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Susan Grant is a retired Air Force pilot, a successful 747 pilot, and an up-and-coming author of three romance novels that are considered to be midlist books -- "midlist" meaning serious books by unknown or at least non-celebrity authors.  Her books were considered to be part of a new generation of romance novel with strong women lead characters and factual information based on science and history. The sales at Wal-Mart stores “really, really boosted my sales” according to Grant and according to the publisher, Dorchester Publishing, Grant’s books had “sold, and sold well at Wal-Mart”.1 Unfortunately for Grant, her fourth book, Contact, hit a major roadblock on its way to the shelves of Wal-Mart.  Anderson Merchandising, “whose sole client is Wal-Mart... decided that the airplane hijacking theme of the story was inappropriate a year after 9/11”.1   Grant was asked to change some of the content of the book to make it more “appropriate”.  Her publisher refused to alter its content (assumedly with Grant’s permission) and Contact never hit the Wal-Mart shelves.  Interestingly enough, the book is offered on walmart.com still to this day after two years on the market.  However, it is clear that the author and the publisher sacrificed a great deal of in-store sales by refusing to alter the books content.  It may even be likely that Anderson Merchandising and Wal-Mart missed out on a fairly sure thing by passing up on this book from a somewhat proven author. 

On the surface, this decision by Anderson (with Wal-Mart in the background) may seem to make some sense given the magnitude of the tragedy of 9/11 and the fears associated with the airline industry afterward.  However, this decision may not seem quite as obvious given the following facts: Wal-Mart did carry the book online, an active commercial airline pilot is the author, the story is actually about space aliens hijacking a plane.  
According to Laurie Gold at likebooks.com, Karen Burk in Wal-Mart’s Corporate Communications division had the following to say about the situation: “Wal-Mart makes decisions on what products to carry in our stores based on customer demand.  As a retailer, we make these decisions every day, and the ultimate factor in what products we carry is what we think our customers want.  It always comes down to that.  In this instance, Wal-Mart is not carrying the book Contact.” 1   
Not only does Wal-Mart carefully select the books upon its shelves (albeit through the suppliers they control) but it aggressively controls the content of its music department.  “Wal-Mart will not stock music with parental guidance stickers.”   However, Wal-Mart has not limited their refusals to stock music to just those that are rated as such by the music industry.  Just ask Bizzy Bone. A recent album of his that condemns ‘children shooting each other at school’ was pulled from Wal-Mart shelves after some customers complained that the album was promoting this behavior.  Due to this misconception by a subset of Wal-Mart customers, Bizzy Bone likely lost a large percentage of his potential sales considering that Wal-Mart has approximately a 10% market share on U.S. CD sales which makes them the largest music retailer in the U.S.2 When a Wal-Mart music buyer, who requested anonymity, was asked about Wal-Mart’s policies, he said: “We authorize every store manager in every store with ability and the right to alter his merchandise mix to fit his customer base.  So if we buy a piece of edited music, or we buy something unedited, and a store manager has a number of complaints, that manager has the autonomy to pull that merchandise from the floor and not sell it anymore.”3  
Sheryl Crow, in contrast, did not run into trouble with complaints at stores.  Instead, a CD of hers was banned from all Wal-Mart stores because it contained a line in one of its songs that tied kids killing other kids to guns purchased at Wal-Mart.  The line, which was co-written by Sheryl Crow and Tad Wadhams proclaimed: “Watch out sister/Watch out brother/Watch our children as they kill each other/with a gun they bought at the Wal-Mart discount stores.”4 This line was in reference to three lawsuits that had been placed against Wal-Mart in the early nineties for selling guns or ammunition to minors that then used them to commit a crime.  Although the charges against Wal-Mart were dismissed, the general ease in which Wal-Mart sells firearms (even to minors in some documented cases) and the fact that they are the largest gun seller in the U.S., makes them a constant target for gun-control advocates. Even though Sheryl Crow was apparently given the opportunity by Wal-Mart to alter the lyrics in order to make it into their stores, she refused.  “The ban cost Crow and estimated half a million in sales.5 Crow was backed up by her record label, A&M Records, though.  Their chairman, Al Cafaro proclaimed: “Sheryl’s responsibility as an artist is to reveal the truth, and it is our responsibility as a record company to defend her ability to do so…I believe that Wal-Mart’s decision is wrong, very wrong.”4    

Another well known artist, John Mellencamp, was informed that Wal-Mart would not be stocking his CD because of it cover that contained images of Jesus and of the devil even though the CD did not have parental guidance stickers.  Wal-Mart did not wait for customer complaints in this instance, but instead proactively banned the CD from the shelves of all of its stores.  In this case, the images were removed from the cover and Wal-Mart did carry the revised version of the CD.  However, the new version did not carry any indication that the CD cover had been altered from the original.  Wal-Mart claimed no responsibility for the cover changes or the lack of a label indicated the change.  A spokesperson at Wal-Mart headquarters, Betsy Reithemeyer, said: “We do not talk to artists, we do not go to the recording industry and say you have to do a, b, and c for us to sell your product… If a manufacturer wants to sell their product in Wal-Mart, they have to meet certain standards… If they want to put two CDs out on the street… that is certainly their choice.”6
So, these cases along with many more in the record industry have created many claims of unwarranted censorship by Wal-Mart from artists, music industry execs, and music listeners.  An Internet posting on June 18th, 2003 of a column by Mark Morford in the SF Gate (sfgate.com) stirred up large forum debates on the subject with statements such as: “Wal-Mart shapes ideas.  They affect mind-sets.  They influence cultural perspectives.  This is frightening and wrong.”  and “Wal-Mart is, in short, deciding what America needs based on the shockingly uptight whims and intolerant perspectives of the hard Right.  This is why you should worry.  This is why you should care.  The arbiter of taste for much of the country is not the media.  It is not the movies.  It is not Britney or Keanu or MTV.”7 Another Internet article by Hank Hoffman from the January 9-15, 1997 issue of the Sonoma County Independent states: “This is not about protecting people.  Wal-Mart sells guns, they sell junk food—how many carcinogens do you think they sell at Wal-Mart?... It’s about forcing people to think like Christians from Arkansas.”6  
Many have also argued that this is a First Amendment issue.  Hank Hoffman, in the same article mentioned previously, quotes Dave Marsh from the newsletter Rock and Rap Confidential who had this opinion: “The point of the First Amendment is not to protect things everyone agrees on.  It’s to protect things people don’t agree on.” 6 If Wal-Mart severely restricts controversial art, news, articles, etc., are they breaking the intent of the First Amendment.  Regarding censorship in our country, the First Amendment has largely applied to government and individual behavior and with such statements as:  "Restriction of free thought and free speech is the most dangerous of all subversions. It is the one un-American act that could most easily defeat us"8 from Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas.  With statements such as this, it seems as if Wal-Mart actions may fall within the context of the First Amendment although this issue has yet to reach the courts. 
In addition to columns such as Mark Morford’s, Internet forums are full of cries of anger for Wal-Mart’s censorship of books, music, and magazines.  However, many forums also contain cries of support.  In response to Morford’s column, a blog (a type of forum) on www.ressurectionsong.com contained many comments in support of Wal-Mart’s practices.  A post by ‘zombyboy’ on June 18th, 2003 stated: “Wal-Mart isn’t actually censoring anyone.  Wal-Mart also doesn’t censor CDs.  Instead, their buyers decide that a CD doesn’t live up to their standards and they offer the artist a choice: either don’t distribute through Wal-Mart or make a sanitized version.  That isn’t censorship, it’s deciding what to put on shelves of a store.”9   Another post by ‘bryan’ on June 18th, 2003 states: “I actually think Wal-Mart serves a great function—some of my friends buy CDs there because they know they won’t be exposing their kids to anything too offensive.”9  

Wal-Mart also has its own responses for its critics.  According to another anonymous Wal-Mart buyer: “At one point our company decided not to carry controversial music, and it was the single most positive marketing thing we have ever done in home entertainment.” and “…the customer votes every day.  We are the clear market leader in the music industry.  Everything we do may not be perfect, but the customer seems to like it.”10     In addition to this buyer’s statements, Wal-Mart’s own corporate policy includes the following: “Statement on Stocking Entertainment Merchandise: Wal-Mart stores has worked hard to create and protect its unique identity… To sustain our ‘family-friendly’ identity Wal-Mart attempts to exclude from its shelves merchandise that is sexually explicit and extremely violent.  This is accomplished, in large part, by following the ratings systems of the entertainment industries…Occasionally Wal-Mart may refuse to stock additional merchandise that may not seem appropriate; this is done by 1) understanding our customers, 2) requiring our suppliers and distributors to control the types of merchandise delivered to Wal-Mart, and 3) empowering merchandise buyers and store managers to make common sense decisions and enforce our policies.” 10   
So, if this is just business as Wal-Mart claims, why are so many people upset about Wal-Mart’s practices?  If this was a mom-and-pop store refusing to sell certain items, would anyone raise a stink?  Probably not.  However, mom-and-pop stores do not have global power; the power to make or break an artist; the power that causes music companies to produce a ‘Wal-Mart’ version of their CDs; or the power to severely restrict access to art and information based on their views and values.  Global Credit Services in a report called The Wal-Mart Effect, said: “...the disproportionate size of Wal-Mart relative to its rivals in the distribution and retailing of finished goods represents a fundamental imbalance in the macroeconomy for the consumption of finished goods on a global basis...”3 Many people may say that Wal-Mart is using this power in a responsible manner by promoting family values.  However, even if they really are ‘benefiting’ society today, who is to say they will not abuse this power in the future to shape political views in their favor or to restrict religious information to promote Christian-only beliefs (or only the beliefs of some other religion).  Some say that this is already happening today to a certain extent in situations such as the Sheryl Crow and John Mellencamp cases.  Music, books, and magazines that shed a bad light on Wal-Mart or on Christianity are already being banned.  What could be next?  Regarding the impact to these bans, Laurie Gold on www.likebooks.com says: “because of their size, decisions they make matter.”1
Some also say that society is already being harmed in small-town America where Wal-Mart is sometimes the only retail outlet for miles.  Sheryl Crow told her record label that “she was worried that her friends and family in Missouri would not be able to buy (her) album if Wal-Mart didn’t stock it.4 The folks in many rural towns, where Wal-Mart has pushed out all other competing businesses, are not as able to just skip by Wal-Mart if they want to avoid The Wal-Mart Effect.  
Another potential harm to ‘society’ is directed at the artists, authors, producers, and publishers that are trying to get their product on the shelves of Wal-Mart.  Their artistic or literary integrity may be at stake if content is altered to meet Wal-Mart’s somewhat fuzzy standards.  If these individuals and companies choose not to do business the Wal-Mart way, then it could be devastating to their pocketbooks and could perhaps even ruin a career.
However, is it really ‘harm’ to overall society if families benefit at the expense of the artists’ integrity?  Parents today are struggling to shield their children from material that they believe is not appropriate for them to view, hear, or read.  This is especially true of sexual, violent, and distorted religious content which seems to be everywhere in society these days.  For instance, many parents object to the pictures and text on the covers of many of the magazines that are placed at the checkout counter in many discount and grocery stores.  According to the American Family Association (AFA), “most parents have come to accept that waiting in the checkout lane is part of the shopping process.  However, parents should not expect their children to receive an unsolicited sex education class at the same time.”11 Many families have found shopping at Wal-Mart to be a relief since they can be relatively certain that they will not run across magazines, books, and music that they believe would be detrimental to their children. Plus, each Wal-Mart store has been very responsive to customer complaints when ‘objectionable’ material has somehow managed to get in the store.
It seems that Wal-Mart is just being very responsive to the wishes of the customers in the communities served by each of its stores.  After all, business is still booming for Wal-Mart in spite of these efforts to remove content from its shelves that may by their own right be very successful.  However, is Wal-Mart making these decisions for their customers or for fear of retribution by a few conservative activist groups?  The AFA, as introduced earlier, has not only been praising Wal-Mart for their efforts to promote their family values, but they have also been threatening Wal-Mart and other discount and grocery stores if they veer from these policies.  The AFA is a very well organized group that is capable of large boycotts, mass-mailings or e-mailings to store managers or even CEOs, formal protest marches, and more.  As an example, they believe that they “can apply financial pressure in convincing stubborn supermarkets to seriously address customer concerns regarding the display of inappropriate magazines in checkout aisles.”11 While Wal-Mart has stayed fairly true to the agenda of the AFA, Kmart has not been as agreeable.  In the October, 2001 edition of the AFA Journal as posted on its website, the AFA claimed that Kmart was “selling explicit CDs to minors and can’t be trusted” and “by selling this music, (Kmart is) effectively saying it cares nothing about the family, nor about the messages it conveys to young people.”  Further on in this journal, action is called for with: “AFA is calling for a boycott of Kmart… make a toll free call… and tell them, in a kind way, that you will not shop at their stores until they change their policy… call your local Kmart and give the manager the same message... E-mail Chairman Julian Day…”12     
Obviously, this is not a cut-and-dry case of censorship since we, in this country, believe in free enterprise to a large degree. We generally believe that a business should be allowed to put on its shelves what it believes its customers want to buy.  On the other hand, due to the sheer size and power of Wal-Mart, there is a significant amount of legitimate fear that individuals and even society as a whole may be harmed by these policies.  Censorship opponents also fear that Wal-Mart is not in full control of these decisions; but instead a small faction of very conservative Christian activists is economically forcing them to put products that reflect their values on their shelves.  However, proponents of family values are encouraged by Wal-Mart’s policies as it makes it easier to deal with purchases for and by their children.  So far, the government has stayed clear of these conflicts.  It appears as though, in the American spirit, that the battle will be fought in the free markets.  


Case Questions:
1. Are Wal-Mart’s actions fair to the authors & artists?  Are they fair to consumers?  Especially consumers in small towns? 
2. Is this a case where a corporation is being socially responsible?  Or is this just business? 
3. It may be easy to dismiss the Sheryl Crow case since it was simply music that was rejected.  But what if it were the newspaper, a news magazine, or a fact-based book that were rejected because it contained negative facts about Wal-Mart?

4. Even though Wal-Mart claims they make no direct demands on artists, are they just hiding behind their policies and suppliers?

5. What should the government do, if anything, to regulate a company that has reached the size and power of Wal-Mart?

6. Are the policies of Wal-Mart clear and crisp enough to ensure fair decisions are made by their managers across the corporation and by their suppliers?
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