mart Class Website, and Students and Scholars Against Corporate 
Misbehaviour (SACOM) targeting the activities of the corporation. The website of 
ReclaimDemocracy.org recorded 94 anti-Wal-Mart groups in the US alone in 
2006. It classified them into three categories: (a) eight anti-big box chain and pro-
local business groups; (b) fifteen national anti-Wal-Mart or neutral information 
sources; and (c) seventy-one community organizations fighting Wal-Mart or other 
big box chains.13 In general, groups within and beyond the US are challenging 
Wal-Mart’s non-union strategy, sexual discrimination, unpaid overtime, threats to 
local small retailers, aggressive land-use policies and destruction of US jobs. 
 
These corporate-watch efforts deploy the Internet (e.g., websites and blogs) to 
bring together alternative voices, campaigns, exposure of abuses, and 
networking against the corporation (for examples, see table 2). Some groups 
(e.g., Wal-Mart Watch) have even hired political PR firms to help organize their 
campaigns (Featherstone 2005). Others use ‘name and shame’ strategies to 
expose its shortcomings (e.g., use of prison labour by Wal-Mart suppliers in 
China, use of child labour in Honduran sweatshops, and the removal of Wal-Mart 
off the Domini 400 Social Index in 2001) (Appelbaum and Lichtenstein 2006: 
119). These negative exposures and controversies are too numerous to address 
in detail in this chapter.14 In response, however, Wal-Mart has increasingly 
appropriated the image of ‘good corporate citizenship’ and adopted, directly or 
indirectly, corporate social responsibility (CSR) in and across different sites. 
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Table 2: Examples of Anti-Wal Mart Groups Involved in Corporate Watching 
 

Name of Union/NGO/Community 
Group 

Nature of the Group 

AFL-CIO  • Largest union in the USA 
• Runs the ‘Paying the Price at Wal-Mart’ website 
• News and specialized topics on Wal-Mart (e.g., job 

exports, environment) 
CorpWatch • A research group based in Oakland, California, USA 

• Campaigns against sweatshops (e.g., Wal-Mart and 
Nike) and private military contractors 

Wal-Mart Watch • A US-wide public education campaign  
• Sponsored by the Service Employees International Union 

(SEIU) 
• A watchdog on Wal-Mart business practices 

Wake Up Wal-Mart • Sponsored by the Union of Food and Commercial 
Workers (US) 

• Critic of Wal-Mart and its business practices (e.g., sub-
standard wages) 

Sprawl-Busters • Consultancy group to design and implement campaigns 
against megastores 

• Pro-local business and community 
Frontline: Is Wal*Mart good for 
America? 

• A foundation-funded group 
• Specialized interviews with Wal-Mart insiders 
• Anti-Wal Mart news from America and China 

Wal-Mart Class Website • Female workers in Wal-Mart and their class lawsuit 
Students and Scholars Against 
Corporate Misbehaviour (SACOM) 

• A Hong Kong-based NGO 
• Campaigner for workers’ rights and monitor of workers’ 

conditions in China (e.g., Wal-Mart subcontractors) 
 
(Source: Author’s compilation from information obtained from 
http://reclaimdemocracy.org/walmart/links.php, accessed on 4th December 2007) 
 
In pursuit of better reputational and brand capital, Wal-Mart is adopting CSR as 
part of its business strategy to boost investor and consumer confidence. It has 
set up an Ethical Standard Programme with elaborate factory certification 
protocols since the 1992 NBC exposé on child-labour abuse in Bangladesh and 
has also expanded to other developing countries. This programme ranged from 
certification, training programmes, audits to environmental standards in 2006 
(see table 3). From 1 January 2005, its Ethical Standards Department organized 
23 Ethical Standards offices covering five regions (Americas, Far East, Indian 
Sub-Continent, Southeast Asia and Europe, Middle East and Africa). Audits are 
performed by Wal-Mart trained Global Procurement auditors and/or Wal-Mart 
approved third party audit firms. All factories are audited at least once and up to 
four times a year. 
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Table 3  Wal-Mart Ethical Standards Programme 1992-2006 
  

Year Wal-Mart Ethical Standards Programmes 
1992 • Wal-Mart’s Factory Certification programme 

• Include Standards for Suppliers according to local employment and 
labor laws 

• Focus on Bangladesh and China 
 

1993-96 • First Factory Certificate programme manual 
• Pacific Resources Exports Ltd. auditing factories directly producing 

for Wal-Mart 
• PriceWaterhouseCoopers was involved auditing at a later stage 

1997-2001 • Factories in Egypt, Pakistan, India and Nicaragua were added 
2002 • Assuming its own global procurement and directly managing its 

Factory Certificate programme  
2003 • Wal-Mart Ethical Standards associates train buyers, suppliers and 

factory managers on Wal-Mart Supplier Standard 
• A product quality assurance programme (including reviews and 

internal audit) 
2006-8 • Expand to include environmental elements in the audit process (e.g., 

packaging scorecard) 
 
(Source: http://www.bworld.com.ph/Downloads/2006/Outsourcing4.ppt, accessed on 4 

September 2007) 
 
According to Wal-Mart Stores own website, these ethical standard arrangements 
enable the company to: 
 

‘… purchase merchandize from suppliers located in more than 60 countries. 
Our Ethical Standards team is dedicated to verifying that these suppliers 
factories are in compliance with our Standards for Suppliers and local laws. 
These Standards cover compliance with local and national laws and 
regulations, compensation, hours of labour, forced/prison labour, underage 
labour, discrimination, freedom of association and collective bargaining, 
health and safety, environment, and the right to audit by Wal-Mart.’ 
 
(Source: http://www.walmartstores.com/GlobalWMStoresWeb/naviage.do?cat+336, 
accessed on 7 February 2008) 

  
Each year, Wal-Mart produces a sourcing report that includes comments on its 
ability to monitor, train and enforce these standards. In 2007, Wal-Mart Watch 
criticized its 2006 report for glossing over the serious problems with its supply 
chain (Roner 2007). Some of these problems were highlighted by a SACOM 
report (2007), which described Wal-Mart’s auditing process as being ‘self-
policing’. According to this report, Wal-Mart’s Sweatshop Monitoring Fails to 
Catch Violations: The Story of Toys Made in China for Wal-Mart, factory 
inspections were announced in advance and managers coached workers to give 
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the ‘correct answers’.15 Workers were encouraged to become ‘voluntary liars’ 
through a material incentive of RMB 50 Yuan (approximately USD 8 at prevailing 
exchange rate) and were also told the little capitalist tale that a factory’s loss of 
orders would translate directly into workers’ loss of future employment 
opportunities. In addition, factory owners manufactured ‘wage documents’ and 
‘time cards’ that indicated that workers were sufficiently paid in terms of base and 
overtime wages without exceeding the maximum working hours. In reality, 
workers’ monthly wages shrank significantly and overtime was not recorded 
(2007: 15).  
 
Comparing mass retailers such as Wal-Mart and brand-name firms, Liu (2003), 
from the Institute of Contemporary Observation in Shenzhen, reported the 
following comments by a manager on Wal-Mart’s auditing practices:  
 

‘… Wal-Mart’s social responsibility inspection team only spend about three 
hours at the factories, during which they verify wages, working hours and 
personal records, make a brief inspection tour of the factory, and meet three 
or four workers in the factory office’s reception room. They also said that 
Wal-Mart inspections were generally quite easy to bluff, and that because 
Wal-Mart’s unit prices for order are extremely low, their inspection teams 
were not likely to seriously demand that the factory adhere to the code of 
practice’. 
 
(Source: Liu 2003: 18-9) 
 

All these criticisms point to the pro-corporate and pro-management nature of the 
auditing practices in the implementation of CSR programme (see also O’Rourke 
2000, 2002 and 2003; Sum and Pun 2005; Clean Clothes Campaign 2005; 
Barrientos and Smith 2006). Its ‘self-policing’ practices also allowed for ‘self-
serving’ calculations in which the corporation and its suppliers alike appropriated 
CSR as part of business strategies -- to secure reputation and stock market 
value for the former and certificates and future orders for the latter. 
 
As part of its overall business strategy, Wal-Mart needs to secure its reputation 
and thereby its stock market value in the financial markets via its ability to 
manage its CSR. Given that investors tend to be reactive rather than pro-active, 
the control of CSR information is critical for the market. One particular knowledge 
apparatus that is deployed in the 2006 Report on Ethical Sourcing was the 
benchmarking of factories in the supply chains. A factory rating system in four 
colours (green, yellow, orange and red) was deployed. Drawing loosely on a 
traffic light metaphor, it classifies, categorizes and excludes/includes suppliers 
according to their compliance with labour standards (see table 4). As a discursive 
tool, it helps to showcase Wal-Mart’s CSR performance (see table 4 on audit 
results), if not its efficiency and competence, to the consumer and investor 
publics via the business media. This way of constructing suppliers as objects of 
Wal-Mart’s ethicalism also allows the factories to become objects of intervention. 
By defining some of them as problems via the elaborate colour-coded system, 
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Wal-Mart can institute a ‘three strikes’ approach to ensure compliance. This 
means: (a) if a factory owned and/or utilized by a supplier is deemed ‘failed’, it 
will not accept any merchandise from that particular factory and the supplier 
receives a ‘first strike’; (b) if another factory owned and/or utilized by that supplier 
fails, it will not accept merchandise from that second factory and supplier 
receives a ‘second strike’; and (c) if a third factory owned and/or utilized by the 
same supplier fails, or if it concludes at any time that the supplier has a pattern of 
non-compliance, the supplier receives a ‘third strike’ and Wal-Mart will cease 
doing business permanently with the supplier (Wal-Mart 2003: 10-11). 
 

Table 4  Wal-Mart’s System of Factory Ratings and Results 
 

Factory 
Ratings 

Degree of 
Violations/Risk 

Conditions of 
Order 

Audit Validity Audit Results (in %) 
2006    2005    2004 

Green No/minor 
violations 

Orders can be 
placed 

Re-audit after two 
years 

  5.4       9.6      19.1 

Yellow Medium risk 
violations 

Orders can be 
placed 

Re-audit after 
120 days 

51.6     37.0      38.8 

Orange 
 
 
Orange-age 
 
 
 
(Grey) 

High risk 
violations 
 
One or two 
under-aged 
workers found 

Orders can be 
placed 

Re-audit after 
120 days 
 
Re-audit after 30 
days 
 
 
Four orange 
ratings in a two-
year period result 
in a factory being 
disapproved 

40.7     52.3      32.5 
 
 
  0.4      0.8        8.8  
 
 
 
2.10      0.1        8.8 

Red/Failed Most serious Existing orders 
are cancelled 
No future 
orders 

Permanently 
barred 

  0.2        0.2       0.8 

 
(Source: Wal-Mart’s 2006 Report on Ethical Sourcing, 
http://walmartfacts.com/reprots/2006/ethical_standards/documents/2006ReportonEthicalSourcing
.pdf, accessed on 20th October 2007) 
 
Such discipline-and-punishment mechanisms displace the costs of clearing up 
‘sweatshops’ downward onto its suppliers and those found to be in serious non-
compliance with its codes are struck off the Wal-Mart supply chain permanently 
(SACOM 2007: 15). This panoptic system of factory-rating that places suppliers 
in green, yellow, orange and red categories is coupled with Wal-Mart’s Retail 
Link system, which requires suppliers to open their accounts and submit 
scorecards as discussed in Part 2.2. This dual panoptic system produces 
calculating practices, constant surveillance and even fear that discipline, control 
and judge suppliers-manufacturers to: (a) visiblize their costs and margins; (b) 
review delivery dates, costs, and prices of their products under the constant gaze 
demand; (c) enter into hard-nosed neogotiations with Wal-Mart’s category 
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managers; and (d) prevent their factories from being struck off the certification 
system and losing orders. These micro-politics of control trickled down to the 
workers in terms of job insecurities, longer working hours, welfare cuts and the 
spread of market logics. In this regard, the institutionalization of CSR procedures 
and systems produces the paradoxical result that more effort goes into preparing 
reports, auditing factories, obtaining certificates, ensuring orders and keeping 
jobs than actual advancement of labour rights protection. This tendency towards 
the managerialization and commodification of CSR has lead to CSR-ization in 
which auditing and managerial practices of securing certificates/orders take 
priority over the social-moral elements in corporate responsibility. In this regard, 
the ‘S’ in CSR is taken over by ‘A’ as in corporate ‘audit’ responsibility.  
 
In theoretical terms and drawing from Foucault (1975), CSR-ization can be seen 
as a technology of control in which the audit and certification discourses, 
practices and procedures are used to ward off dangers and gain mastery over 
social activism. More specifically, this technology of control involves a ‘procedure 
of rarefaction’, based on a selective thinning of the moral elements in corporate 
responsibility and its accompanying thickening of managerial practices (e.g., 
standards, audits, time cards, reports and certificates) in the name of CSR. 
These processes are mediated by ethical standard departments of big 
corporations, audit firms, consultancy firms, lawyers, service-oriented NGOs, etc. 
Apparatuses such as mission statements, programmes, standards, sourcing 
reports, audit reports, and certificates are used. These are supported by 
managerial logics of inspection, auditing, form-filling, filing, ratings, certifications 
and indexes. These micro-technologies of control normalize and discipline 
thoughts and common sense under managerial-performance gaze of the CSR 
experts and their ‘report and certification order’. They act as a kind of paper 
panopticon16 in which subjects refashion subjectivities by reflecting on (and 
internalizing) these auditing and rating mechanisms so that their conduct 
becomes and remains congruent with the 'report and certification order'. This 
mechanism seeks to activate and responsibilize suppliers and their managers to 
become calculative/entrepreneurial subjects accepting the standards. This order 
makes them into self-monitoring, self-motivating persons to align themselves with 
the latest development in roll-out neoliberalism (see section 4). Agencies perform 
and repeat these subjectivities through mundane institutional events (e.g., 
training, inspecting, reporting, meetings and planning on factory floors) and 
routine practices (e.g., working, managing, and recruiting) of everyday life. These 
knowledging technologies normalize and discipline through principles of 
observability, monitoring, reporting, categorizing and rating. The dominance of 
the managerial-audit gaze through rational instrumentalities such as ‘scorecards’, 
‘costs’, ‘inventory’, 'codes of conducts', 'certificates’, 'reports', 'time cards', etc. 
remake a more complex round of roll-out neo-liberal hegemony which will be 
discussed under section 4. 
 
Such criticisms have led more recently to the further reinvention of CSR so that it 
has become a kind of ‘strategic corporate philanthropy’. Influenced by Porter and 
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Kramer’s arguments that ‘corporate philanthropy’ can become a source of 
‘competitive advantage’ (2002 and 2006), philanthropy moves from ‘just about 
charity’ towards being a part of a broader and more strategic approach to 
business investment. This strategic CSR, as it is labelled in the business 
management literature, is recommended as a source of ‘opportunity, innovation 
and competitive advantage’ (Porter and Kramer 2002: 76). Such thinking is the 
intellectual basis of recent corporate ventures into a reinvented approach to 
CSR. For example, under its Ethical Standards Department, Wal-Mart has 
formulated an International Giving Programme. Together with an NGO called 
Hope Foundation in 2007, they co-launched a 1.2 million USD three-year grant to 
build Industrial Centres of Hope in five Indian communities (Bangalore, Chennai, 
Mumbai, Panipat and Moradbad) where the factories of its suppliers are located. 
This grant provides quality education and will equip 1 000 young people in the 
first year with life skills through vocational training, computer skills, English 
language education and social skills (Chatterjee 2007). This kind of charitable 
giving concerned to improve education and technological know-how will benefit 
the company in two ways: (a) promoting community goodwill and helping to 
smooth progress of retailing activities; and (b) educating and enskilling future 
employees. Porter and Kramer describe such benefits in terms of ‘improvement 
in competitive context’ (2002: 66-7). 
 
This kind of corporate-NGO programme has been criticized as self-serving 
(Jones 1997) and hinges on the thin line between ‘donations’ that increase the 
social welfare of the communities and those that enhance the economic 
performance of corporations. Nonetheless, these schemes, together with 
financing of university research centres on retailing, continue to spread to 
different parts of the world. In the case in China, Wal-Mart donated 666 000 RMB 
(82 000 USD at the prevailing exchange rate) to the Hope Foundation to work 
with the quasi-state China Youth Development Federation on the Hope Project in 
2004. According to the Wal-Mart website on China, this project, which narrated 
as ‘donation’ and not ‘investment in human capital’, involved: 
 

‘… help(ing) 1 000 farmer children in Beijing, Tianjin and Shenzhen to 
continue with elementary education. Wal-Mart respectively made a donation 
of RMB 200 000 in Harbin, Helongjiang Province and Changchun, Jinting 
Province to build a primary school. Wal-Mart also made a donation of RMB 
200 000 to help building ten Project Hope community centres in Nanjing.’  

 
(Source: http:www.wal-martchina.com/English/community/3_education.htm, accessed on 6 
October 2007) 

 
These strategic ‘donation’ schemes can often be the most cost-effective way to 
improve competitiveness contexts and create self-responsibilized entrepreneur-
students to improve their opportunities on the market. The case of Wal-Mart in 
China does not stop here. Apart from cooperating with the above-mentioned 
quasi-state youth organization, CSR has been institutionalized through a top-
down strategy. This involves targeting of Wal-Mart by the Chinese government 
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and the official union (the All-China Federation of Trade Unions) (ACFTU) 
because of the retail firm’s size and profile as a giant foreign company in the 
context of the politics of economic opening in China. The latter began in 1979 
and involves the PRC government in continuous juggling among the desire to 
attract foreign direct investment from corporations like Wal-Mart, the drive for 
national protectionism, and the risk of social and labour unrest. The manoeuvring 
of this delicate balance, especially in face of increasing labour protests and 
‘instability’ in foreign-invested companies, led President Hu Jintao on 14th March 
2006 to order the ACFTU to do a better job in establishing trade unions in 
foreign-invested enterprises. This reinforces the move to take on high-profile 
giants such as Wal-Mart, and hope to encourage other foreign companies (e.g., 
Eastman Kodak and Dell) to fall into line.  
 
For the ACFTU, engagement with and endorsement of unionization of Wal-Mart 
outlets is part of its ‘anti-independent union’ strategy and its discomfort at China 
being seen as a ‘big sweatshop’.  In addition, the ACFTU has been trying to build 
its membership in the foreign-owned sector since 1999. After years of negotiation 
and under threats of lawsuits, this top-down state-union alliance had managed to 
‘persuade’ Wal-Mart – the corporation -- and its store workers to set up branch 
unions (Chan 2005). By October 2006, unions had been set up in 66 stores. 
Some question whether these localized setups guided by the ACFTU are actually 
promoting the rights of workers or merely helping to boost its declining 
membership and to service and support the government, especially in its control 
of the private-sector workforce (Chan 2007). According to one report, six months 
after they were introduced, ’Wal-Mart union branches have done little more than 
organize social events and run employee clubs’ (Frost 2007: 4).  
 
4. Articulation between ‘New Constitutionalism’ and ‘New Ethicalism’: Roll-
Out Neoliberalism 
 
This examination of the corporate-state-union-NGO efforts at CSR-ization in 
China illustrates the more general rush to adopt ‘codes’ and ‘philanthropy’ in the 
remaking of neoliberalism. The articulation of institutional icons and key symbols 
such as WTO, trade liberalization, FDI, CSR, codes of conduct, and corporate 
philanthropy raises the question why such competitive-ethical discourses are 
being combined and circulated among (trans-)national elites in this way. Inspired 
by the neo-Gramscian approach (Cox 1987; Gill 1995), this chapter argues that, 
by emphasizing and adopting CSR programmes, corporations can not only avoid 
legal regulation but also respond to civic activism in self-interested ways through 
‘risk management’, building ‘reputational capital’ and enhancing ‘responsible 
competitiveness’. These efforts represent, in part, a ‘passive revolution’17 insofar 
as the as corporate-state-consultancy-NGO actors adjust their discourses and 
practices in the process of adapting and reproducing neo-liberal hegemony. In 
the present case we observe the rolling out of neo-liberalism to the CSR field 
where new coalitions are formed and critics are co-opted. Such flanking 
mechanisms may offer temporary moral leadership under the rubric of 
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CSR/corporate philanthropy and, more generally, through the engagement of 
private business in the 'social’ dimension of globalization. This marketing of 
moral-social claims (albeit in narrow terms) and related managerial practices are 
institutionalized and serve to rebalance the unstable equilibrium of forces in favor 
of the dominant coalition of retail, finance, state and professional actors . But 
they are the product of resistance, cannot suspend struggles and reproduce the 
deep social tensions between capital, labour and environment in transnational 
production.  
 
This new development in neo-liberalism suggests that Gill's argument that 'new 
constitutionalism' needs to be complemented by recognition of the emerging role 
of the 'new ethicalism'. 'New constitutionalism' involves international juridico-
political strategies and mechanisms (e.g., WTO/GATS) that emphasize the 
locking in of the right of (trans-)national capital and locking out of domestic 
scrutiny of marketized policies/practices. To secure the unstable equilibrium of 
compromise to sustain economic expansion, dominant social forces such as 
TNCs, state managers, service-oriented NGOs, accountancy-consultancy firms, 
state-regulated trade unions, and some international organizations try to develop 
and support new flanking mechanisms that can re-shape hegemony via 
governance tools such as CSR and ‘corporate philanthropy’. This development 
reveals the need to add to Gill's juridico-political focus by introducing the role of 
the ethico-managerial. The concept of 'new ethicalism' does this by capturing the 
ethicalized-managerial strategies that seek to reconnect economic policies with 
(new) moral norms that are dominated by technicalized and managerialized 
practices. While 'new constitutionalism' highlights the disconnection/locking out of  
marketized policies from domestic political scrutiny, 'new ethicalism' highlights 
the reconnection of economic strategies with ethico-managerial elements in 
corporate responsibility. However, this reconnection involves a procedure of 
rarefaction whereby social-ethical elements are thinned out selectively and there 
is thickening of managerial practices through CSR-ization (see diagram 2).18   
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Diagram 2   Articulation of 'New Constitutionalism' and 'New Ethicalism'  
 

  WTO-GATS   Codes of Conduct/Global Compact 
 
 
  1        1      3 
        
         
 
          2       4 

Centring 
marketized/ 
economic 
policies 

 
  Politics 

  
 Ethics,  

 norms and 
standards 

 
 
 
   
          'New Constitutionalism'       ’New Ethicalism' 
    Articulation and Co-constitution 
 
 Key:  1 – Locking out of domestic political scrutiny of marketized policies ('new 
                   constitutionalism') 
  2 - Re-politicization from consumer and civic activism 
  3 - Ethicalization of economics (e.g., CSR) 
  4 – Managerialization of the ethical or CSR-ization (‘new 
                                ethicalism’) 
 
(Source: Adapted from Sum 2005) 
 
It is through this articulation between ‘new constitutionalism’ and ‘new ethicalism’ 
that global capitalism is passively revolutionized and thereby embarks on a 
further, albeit more complex, round of production of roll-out neoliberalism (Peck 
and Tickell 2002).19  'New ethicalism' not only helps to co-constitute20 'new 
constitutionalism' but also provides the latter with a body of knowledge and 
regulatory instruments that can strengthen its micro-governing capacities (e.g., 
on factory levels). This helps to re-engineer temporary leadership by providing 
neo-liberal common sense with a soft moral spin; but this is not so moral or so 
binding that it overwhelms neo-liberalism’s economic imperatives. Ethical-
managerial practices in corporate social responsibility and corporate 
philanthropy, rather than exclusively moral projects, are selectively interpreted in 
neo-liberal and neo-utilitarian terms in which actions are judged by their 
outcomes (e.g., risks, reputational performance and profit) and not social justice 
or the greatest good for the greatest number. This way of 'managerializing the 
ethical' is uniquely suited to modern management techniques and the well-
established grammars and languages of corporate auditing and self-monitoring.  
 
This conjunctural articulation and constitution of ‘new constitutionalism’ and ‘new 
ethicalism’ on the macro-level is being normalized, on the micro-level, by 
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knowledging technologies based on and reinforcing CSR discourses, 
apparatuses (programmes, manuals, reports and certificates) and techniques 
(e.g., categorization, judgement and rarefaction). These mundane practices have 
contributed to the emergence of ethicalized factories and corporations but not 
without contestation. Exploring these issues in their complex articulation can 
contribute to the development of a ‘cultural political economy’ of CSR (Sum 
2004). Inspired by Gramsci and Foucault, this examines the macro- and micro-
level dialectics of cultural hegemony. Specifically, it explores the articulation/co-
constitution of ‘new constitutionalism’ with ‘new ethicalism’, the micro bases of 
macro cultural hegemonies, and, in this case, the discourses, apparatuses and 
techniques of CSR-ization. Likewise, on the micro-level, it investigates the micro-
physics of managerial power related to code and donation practices, such as 
code/guideline writing, corporate reporting, evaluation mechanism, grant writing, 
funding agreement, project assessment, self-responsibilizing factory managers, 
service-oriented NGOs, workers, students, etc.. These assemblages of CSR-
related practices contribute to the emergence of ‘new ethicalism’, which can be 
defined as ethicalized-managerial regime that seeks to stabilize neo-liberal 
capitalism through ‘managerialization’ and ‘technification’ of CSR. 
 
The macro-micro articulation of ‘new constitutionalism’ and ‘new ethicalism’ 
exists alongside ‘progressive’ workers’ attempts and glocal movement-oriented 
NGOs’ attempts to resist this CSR-ization trend through various forms of action, 
negotiation, and resistance. A wave of transnational initiatives that focuses on 
corporate accountability and coalition building emerged (Bendell 2004). More 
specifically and under this banner, the Hong Kong-based NGO, SACOM, was 
founded by labour activists/academics and students in collaboration with the US 
National Labour Committee and with labour organizations in southern China. It 
has transnational linkages with NGOs such as Wal-Mart Watch and Sweatshop 
Watch, etc. It adopts a three-pronged strategy: (a) monitor corporations such as 
Wal-Mart through public campaigns; (b) enhance global-local networking 
activities between workers, NGOs, student groups, trade unions, human rights 
activists, lawyers, academics, environmentalists and ethical consumers in efforts 
to regulate corporate power; and (c) empower the labour force as active agents 
in promoting rights in the workplace. Local and transnational groups of this kind 
have sporadic success, especially on case-specific bases, in launching 
complaints, redressing unfair dismissals and setting up workers’ training courses 
and committees. Nonetheless, these transnational bottom-up efforts face 
constant struggles to find a suitable balance between the need to secure funding 
from large unions and foundations, the problems generated by issue drift as 
these NGOs move from one target to the next, the fatique that sets in through 
repeated writing of ‘name-and-shame’ reports, and the difficulties of selecting 
partners with whom to form counter-hegemonic alliances without entirely being 
co-opted into CSR-ization and analogous processes of passive revolution. 
  
Conclusion 
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This chapter deploys a cultural political economy approach (Sum 2004; Jessop 
and Sum 2006a; Sum and Jessop 2009) to examine role of socio-economic 
imaginaries such as ‘cost competitiveness’ and ‘CSR’ in remaking of social 
relations. Cultural political economy is a distinctive approach that combines neo-
Gramscian and neo-Foucauldian theoretical tools to explore political economy 
and its semiotic dimensions. It pays particular attention to the importance of the 
interaction between the discursive-material as well as the macro-micro power 
relations. Drawing mainly on the case of Wal-Mart in China and its emphases on 
‘cost competitiveness’ and ‘CSR’, this chapter highlights the changing power of 
retail capital especially the ways it deploys information technologies and 
accounting/auditing practices in disciplining suppliers via its informational and 
standard super-vision. Its grip over suppliers means that manufacturers, in turn, 
must pass on their costs of production and production insecurities to workers. 
This ‘Wal-Martization’ trend represents a change in social relations where power 
shifts from suppliers-manufacturers to giant retailers with the former trickling 
insecurities and poverty down to workers. This prompted the emergence of Wal-
Mart watching groups that investigate and report its uneven distribution impact in 
the transnational arena. In pursuit of better ‘reputational capital’, Wal-Mart is 
adopting CSR in which managerial logics and practices such as benchmarking, 
auditing, certification and reporting dominate. This chapter describes this as 
CSR-ization in which these flanking mechanisms roll out neoliberalism under the 
guise of a ‘new ethicalism’.  
 
This rolling-out of neoliberalism suggests that Gill's argument that 'new 
constitutionalism' needs to be complemented by recognition of the emerging role 
of the 'new ethicalism'. At this stage of global capitalist development, their 
articulation is grounded in the locking in of rights of capital supported by the legal 
infrastructure such as WTO-GATS. This allows retail giants such as Wal-Mart to 
enter into partnerships with local concerns. The Wal-Martization trend and 
related micro-practices of control over the suppliers generate labour and 
environmental concerns across different sites. These social concerns gave rise 
to the privileging of CSR discourses and the emergence of related micro-
technologies of power such as reporting, benchmarking, auditing and 
certification. In this regard, CSR, ethical standards and even social donations are 
managerialized and technicalized to become corporate commodities and are 
'traded' as moral resources that are an integral part of their overall corporate 
response to challenges. For the CSR professionals and their industry, auditing 
standards, factory rating, and record writing are developed as part of their 
knowledge products in the so-called knowledge-based economy. They become 
part of the toolkit of ‘responsible competitiveness’ under the post-Washington 
Consensus. The crucial questions to be explored in further theoretical, empirical, 
and political work are whether CSR and its related practices involve attempts to 
‘marketize the social’ or ‘socialize the market’. At first sight, corporate social 
responsibility would seem to involve the socialization of the market, i.e., the 
taming of the market through its subordination to ethical standards. But, as we 
have seen in the ways CSR has been managerialized and technicalized, it may 
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also be seen as an attempt to draw on the legitimacy of extra-economic norms 
and practices to reinforce, flank, and support the continuing dominance of market 
relations. This tension and ambiguity within social economy remains a site of 
struggles and negotiations between hegemonic and counter-hegemonic forces 
as efforts are made to promote the latest round of roll-out neo-liberalism. Re-
socialization of the market is called for to counteract ‘CSR-ization’ of global 
capitalism.  
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Endnotes 
 
1 The neo-Gramscian perspective for the study of international political economy 
is promoted by Cox (1987). Drawing on Gramsci’s idea of hegemony, Cox sought 
to understand how the world order was established and maintained by a 
transnational managerial class in three interrelated ways: its association with a 
dominant mode of production, the formation of a state/society complex that is 
relatively coherent with the economic structure, and hegemony based on a mix of 
coercion and consent that secures conformity with the requirements of economic 
and political domination. For Cox, elements of historical structures are the 
reciprocal interacting combination of ideas, material capabilities and institutions.  
This notion of hegemony and historical structures have been utilized by Cox 
(1987) and Gill (1995; 2002). Here, international institutions such as IMF, World 
Bank and WTO operate as mechanisms through which universal norms of a 
world hegemony is expressed. Gill’s concept of ‘new constitutionalism’ sought to 
map the neo-liberal norms of market opening under neo-liberalism. For a critique 
from a cultural political economy perspective, see Jessop and Sum (2006).  
2 Neo-Foucauldian perspective is a development of Foucault’s work in specific 
fields such as organization studies (McKinlay and Starkey, 1998), critical 
accounting (Miller and Rose, 1990) and educational research (Besley and 
Peters, 2007), etc. In these various fields, neo-Foucauldians work on disciplinary 
technologies, models of panopticon and governmentality (governmental 
rationality) (Dean, 1999), etc., to examine specific mechanisms, technologies, 
procedures and tactics that are assembled and deployed in neo-liberal 
governance (see also footnotes 4 and 15).   
3 GATS is one of 17 major WTO “Uruguay Round” agreements. 
4 According to Foucault (1995), the primary difference between Bentham’s 
panopticon and the ‘disciplinary mechanism’ of panopticism is that the 
panopticon is a physical architectural design in which discipline is enforced and 
panopticism enforces discipline invisibly, for example, via databases, CCTV 
cameras and best practice manuals (see also footnote 15). This chapter will 
examine two kinds of panopticism as micro-technologies of control. The first is a 
‘virtual panopticon’ (see Part 2.2) that rests on the disciplinary use of database 
information such as Wal-Mart’s RetailLink and calculating practices in the 
scorecards. The second is a ‘paper panotpicon’ (see Part 3) in which mission 
statements, programmes, standards, audit reports, and certificates are used to 
discipline factory managers and workers to be more in line with the managerial-
ethical order under corporate social responsibility. 
5 This easing of the local is evident in a letter from Wal-Mart Executive Vice 
President, Michael Duke, to United State Trade Representative Robert Zoellick 
on 1 May 2002. Wal-Mart stated its policy preference in terms of “Countries also 
should be encouraged to remove any size limitations on individual stores, 
numeric limits on the number of stores in country and geographic limitations on 
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store locations in the country.” 
(http://www.citizen.org/documents/WalMart_GATS_comments.pdf, accessed on 
4 July 2007). 
6 Wal-Mart’s is headquartered in Bentonville, Arkansas. Moreton (2007a: 104) 
thus termed Wal-Mart’s corporate culture as ‘Bentonville Consensus’ by analogy 
with the ‘Washington Consensus’ in the public sphere.   
7 SZITIC sold 65% of 14 ongoing projects stake to CapitaLand, and 65% of 5 
ongoing projects’ stake to Morgan Stanley and Simon Property in 2005. 
8 For details on this ‘ultimate joint venture’, see http://www.wakeupwalmart.com/, 
accessed on 25 September 2007. 
9  The first statistics come from PriceWaterHouseCoopers, Redefining Intellectual 
Property Value: the Case of China 63, 2005, 
http://www.pwc.com/techforecast/pdfs/IPR-web_x.pdf, accessed on 6 September 
2007; and the second from AFL-CIO, Paying the Price of Wal-Mart, 
http://www.aflcio.org/corporatewatch/walmart/walmart_1.cfm, accessed on 6 
September 2007. 
10 Wal-Mart is also upgrading its technology from barcodes to RFID (i.e., tag 
tracking). 
11 According to the China Law Blog, the rise of Li and Fung is ‘probably tied more 
closely to the rise of Wal-Mart than China’, 
http://www.chinalawblog.com/2007/li_fund_and_china_supply_..., accessed on 
12 March 2008. 
12 Panopticon was first proposed by Jeremy Bentham as an architectural prison 
design. He envisioned a prison space that included an observation tower housing 
wardens with a ring of cell of immates surrounding it. This ‘all-seeing-place’ was 
designed to enclose and discipline any group that requires supervision. Foucault 
(1971) seized this idea of a controlling space and applied it as a metaphor to 
examine the oppressive use of information and knowledge in modern disciplinary 
society (see also footnote iv on virtual panopticon). 
13 See http://reclaimdemocracy.org/walmart/links.php, accessed on 7 July 2007. 
14 For a discussion of the wider debate of Wal-Mart and its partnership with 
China, see ‘The Great Wal-Mart of China: Part II’, 
http://tianews.blogspot.com/2004/11[great-wal-mart-of-china-part-ii.html, 
accessed on 7 July September 2007. 
15 Similar results were reported by another NGO called the Labour Behind the 
Label. In its report entitled Fashion Victims, a worker from a Bangladeshi Wal-
Mart supplier recorded that: ‘… every month there are two to three visits to the 
factory by buyers, and the visitors basically talk with the management. Workers 
get prior notice for such visits and sometimes visitors also talk with 10-15 
workers who are selected by the management. These workers are instructed by 
the management on what to say to the auditors, and if they are any workers who 
are unable to follow the instructions they are asked not to come until the auditors’ 
visit ends’, http://www.cleanclothes.org/ftp/06-12-Fashion_Victims.pdf, accessed 
on 10 April 2008. 
16 See footnote iv on ‘paper panopticon’. 
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17 ‘Passive revolution’ is a term used by Gramsci (1971) to examine the ways in 
which a social class maintains its hegemony through gradual, molecular changes 
that operate through passive consent, the decapitation of resistance movements, 
and absorption of opposition through compromise and concession. 
18 Given that this chapter is an attempt to Gramscianize Foucault, the term 
'ethics' is not defined in a Foucauldian manner. It means values and customs for 
a good life. 
19 Peck and Tickell (2002) distinguished two phases of neo-liberalism in roll-back 
and roll-out terms. Roll-back began in the late 1970s in North America and 
Europe where deregulation and privatization took place in previous regulatory 
systems. Roll-out occurred since the 1990s and involves ‘measures that seek 
more actively to create conditions for the rational and effective operation of 
markets’ (2002: 6). 
20 Articulation connects two independent entities and co-constitution involves the 
interactive development or co-evolution of two otherwise relatively independent 
entities. 
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