
Did Black Friday Work? Some Questions and Answers 
 
On the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, I signed up to be an organizer for the Black 
Friday demonstration at our local Kingston (NY) Walmart. In this capacity I set up a 
facebook event and sent a few postings to it.  No flyering, no phone calls, no institutional 
support aside from materials downloaded from the Our Walmart website.   
  
That was all that was required to turn out a small crowd of 60 demonstrators- a good 
bang for a small organizing buck.  And that answers perhaps the most important question 
raised by the Black Friday demonstrations, whether there is public support for taking on 
Walmart.  There is by now no doubt that Walmart is one of America most hated 
corporations, and there is a broad and deep reservoir of ill will which can and should be 
tapped into. 
  
What would be required to reach more of those who would join in? The answer seems to 
be nothing special which is to say more.  A bit more advanced notice, here, and I presume 
elsewhere, would have allowed for distributing and posting flyers, a bit more support 
from local progressive media, and better coordination with other activist networks, 
student, church groups, labor and the Occupy Movement.  All this would have likely 
combined to swell our ranks by a factor of five to ten. 
  
This raises the further question as to whether these kinds of numbers would have helped 
us. Here the answer requires identifying Black Friday's objective. What we wanted was to 
make a significant dent in Walmart's bottom line forcing them to bargain with their 
workforce through two time honored tactics: a boycott, discouraging those on their way 
to shop at Walmart, and, less visibly, a strike, encouraging Walmart employees to join 
others in a national walkout.  
  
As for the former, we turned back only a few shoppers, though we did distribute many 
leaflets which may have planted the seeds for them to consider other big box options in 
the future-something Walmart would not be pleased by. Larger numbers would have 
discouraged more, but a serious hit to the store could have only materialized if the 
numbers were combined with a commitment to risk arrest through blocking access-either 
bodily impeding those attempting to enter the store or blocking vehicular traffic 
attempting to enter the mall. I can't say that this level of commitment obtained in the 
relatively sedate not to say geriatric composition of our group.  In fact, following the 
action, one took umbrage at my characterizing our objective as "shutting down" the store; 
that was not her intention, she contended.  A more successful action would have required 
a firm commitment to "shut it down" and to the civil disobedience required to do so.  In 
other words, we needed the mostly youthful, less risk averse adherents of Occupy at its in 
your face best.  Unfortunately, there were only a few at our gathering.  Next time, there 
will need to be more. 
  
As for the walkout, it wasn't a surprise that, to our knowledge, no store employees 
participated.  In fact, it was not even clear that the workers were aware of what was being 
planned or that we were protesting on their behalf.  



  
We could and should have had better communication, for example, leafletting at shift 
changes informing them of the upcoming walkout.  Even so, given Walmart's notoriously 
vicious anti-labor policies, very few, if any, would have accepted our invitation to join 
in.  For those on the edge of the precariat, employer "discipline" in the form of reduced 
hours or a firing would have meant a leap off the economic cliff.  This leap would only 
be taken on the basis of real trust in us-a firm belief that the community supporting would 
reliably have their back.  Specifically, they would need to know that we could beat back 
the near-certain retaliation by Walmart management.  Or, in the event of their being fired, 
they would need to be assured that the community was willing and able to support them 
with financial assistance-help with rent, groceries and transportation for in the weeks and 
months following their termination. 
  
This would mean a more or less informal strike fund whose collection and disbursement 
would require the establishment of an organization made up of local activists representing 
a range of groups.  The same organization which would keep the community apprised of 
the situation of the Walmark workers, the assistance they require, and of actions in which 
the community would be urged to participate.   
  
Nothing like this was in place here or, to my knowledge, anywhere else with the result 
that Black Friday was a qualified success at best.  Predictably, Walmart corporate 
spokesmen blandly recited figures showing that the Black Friday had no significant 
impact.  The other side, just as predictably, saw the forced optimism of those such as 
Nation labor reporter Josh Eidelson who are always ready to read into the most 
insignificant activist twitches indications of unions emerging from their decades long 
coma.   
  
It didn't happen this year.  But if we begin building it now, and the institutions required to 
support it, Black Friday 2013 would speak to capital in the only language they 
understand-which is that of the bottom line.  


