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Preface

Amazon and the Future of Work
in the Global Economy

Ruth Milkman

Jeff Bezos, now the world’s richest individual, launched Amazon as an online bookstore in 1995. Over the next quarter-century it grew into an e-commerce behemoth, offering rapid home delivery of an ever-expanding range of products and services—from A to Z, as its logo promises; its 2017 acquisition of Whole Foods made it a major player in food delivery as well. Critical to Amazon’s business model are its massive warehousing and logistics operations; its cloud computing division is also a key profit center. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the spectacular growth of what this book’s editors call “Amazon capitalism,” as demand for home delivery surged while countless brick-and-mortar retailers were forced to close.

Even before the unexpected pandemic bonanza, Amazon’s market value exceeded that of any other corporation on earth, displacing Walmart (still the world’s largest private-sector employer) as the icon of corporate domination and labor exploitation. The two giant firms have much in common: massive market power predicated on streamlined supply chains, which in turn provides leverage to extract lower prices from manufacturers and vendors, and to deploy predatory pricing to undercut competition from other retailers. And like Walmart, Amazon is intransigently anti-union.

Amazon pays hourly workers a bit better than Walmart does, in part because Amazon needs fewer of them. It runs only a few retail outlets and makes extensive use of robotics and other forms of automation in its “fulfillment centers.” Yet, as this book chronicles in rich detail, Amazon’s warehouses in many respects resemble the factories of the past: workers are subject to the daily indignities, productivity pressures, and health and safety hazards long associated with manufacturing. The company also relies on an army of “last mile” delivery workers, often hired by subcontractors, who rush goods to customers’ homes a day or two after online orders are placed, or sometimes within hours. In these sweatshops on wheels, as in the warehouses, old-style labor exploitation is intensified by high-tech worker surveillance, algorithmic management, gamification, and automation.

The chapters that follow document Amazon’s impact outside the workplace as well as inside it. One focus is the systematic surveillance of customers, not only monetizing data from their online purchases but also tracking more intimate behavior through in-home devices like Alexa. Another theme is the destructive environmental impact of Amazon warehouses, which sharply increase truck traffic, air pollution, and respiratory illnesses in the areas where they are located. Yet cities and states compete fiercely to lure Amazon facilities to their jurisdictions, offering tax breaks and other incentives— unaware that, as Juliann Allison suggests in this volume, such concessions tend to neutralize any economic development benefits.

In the United States, where a stunning 60 percent of households are Amazon Prime members, the company has amassed a vast base of loyal customers, and it is increasingly replicating that success in other countries. Most customers relate to Amazon simply as a convenient and affordable place to shop, oblivious or indifferent to the catalogue of ills this book reveals. They are even less likely to be aware of the labor and community organizing efforts that aim to challenge Amazon’s vast power on multiple fronts, also chronicled here.

The most successful struggles to date have unfolded in Western Europe, where labor unions have made significant inroads. Amazon workers in Germany, Poland, France, Italy, and Spain launched a series of strikes in the 2010s, winning significant concessions; an international “Amazon Alliance” of unions involved in these efforts has grown to include 15 countries. In the United States, where obstacles to unionism are especially formidable, such efforts have been more elusive. Once again, there is a Walmart echo: after spending millions of dollars on a decades-long series of campaigns to organize Walmart workers, the United Food and Commercial Workers accepted defeat in 2015. That bruising experience, along with other setbacks for U.S. organized labor in recent years, help explain the lack of any major union resource commitments to Amazon organizing in the company’s home country.

Nevertheless, a few notable efforts have emerged. The first breakthrough was a 2018 work stoppage at an Amazon warehouse in Minneapolis, led by Somali workers demanding Muslim prayer rights. Its success helped stimulate the formation of Athena, a national coalition coordinating Amazon-focused organizing across the nation. Separately, New York City unionists’ insistence that Amazon maintain neutrality vis-à-vis future union organizing efforts in that city contributed to the collapse of the controversial plan to locate an Amazon “HQ2” in Long Island City in 2019. That same year, Amazon’s tech workers, led by progressive Millennials, staged a walkout demanding that the company aggressively combat climate change and stop providing services facilitating federal immigration enforcement. Finally, against the background of the COVID-19 pandemic, workers protested the lack of personal protective equipment at Amazon warehouses in walkouts across the U.S. in the spring of 2020.

So far, these efforts have had little impact on the Amazon juggernaut, which continues to gain momentum in the United States and worldwide. But for those who hope to change that, the probing studies by labor and urban scholars collected in this book provide an invaluable resource.


Introduction: Amazon Capitalism

Jake Alimahomed-Wilson, Juliann Allison, and Ellen Reese

Among the world’s most powerful corporations, Amazon’s recent growth has been unparalleled. Initially founded in 1995 as an electronic book vendor, Amazon became the world’s second “trillion-dollar corporation” (after Apple) in 2018, a feat underscoring its immense size and economic influence.1 The following year, Amazon overtook Google and Apple to become the world’s most valuable corporation on the planet in terms of market value.2 By April 2020, the corporation’s market cap increased even further, to $1.14 trillion as demand for its services surged amid the global COVID-19 pandemic.3 That same month, as COVID-19 cases were spreading across its global workforce and the first U.S. warehouse worker death from the disease was reported, the personal wealth of the company’s Chief Executive Officer, Jeff Bezos, the richest person in world history, climbed to $138 billion.4 Amazon would emerge from the global pandemic even stronger. The meteoric rise of this corporation represents a significant shift in the global political economy, that we identify as Amazon capitalism. By naming this phenomenon, we seek to draw attention to the concentration of corporate power manifest in the scale and magnitude of Amazon’s influence in the world’s economy and to highlight the true costs of its “free shipping” for workers, communities, and the environment.

Amazon’s rise illuminates a pivotal moment in global capitalism that demands naming, interrogating, and resisting. Amazon, the corporation, is not simply a “bad apple,” nor is its peculiar business and labor practices the product of the individual greed and maniacal impulses of its founder, Jeff Bezos, and other top executives. All corporations share one fundamental objective: to maximize profit. Indeed, the problems associated with Amazon capitalism are systemic within our global capitalist system, which is embedded and interacts with other social and political relations of domination that operate at multiple scales, from the local to the global. Amazon’s rise in power reflects, and makes visible, the larger global trend of the increasing influence of finance capitalism, neoliberal politics and policies, and corporate power. Indeed, the world’s leading transnational corporations today continue to accrue revenues far ahead of most nation states. Of the world’s top 200 economic entities, 157 are corporations and 43 are governments.5 Even back in 2019, Amazon’s market capitalization was slightly more than the combined GDP of nine Latin American countries combined.6

Together, the chapters in this volume provide empirically grounded and critical case studies of the dynamic and multiscalar development of the Amazon corporation, and the emerging networks of community and labor activists that are resisting its practices. Our contributors thus deepen our understanding of what Jamie Peck and Nik Theodor call the “variegated” nature of capitalism; variegated capitalism takes plural forms over time and across multiple spaces, places, and geographic scales.7 Extending these insights, we argue that there are distinct types of capitalism that are emblematic of, and promoted by, the world’s largest transnational corporations, such as Amazon, that are of enormous significance and worthy of investigation; their scope and influence are multifaceted, dynamic, and extend far beyond the workplace, leaving their footprints on our communities, politics, and environment. Just as the operations of Amazon, and other large transnational corporations, occur at multiple scales and sites—transnational, regional, national, and local—so do our investigations cover multiple scales, from global and regional patterns to differences across local and national contexts.

This introductory chapter provides an overview of some of the key features of Amazon capitalism. First, we review the significance of Amazon in terms of its rising but uneven influence globally and its role in promoting both one-click consumerism and surveillance capitalism.8 After describing the increasingly diverse nature of goods and services Amazon produces and sells, we discuss its rising monopoly power and exploitation of third-party sellers. We then examine how the rise of Amazon has reshaped logistics and retail, and negatively affected workers, communities, and the environment.

THE RISE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF AMAZON CAPITALISM

Amazon’s influence in the global economy is uneven, reflecting regional patterns of global trade and global inequities that characterize the imperialist and capitalist world economy. Although many of the consumer goods bought and sold through Amazon’s shopping platform are manufactured in the Global South, they are mostly consumed in the Global North, particularly North America and Europe, where much of the world’s relatively affluent consumers reside. Amazon’s growing market dominance has been especially pronounced in the United States, where it has become the nation’s second largest seller of clothing.9 In addition, Amazon is the fastest growing logistics provider; the biggest seller of toys, books, shoes, and countless other consumer products; and, since its acquisition of Whole Foods in 2017, the fifth largest grocery retailer in the United States.10 Meanwhile, “Over the past decade, Amazon has paid less than three percent of its US$27 billion in profits for federal income tax.”11

Amazon’s reach extends well beyond the U.S.,12 especially with respect to cloud computing, provision of Kindle content, and management of fulfillment centers that service cross-border shopping.13 Despite challenges by Microsoft, Google, and Alibaba,14 Amazon made headlines in summer 2019 for owning fully half of the world’s public cloud infrastructure market, valued at more than US$32 billion.15 In terms of retail sales, Amazon has invested heavily in shipping lines and warehouses that facilitate sales and services in Europe, Latin America, Asia, and Australia. Revenue from Amazon’s businesses abroad represented 28 percent of its total for 2018.16 Yet it remains unclear that Amazon’s success in the U.S. will be duplicated abroad.17 Amazon’s retail market share in Western Europe was 8 percent in 2018, according to Eurobarometer, compared to 35 percent in the United States.18 Despite Amazon’s significant e-commerce inroads in Europe, European consumers’ demands for products that are difficult to market online and increasing preference for “experiences” rather than “things” has been challenging for the corporation.19 Amazon has also found increasing government scrutiny of, and organized resistance to, its negative impacts, including reducing brick-and-mortar retail—the “Amazon effect”— and air pollution, and bad working conditions.20

Amazon’s economic influence elsewhere outside the U.S. is weaker than in Europe. In China, Japan, and South East Asia, Amazon has so far yielded to regional e-commerce leaders, such as Rakuten in Japan and Alibaba in China.21 In 2019, Amazon formally closed its retail business in China,22 and strengthened its efforts in Latin America, Australia, and India. The established Argentinian online retailer, Mercado Libre, has kept Amazon at bay in Latin America.23 Still, Amazon’s Latin American operations include logistics centers in Mexico and Brazil, multiple call centers in Colombia, and corporate offices as well as call centers in Costa Rica—Amazon’s biggest Latin American location.24 Direct competition from multi-service e-commerce companies remains less consequential in Australia and India. It took two years for Amazon to double its sales in Australia, where the company’s retail market share was 3 percent in 2019, just ahead of Melbourne-based Kogan. com’s 3 percent retail market share, though both were eclipsed by eBay’s 22 percent share.25 Though e-commerce in India is an emerging market—3 percent of the nation’s total consumption—the nation’s 1.3-billion customer base represents “one of the world’s fastest-growing retail markets.”26

Although not omnipresent around the globe, Amazon capitalism remains important not only due to its sheer size and value, but also because it has propelled many novel features that currently animate the world’s economy. Amazon capitalism pioneered and helped to spread “one-click” instant consumerism at the expense of workers, communities, and the ecological balance of our planet. Amazon’s 440 million-metric-ton carbon footprint rivals that of competitors, such as Walmart, and even the world’s largest energy companies.27 Indeed, the speed-up of consumerism, including expedited (free) shipping of consumer products, represents a tidal shift in the global economy, driven largely by finance capitalism. Each month, approximately 200 million unique users visit Amazon.com to purchase consumer products.28 Along with Amazon products, they purchase goods sold by third-party sellers, who have been using Amazon’s shopping platform since it became public in 2000. By 2016, as many as 2 million sellers across the globe sold their goods through Amazon.com, although most were individuals selling a few items.29

Along with other high-tech companies, such as Google, Amazon has also been on the forefront of a phenomenon that Shoshana Zuboff calls “surveillance capitalism.” Surveillance capitalism refers to “a new economic order that claims human experience as free raw material for hidden commercial practices of extraction, prediction, and sales.”30 Amazon employs a collaborative filtering engine to surveil consumers using its electronic shopping platform in order to promote its own commercial interests. Each time customers purchase products through Amazon’s online shopping platform, they turn over their private information and buying habits to the corporation.31 Amazon executives use this data to decide which products to manufacture and sell, and at what price, as well as what products to suggest to customers, and in what order. Although Amazon claims this strategy is designed to serve customers by “anticipating” their needs, critics highlight how Amazon’s use of surveillance technology manipulates consumers to further the corporation’s own commercial interests.32 Likewise, Amazon uses electronic technology to surveil its fleet of workers, including warehouse workers, delivery drivers, ghost writers, and other high-tech workers, in order to extract valuable information about their work flow that is used to further exploit, discipline, and control workers, increase labor efficiency, and inform the development of workplace automation and other business investments.33

Amazon’s surveillance technologies pose serious privacy and civil liberty threats in the context of the company’s operations and relationships to governments and municipal police. Along with providing cloud data storage for the U.S. Pentagon and the Central Intelligence Agency, Amazon has pioneered and sold new surveillance technologies. Amazon’s 2018 acquisition of the Ring home surveillance system has also fueled the rapid penetration of the state-corporate nexus of surveillance of everyday life.34 In addition to Ring, police departments in several U.S. states are already using Amazon Rekognition, a new face-recognition computer system and database, and the system has been offered to the U.S. Homeland Security Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agency. Civil rights organizations have raised concerns about the use of this new surveillance technology, which tends to misidentify people of color more commonly than white people, and which could be used to better identify protesters. Likewise, hundreds of anonymous Amazon employees sent a letter to Jeff Bezos, declaring that “We refuse to build the platform that powers ICE, and we refuse to contribute to tools that violate human rights.”35 Moreover, contrary to Amazon’s pseudo-liberal image, the corporation has given massive sums of money to right-wing politicians in its attempt to garner influence and buy elections.36

AN INCREASINGLY COMPLEX AND MULTIFACETED CORPORATION

Amazon is far more than simply a major online retailer. Indeed, “no other tech company does as many unrelated things, on such a scale, as Amazon,” Duhigg reported in The New Yorker in 2019.37 Overall, in 2018, Amazon “collected” US$122 billion directly from online retail sales, and another US$42 billion by “helping other firms sell and ship their own goods.”38 In addition, during that same year, Amazon earned US$26 billion from its Web-services (AWS) division39 that sells cloud computing services—i.e., storage space, bandwidth for website hosting, and processing power—to individuals, and companies such as Netflix and Instagram,40 and Amazon itself.41 Although AWS supplies 10 percent of Amazon’s revenues, the company’s operating income, or the funds remaining after expenses are accounted for, “dwarfs any other sector,” pulling in US$606 million more than Amazon made in North American sales in 2016.42 Moreover, Amazon took in US$14 billion in Amazon Prime and other subscription services, “hundreds of millions of dollars from selling the Echo,” US$17 billion from sales at more traditional (off-line) brick-and-mortar stores, including Whole Foods, and the fully automated Amazon Go stores, along with US$10 billion in advertising sales and other activities.43 Analysts reported in 2019 that banks and credit unions were bracing for the coming Amazon “invasion” of banking.44 At that time, Amazon was already funding small-business loans, reducing fees for merchants who use Amazon Pay,45 and seeking to compete with prepaid wireless providers.46

Business analysts diverge over the reasons for Amazon’s rapid growth, with some pointing to its use of a business school strategy known as the “flywheel,” “loosely defined as a sort of self-reinforcing loop. Where possible, projects [are] to be structured to bolster other initiatives underway at the company.”47 More critical analyses, including our own, highlight the role of neoliberal policies and politics, such as the weak enforcement of antitrust laws, corporate welfare, and weak labor laws in the United States and other countries, which have facilitated the rise of Amazon’s monopoly power and its exploitative labor and business practices.48

AMAZON’S GROWING MONOPOLY POWER AND CORPORATE DOMINANCE

LaVecchia and Mitchell also rightly point to the growing monopoly power the corporation has gained through dominating “the underlying infrastructure—the online shopping platform, the shipping system, the cloud computing backbone—that competing firms depend on to transact business.”49 The rapid growth in Amazon’s online shopping platform, and the company’s use of this platform to both sell its own goods and those of other sellers, helps to illustrate their concerns.

As of 2020, there were over 150 million Amazon Prime members, making it the world’s second largest paid subscription program. Indeed, about 60 percent of American households are Amazon Prime members. Among the affluent, the numbers are even higher. A staggering 82 percent of households making more than US$112,000 per year are Amazon Prime members.50 Prime members pay an annual subscription fee in order to utilize Amazon’s platform and receive perks such as free, expedited shipping on millions of items purchased through Amazon. Amazon Prime membership is also growing rapidly among U.S. households earning less than US$50,000 annually,51 partly due to fee discounts of 50 percent or more for college students and very low-income households.52 To further reach the college student market, the “Amazon Campus” program created countless brick-and-mortar Amazon pick-up locations on university and college campuses throughout the United States, further exacerbating the privatization of public higher education. Although the company has lost money in the short term by offering its customers various perks and discounts, it helped the company to gain customer loyalty and market dominance. Amazon claimed nearly one of every two dollars in U.S. consumer purchases online.53

In this context, many sellers perceive few options other than to use Amazon.com to sell their goods. Amazon’s exploitative practices extend to third-party sellers who are charged a commission on their sales (usually 15 percent) made through Amazon.com as well as rising fees for using Amazon’s fulfillment, advertising, and other services.54 It also requires third-party sellers using Amazon’s platform to share information about their transactions, which the corporation uses to compete against them on popular items. The company has a long history of “predatory pricing,” or selling products below market cost in order to crush, outcompete, and sometimes even acquire other companies, such as Diaper.com and Zappos.55

Amazon uses transaction and consumer information from its online shopping platform to decide which products should be given the “buy box”—the eye-catching and convenient one-click “buy now” or “add to cart” buttons—that show up during online shopping searches. Amazon claims its mysterious algorithm that selects a default seller for the buy box is a neutral formula designed to maximize customer satisfaction. Yet, evidence suggests that Amazon gives itself a perfect score on measures of customer experience, giving it an unfair advantage over other sellers whose measures are affected by negative online customer reviews. The company also gives its Fulfillment By Amazon (FBA) warehouse and shipping service a perfect score for measures related to fulfilling orders, which both encourages sellers to use their delivery service and reduces accountability for problems with FBA’s deliveries.56 Other research finds that “about three-quarters of the time, Amazon placed its own products and those of companies that pay for its services in that position even when there were substantially cheaper offers available from others.”57 Likewise, Amazon’s voice assistant, Alexa, only chooses Amazon items when asked to purchase something. No wonder a 2016 survey of independent retailers in the U.S. identified competition from internet retailers such as Amazon as the number one threat to their business,58 and critics are linking the growth of Amazon to a decline in small businesses.59

AMAZON’S GLOBAL LOGISTICS EMPIRE AND ITS IMPACT ON WORKERS, COMMUNITIES, AND THE ENVIRONMENT

Along with becoming the world’s largest e-commerce company, Amazon has quickly become one of the largest logistics companies in the world.60 Prior to Amazon, brick-and-mortar retail corporations such as Walmart dominated the global logistics industry. Amazon is currently disrupting the model that Walmart perfected. Much as Amazon handles its own warehousing, distribution, and fulfillment services, the company today increasingly manages delivery as well.

In the United States, although Amazon continues to use the U.S. Postal Service and private delivery companies, its packages, particularly Amazon Prime packages, are increasingly delivered by two main contingent groups of third-party Amazon workers: Amazon Flex drivers and Amazon’s Delivery Service Partners (DSPs).61 Amazon Flex drivers are gig workers, legally classified as independent contractors, who are paid per completion of a delivery route, or “block,” by the hour. Amazon Flex drivers use their own personal vehicles (or rented vans) to make deliveries. Similar to other gig-economy platform jobs, such as Lyft, Uber, Postmates, and Doordash, Flex drivers must pay for all expenses related to their vehicle, road tolls, parking, insurance, vehicle maintenance, among other expenses; in addition, these workers receive no overtime pay, benefits, union representation, or minimum wages. DSPs are small subcontracted “independent” parcel delivery firms with approximately 20–40 delivery vans that exclusively deliver packages for Amazon, mostly Prime. DSP fleets are limited to 40 vans to avoid unionization efforts and to increase Amazon’s flexibility and power over the price paid per delivery. By 2019, Amazon’s own delivery network surpassed the U.S. Postal Service as the carrier delivering the plurality of its packages.62

As Amazon’s promise of one-day shipping expanded, the company invested in its air cargo division: Amazon Air. These subcontracted pilots complain of being overworked and are among the lowest paid in the air cargo industry.63 Other skilled workers employed by Amazon also express concerns about their labor conditions. Among software engineers at Amazon, turnover rates remain very high, with the average duration lasting one year.64 Online outsourcing services, manifest in crowd or “ghost” work, arguably represent the worst-case scenario in this sense.65 Amazon’s Mechanical Turk crowd-sourcing marketplace connects employers with a global pool of independent workers willing to do specialized or repetitive tasks for competitively low wages.66 Amazon employs vulnerable workers like these to augment the information available digitally, via Alexa Voice Services, to its Alexa personal virtual assistant.67

Other research shows how Amazon and other online service providers have contributed to the decimation of shopping centers and other retail markets.68 Grocery stores, many of which are unionized and offer decent salaries and benefits to its commercial workers in the Global North, are also closing up shop as they face growing competition from Amazon. As small businesses and brick-and-mortar retailers close in response to the rapid growth in e-commerce,69 many panicked cities and governments are losing tax revenue and turning increasingly to logistics and warehousing to attract jobs, which are far from ideal.

Today’s massive logistics and warehousing complexes are mostly located on the outskirts of major urban metropolitan areas and depend on large concentrations of low-paid labor, particularly workers of color.70 Typical e-commerce warehouse employees in the United States, disproportionately black and Latinx,71 toil long hours (often 10 hours or more per day among full-time workers and more than 40 hours per week) for low pay. In 2020, entry-level wages for Amazon warehouse workers were $15 per hour, or about $31,000 annually for workers employed full-time all year.72 Many of these non-supervisory blue-collar warehouse workers, known as “warehouse associates,” are precariously employed, either as temporary or seasonal workers.73 Amazon associates’ work is grueling. They quickly pick, pack, and load and unload goods in large warehouses, sometimes the size of 17 football fields. Full-time pickers, who store and retrieve items, sometimes walk for miles, while packers must stand on their feet for long hours and engage in highly repetitive motions that leave their muscles sore and injured. Workers’ motions are closely monitored through electronic scanning devices. Managers and supervisors pressure them to “make rate,” in order to locate, pack, and move items quickly, while minimizing their errors and “time off task.” Pressure to work fast and “make rate” increases the risk of workplace injury in an industry already known to be injury-prone. An investigation of Amazon’s injury records from 23 of its 110 fulfillment centers in the United States showed their rate of serious injuries (9.6 per 100 full-time workers) was about double the national industry average.74 Research on Amazon’s warehouse workers in other nations suggests that they share similar concerns regarding their low pay, employment security, pressure to work too fast, and lack of regard for workplace safety.75 Workers’ concerns about the corporation’s failure to protect their health and safety intensified during the COVID-19 outbreak, especially as the corporation failed to report potential cases, close facilities, and provide paid time out to its workers in a timely fashion.76

Seeking to minimize its labor costs and improve workplace speed and accuracy, Amazon has been on the forefront of warehouse automation, investing heavily in research and development of robots, digital scanners, automated conveyor belts, labeling machines, and other machinery. Reliance on subcontractors, sunk costs in traditional warehouses not suited for robotic equipment and other forms of mechanization, as well as difficulties in automating particular kinds of warehouse tasks could constrain the pace of warehouse automation.77 Nevertheless, in 2019 Amazon boasted that it had placed more than 200,000 robotic drives worldwide.78 Although warehouse automation could reduce some of the physical strains associated with the job, it increases the pressure on workers to work even more quickly, further increasing the risk of injury.79 Over the long run, automation also threatens to displace workers and weaken labor unions.80 Even so, human beings are found at every key point across Amazon’s logistics network, keeping it vulnerable to worker actions. Of course, many of Amazon’s various profit-maximizing techniques and strategies were not invented by this corporation, but simply more effectively implemented and combined. In the context of neoliberal global capitalism and the rise of finance capitalism, Amazon combines and intensifies various borrowed techniques of labor exploitation and market expansion with “one-click” consumerism and “surveillance capitalism”81 in a distinct way that has contributed to its rapid rise in power, and made the company a trend-setter for other corporations around the world. As the contributors to this edited volume make clear, Amazon’s “free shipping” and other practices are not free; they create enormous costs for workers, communities, and the environment.

OVERVIEW OF THIS BOOK

This volume provides a rich and interdisciplinary collection of critical essays by scholars, workers, journalists, and labor and community organizers that interrogate the global significance of Amazon’s rise and the growing popular resistance to it across the United States, Europe, and India. Other books on Amazon—such as Brandt’s One Click,82 Jameson’s Amazon’s Dirty Little Secret, and Marcus’s Amazonia,83 Spector’s Get Big Fast,84—have either focused uncritically on Jeff Bezos’s and his company’s financial success, or critiqued it from a narrow business, managerial, and marketing perspective. In contrast, this volume seeks to assess the true costs of free shipping and Amazon’s business model on labor and communities. In the spirit of Stone’s The Everything Store: Jeff Bezos and the Age of Amazon,85 this book offers thoroughly researched, critical examinations of Amazon’s strategic expansion and everyday operations but goes beyond a mere critique of Amazon’s business model. It explores the broader economic, political and ecological significance of the rise of, and growing popular resistance to, Amazon capitalism, and does so with a global perspective.

Part I (Amazon’s Rise in Global Power) examines the factors that have contributed to the rapid rise of Amazon and explores how it has reshaped the global economy, especially in terms of retail, logistics, and the internet, with particular attention to the United States, Europe, and South Asia. Part II (Exploitation and Resistance Across Amazon’s Global Empire) examines what Amazon means for the future of work. It reveals how the Amazonification of the global economy exploits workers in the United States and Europe, adapting to different labor relations systems and laws, and documents its particular impacts on women workers, immigrants, and people of color. It also shows how Amazon’s labor relations and practices vary across nations and regions around the world, as well as how Amazon employees—especially warehouse workers—are organizing to improve their working conditions. Part III (Communities Confronting the E-Commerce Giant) examines how the rise of Amazon has worsened traffic congestion, increased air pollution, has cost state and local government millions of dollars worth of public subsidies as well as significant losses in public tax revenues. It provides case studies of how social justice and environmental activists in Southern California, Long Island, and Seattle are fighting back to protect the environment, their communities, and local politics from corporate influence. Part IV (Struggling to Win Against Amazon) explores strategies—both actual and possible—for further resisting and transforming Amazon capitalism in the global economy.

Amazon capitalism is representative of many of the destructive forces inherent in capitalism, including: the exploitation and dehumanization of workers; corporate welfare and tax avoidance; extreme wealth inequality; nativism, racism, and sexism; an obsessive mass-consumer culture; surveillance; the erosion of privacy; monopolistic practices; neoliberalism and the public subsidization of corporations; and the assault on the ecological integrity of the earth. While the power and influence of Amazon capitalism grows, so too does popular discontent with it. The rise of Amazon capitalism sows the seeds for new waves of popular rebellion; it provides a strategic new target that could inspire activists to further collaborate across movements, cities, and nations. Transnational links between anti-Amazon activists, in particular, have so far mostly been concentrated within Europe, but they are beginning to grow between the U.S. and Europe,86 as are national links among activists in the United States through Amazonians United and the Athena network.87 As activists around the world are demonstrating, Amazon provides a key site for building alliances among activists not only across space, but also across different types of movements, including movements for economic and social justice, democracy, and environmental justice.
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PART I

Amazon’s Rise in Global Power


1

Amazon: Context, Structure and Vulnerability

Kim Moody

Amazon the corporate chameleon claims to be the world’s largest online retailer. According to CEO and founder Jeff Bezos, it is actually a tech company.1 While it is both of these, New York University business school analyst Scott Galloway notes that “Amazon is building the most robust logistics infrastructure in history.”2 Two business consultants in their analysis of Amazon concluded that as it entered its third decade, “Amazon is already a major global logistics player.”3 The U.S. trucking industry journal Transport Topics more recently asked “Should Amazon.com be considered one of the largest logistics companies in North America? The answer, according to most industry observers,” the journal replied, “is yes.”4

Including its technological capabilities, it is this logistics infrastructure that has propelled Amazon into its leading position in a highly competitive industry. And it is this efficiency and the costs of moving goods at high speeds in the maelstrom of global competition that has brought enormous pressures on the workers in its expanding network of sortation and fulfillment centers, Prime Now hubs, delivery stations, and data centers, as well as those working in the many forms of transportation that connect these and the ultimate customers. This chapter focuses on the expanding configuration of Amazon’s logistics infrastructure, its place in the emerging global network of transportation and forces of competition in a world of shifting economic power, their impact on Amazon’s workforce, and the vulnerability of Amazon to worker resistance.

Contrary to much mythology surrounding Amazon’s success, Jeff Bezos and his crew of techies and quants simply did what robber barons have always done: raise, spend, and sometimes lose other people’s money, dodge taxes, swindle suppliers, and avoid unions. Amazon had the good fortune to be born in the midst of the great dot.com boom of the 1990s when venture capital was cheap and investors were searching for innovative startups. In the heat of the boom, Amazon pulled in $2.1 billion in other people’s money by 2001, far more than the $50 million typically raised by other tech startups in that period, according to Galloway.5 For years, it avoided paying U.S. sales taxes because it had no brick-and-mortar stores and as a low-margin earner it paid only $2.3 billion in U.S. corporate income taxes from 2002 to 2017, comparted to Walmart’s $103 billion.6

Amazon put its borrowings and earnings into the heartbeat of logistics infrastructure, the modern warehouse, on the one hand, and the big data operation that would become Amazon Web Services (AWS), on the other. Amazon’s annual investment in property and equipment rose from $979 million in 2010 to $13.4 billion in 2018—more than Walmart invested in 2018 and, unlike Walmart, almost all of it in logistics facilities.7 And not just any property and equipment: Amazon borrowed innovations from Walmart and others who led the “logistics revolution” and created the modern warehouse with its emphasis on moving goods rather than storing them. In addition, they applied the manufacturing practices of lean production and just-in-time delivery to warehouse configuration and its internal supply chain.8 In the process Amazon became a capital-intensive mover of goods and a participant in the “logistics revolution,” disguised as a retailer.

THE LOGISTICS REVOLUTION, COMPETITION, AND TIME

As global trade took off in the 1980s, the infrastructure needed to move the growing volume of goods expanded and the logistics revolution transformed the way goods were moved.9 According to World Bank figures, the number of twenty-foot equivalent units (TEUs) (measured as shipping containers) entering the world’s ports grew from 224.8 million in 2000 to 752.7 million in 2017, while freight carried by airlines around the world increased from 118.3 million ton-kilometers to 213.6 million over that period. The World Bank figures for rail movement are incomplete, but these rose from 2.3 million ton-kilometers in 2000 to 5.8 million in 2007.10 And this was before the shift of the center of world economic activity eastward and the escalating density of rail traffic in Asia and China’s 10,000-mile-long Silk Road freight railway from China to Europe, all part of China’s “One Belt, One Road” development initiative.11

In the U.S., the dollar value of all freight doubled from 1998 to 2017, while the newest form of rapid movement, intermodal truck/rail freight rose by 6½ times, from a value of $70 billion in 2002 to $460 billion in 2017.12 The number of warehouses grew by nearly 2¾ times, from 1998 to mid-2019 to over 18,000, while their size increased dramatically and the warehouse workforce nearly doubled to just over a million production and nonsupervisory workers.13 As logistics guru Yossi Sheffi put it, “Physical infrastructure dominates logistics investment.”14 This infrastructure has become, as LeCavalier put it, “the connective tissues and the circulatory systems of modernity.”15 Or at least, of modern capitalism.

While there are countless Third Party Logistics (3PL) firms globally and in the U.S. that help move things around this circulatory system, there are a few that dominate the industry in the U.S. and to some extent internationally, such as UPS, FedEx, XPO, DHL, Ryder, J.B. Hunt, and Schneider. UPS operates 1,000 package handling facilities, while FedEx has 1,200.16 FedEx and UPS also command large fleets of aircraft and huge airport facilities. Most of these were formerly trucking or package delivery firms that transformed themselves into massive full-service logistics operations in the early twenty-first century. All of these appear in both Transport Topics’ “Top 100 For-Hire-Carriers” ranking of trucking firms and its “Top 50 Logistics” companies for the U.S.17

Sheffi also reminds us that “an information supply chain parallels each physical supply chain.”18 In addition to the expansion of transportation infrastructure, new technology in the form of bar codes, Radio Frequency Identification (RFID), Electronic Data Interchange (EDI), GPS, “data Warehouses,” “big data,” and the “cloud” enabled new levels of prediction, tracking, coordination, movement, and work intensification.19 Information technology links all aspects of logistics from the movement of goods over roads, rail, air, and sea, to the various distribution and fulfillment facilities and their internal functioning. Huge data warehouses or centers are a key part of this physical supply chain infrastructure and central to the effort to speed up and smooth out the movement of goods and money. By 2019, there were about 2,500 data centers in the U.S.—a part of logistical infrastructure that barely existed twenty years earlier.20

In retail, it was first and foremost Walmart that pulled together all these strands in contemporary logistics, including the massing of data about the behavior of consumers and the movement of goods from producer to distribution center to big box store. It was Walmart that pioneered the cross-dock warehouse in which goods move in one door and out another without being racked or stored.21 Yet, a difference in the centrality of logistics between Walmart and Amazon can be seen in the fact that as of 2019 Walmart had only 114 distribution centers in the U.S., while Amazon had some 477.22 Thus, it would be Amazon that applied the lessons of logistics infrastructure and technology to the movement of other people’s goods to its own customers, without the costly stores.

The growth of global logistics has intensified both competition and the speed at which things are produced and moved to market. Beginning with the introduction of lean production and just-in-time (JIT) inventory into the West from Japan in the 1980s, the speed at which goods moved through production and along supply chains accelerated. By the twenty-first century, time itself became a leading factor in competition as “lead-time”—that is, the time from production to the market—was shortened as much as possible in order to gain advantage over rivals. Hence “Time-Based Competition” increased demands on the methods, technology, infrastructure, and workforce of logistics.23

By building its logistics and digital capacity and infrastructure, Amazon would become the master of what Marx called, “the annihilation of space by time.”24 By the time Amazon had moved beyond just books and its first few warehouses to see its sales soar from $6.9 billion in 2004 to $232.9 billion in 2018,25 much of the groundwork for a new type of retail, tech, and logistics operation had been laid. In the process, while until recently bypassing brick-and-mortar stores, Amazon has become a deeply embedded capital-intensive company whose gross global property and equipment almost reached the $100 billion ($95.8 billion) mark by 2018.26

AMAZON’S STRUCTURE, THE MOVEMENT OF GOODS, AND THE PRESSURES ON THE WORKFORCE

First, it is important to establish just where Amazon and its workforce fit into the capitalist system today. Is Amazon really just a retailer or a tech outfit? The argument here, as suggested in the beginning of this chapter, is that given the nature of Amazon’s physical infrastructure and the movement of goods from manufacturers to its own internal system of movement as well as directly to consumers, it is primarily a logistics, that is, a strategically oriented transportation operation and, hence, part of the total production process. From a Marxist perspective, the movement of materials from raw materials through the manufacturing process and on to the market are all part of production. As Marx wrote in the Grundrisse, “Economically considered, the spatial condition, the bringing the product to the market belongs to the production process.”27 Very few products are made in one location or plant, hence the capital employed in the spatial movement of materials is part of production. In Volume II of Capital, Marx stated, “The productive capital invested in this industry [transportation] thus adds value to the products transported, partly through the value added by the work of transport.” 28 Thus, the vast majority of workers laboring in Amazon’s global internal logistics systems and its $100 billion material facilities are producers of value; that is, they (not its consumers) are the source of the incredible wealth of this capitalist giant and its multi-billionaire boss Jeff Bezos. And it is, of course, the interaction of Amazon’s infrastructure, the speed at which goods move through it, and the rate at which these workers produce this value (their rate of exploitation) that are at the heart of this company’s efforts to constantly increase the intensity of work and lower the cost of this labor.

Much has been written about the evolution of Amazon, its customer focus, and the brilliance and persistence of Jeff Bezos. Here our concern is with its current structure, operations, and their impact on the 647,500 full-time and part-time workers employed globally by Amazon by the end of 2018.29 For this reason, we will look at Amazon’s global structure, investments, expenses, and employment. Virtually all of Amazon’s international and even most of its U.S. facilities have been built within the last few years. With some notable exceptions such as its Whole Foods stores acquired in 2017 and its new brick-and-mortar stores, Amazon’s properties are all part of its logistics system. Amazon’s expanding global empire, in short, is brand new, despite its founding as an online book distributor in 1994. As the table below shows, while almost half of all of its 1093 facilities are still located in the U.S., more than half are now scattered across Asia (where India accounts for 331 facilities), Europe, and the Middle East, along with Canada and Australia. Furthermore, recently about a third of its revenues comes from outside the U.S.30

Table 1.1   Amazon’s global facilities as of June 2019*



	Global

	1093




	United States

	477




	Asia

	358




	Europe

	230




	Middle East

	5




	Latin America

	4




	Canada

	14




	Australia

	5





*Brick-and-mortar stores not included.

Source: MWPVL International, Amazon Global Fulfillment Center Network, January 2020, www.mwpvl.com/html/amazon_com.html.

Looking more closely at Amazon’s U.S. operations, we see that as of mid-2019 it had 10 inbound sortation centers, 166 fulfillment and return centers, 47 outbound sortation centers, 53 Prime Now hubs, 12 Whole Foods distribution centers, 21 Pantry Fresh Food fulfillment centers, 162 delivery stations, and 6 airport hubs.31 By mid-2019, Amazon employed a highly diverse and racialized workforce of 350,000 in their U.S. facilities, not including the 100,000 or so temporary workers taken on at the peak holiday season.32 The sortation centers are a new development in which goods are moved from fulfillment centers to the outbound sortation centers where they are organized by zip code and sent to the U.S. Postal Service (USPS) to be forwarded to customers. The Whole Foods distribution centers and Fresh Food fulfillment centers are also new since Amazon’s 2017 acquisition of Whole Foods was its first major entry into brick-and-mortar stores.33

Missing from the MWPVL tally are Amazon’s data centers (or data warehouses) about which the company is highly secretive. They are nevertheless the operational centers of Amazon Web Services, which both provides “cloud” services for other business customers and the artificial intelligence that drives its Alexa “voice assistant”, as well as for its own massive “number-crunching capacity and standardized, automated computing infrastructure.”34 While Amazon does not provide detailed information on their number or location, Datacenters.com puts those in the US at 36, with 29 concentrated in northern Virginia, three in Ohio, three in eastern Oregon, and just one in Amazon’s hometown of Seattle. According to this count, these data centers employ some 10,000 people in the 36 U.S. facilities and three in Ireland.35 As an article about Amazon’s data centers in The Atlantic points out, northern Virginia is the birthplace and “heart of the internet,” but also of “spook country”— that is, the epicenter of the national security state’s data and surveillance operations. Amazon’s lines to the national security state are also direct. The CIA is reported to have a $600 million contract with AWS.36 Finally, along with the miles of fiber-optic cable, these data centers are just as material as its fulfillment centers and are run and maintained by workers.

It is also humans in trucks, vans, and now airplanes that connect Amazon’s facilities along its supply chains to the final consumer. In logistics industry jargon, this involves the “first mile” (from manufacturer or third-party merchant to an Amazon facility), the middle (between Amazon facilities), and the “last mile” (delivery to customers). As Amazon stated in its 2018 U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) Form 10-K report, “We rely on a limited number of shipping companies to deliver inventory to us and completed orders to our customers.”37 For the “first mile,” these are a small number of well-known trucking firms, while UPS, FedEx, and the U.S. Post Office cover the “last mile.” More recently, however, Amazon has begun to build last-mile capacity to eventually replace or minimize dependence on UPS and FedEx. Amazon Logistics now owns 20,000 Mercedes-Benz vans which are leased to contractors (“partners”) who are tied to Amazon via its Amazon Flex, Uber-style app. This allows Amazon to maintain a high degree of control over these drivers, while avoiding the costs and responsibilities of calling them employees.38

In addition, as Berg and Knights note, “Amazon and its rivals … are increasingly going after the middle and first mile of the fulfillment supply chain.” For example, Amazon has established “Fulfillment By Amazon” to move goods the “first mile” from third-party merchants to Amazon facilities. Fulfillment By Amazon (FBA) controls its transportation contractors by requiring them “to meet their strict shipping and delivery timelines.” Amazon also deploys a fleet of 32 Boeing 767s from its own U.S. airfields to move goods to and from its logistics system.39

The picture is more or less completed by its internal, middle, movement of goods between cross-dock and other sortation centers, fulfillment centers, and Prime Now hubs, on to delivery stations, and its new self-service lockers. To accomplish this, over the years in the U.S., Amazon has purchased thousands of truck-trailers, though only about 300 “power units” or tractor cabs that pull the trailers. Once again, Amazon relies on contract drivers to haul these trailers; the company uses an Amazon app to direct and supervise the drivers, so that, while some may work for small trucking firms, most are Amazon employees in all but name—or cost.40 Given the importance of these drivers to the Amazon supply chain, it is worth noting that their situation is similar to the Los Angeles port truckers who have been organizing through the Teamsters and fighting, with some successes, to be recognized as employees rather contractors.41 This is a possible example for Amazon’s many truck and van drivers who move around within the company’s logistics system and can potentially play an important role in organizing Amazon’s as yet almost totally non-union workforce.

Amazon’s relentless efforts to tighten, speed up and cheapen its “just-in-time” transportation systems, of course, mean more pressure on the workers in its facilities to pick, prepare, pack, and/or sort the incoming and outgoing traffic at each facility in “real time.” Whether this pace is driven by algorithms, handheld computers and radio frequency identification (RFID) tags, Kiva robots, conveyor belts, or close supervision in Amazon’s facilities, it is the entire system of goods movement and external competition that ultimately pushes work intensification. One result is a culture of injury. Warehousing in general has a higher rate of injuries and illness at 5.1 incidents per 100 full-time employees (FTEs), while trucking also has a high rate at 4.2, compared to construction at 3.1, and manufacturing at 3.5.42 While we don’t have comparable figures for all Amazon facilities, the Center for Investigative Reporting’s Reveal website shows injury rates well above the national average for warehousing, ranging from 6.07 to 25.87 per 100 employees for Amazon warehouses across the U.S.43 Furthermore, exposés by The Guardian and Mother Jones reveal both high levels of accidents and a culture of cover-up and unreported injuries that leads to personal tragedies for those affected and fear for those lucky enough to avoid injury.44

THE GIANT IS VULNERABLE

The irony in this seemingly bleak situation is that the tighter the supply chain, and the faster goods move into, through, and out of Amazon’s capital-intensive facilities, the more vulnerable is its logistics system to disruption. This is true of the logistics industry as a whole. Indeed, since the turn of the twenty-first century, a whole new discipline of supply-chain risk management (SCRM) has supplemented the older field of supply-chain management (SCM) to deal with the mostly unpredictable disruptions at any one of many points in the supply chain.45 As one SCRM expert puts it, “JIT removes slack from operations and makes them vulnerable to the slightest hiccup. If there is even a small delay, breakdown, accident, surge in demand, new product or any other change, there is no cushion and the whole supply chain comes to a halt.”46 As an industry practitioner put it more modestly, “Because supply chain risks arise from the interaction between organizations, they are likely to affect several organizations through rippling effects.”47

Amazon executives and managers are, of course, aware of the vulnerability of the company’s logistics system. In its SEC 10-K report, Amazon management speaks of its “high inventory,” but also mentions that “our ability to receive inbound inventory efficiently and ship completed orders to customers also may be negatively affected by inclement weather, fire, flood, power loss, earthquakes, labor disputes, acts of war or terrorism, acts of God, and similar factors.”48 Labor disputes are fairly low on its list, though just above terrorism and divine intervention, largely because so far collective workers’ direct actions are relatively new to Amazon. Bearing in mind the newness of most Amazon facilities, the lack of collective action should not surprise us. As the workforce becomes aware of its shared situation, its interlocking sources of power and leverage, and the first successful acts of worker resistance become widely known, this is certain to change.

It is worth noting as well that even Amazon’s high-powered data centers are not safe from disruption, which can have more than a mere ripple effect whatever the cause. In 2011, Sheffi tells us, “a minor outage in Amazon’s East Coast data center cascaded when systems designed to ensure Amazon’s reliability actually clogged the network with what Amazon described as a ‘re-mirroring storm.’”49 Indeed, such disruptions are relatively common. A 2018 survey of nearly 900 data center personnel across many industries found that 31 percent had experienced outages in the last year and that over the previous five years almost half of those surveyed reported outages or IT failures. Thus, in addition to IT and software employees, maintenance workers of various types are crucial to the operation of data centers.50

The second source of vulnerability is the fact that despite its increasing dominance in online retail and computer services, Amazon faces competitors in most of the countries in which it has planted its flag. Google, Walmart, Target, and others remain competitors in the U.S., while it faces giants such as Carrefour in Europe, and the new and even more threatening giants Alibaba and JD.com in China.51 That Amazon appears to be winning in the West is almost entirely due to its superior logistics infrastructure. But in order to justify its huge fixed investments, Amazon must stay ahead of the crowd. That, of course, is the nature of capitalist competition: to stay ahead, a firm must invest to increase productivity and control prices to expand its market.52 And that is another reason why almost any significant disruption of Amazon’s time-bound logistics system can cost it market share, as well as immediate monetary losses.

There is an even more fundamental reason why Amazon workers possess a high level of potential power: the company’s deeply embedded capital-intensive facilities. The fixed nature and recent construction of its global logistics system means that despite its international presence, its facilities in any one place are not about to move “overseas.” They are costly sunk investments that serve a specific, resident, mostly affluent consumer base. Its annual investments in these embedded facilities have continued to grow faster than Walmart’s and are spent almost entirely on its logistics framework. In 2018, for example, Amazon spent $13.4 billion on fixed property and equipment, while Walmart spent only $5.2 billion on these, in spite of the fact that its global sales are over twice those of Amazon.53

As political economist Anwar Shaikh argues, “Capital-intensive industries will also tend to have high levels of fixed costs which will make them more susceptible to the effects of slowdowns and strikes.”54 Amazon’s Form 10-K, for example, tells us that in 2018 its global leasing and other regular annual obligations ran to $131 billion, which is a huge portion of its total expenses, much of it for leasing land and warehouse facilities.55 These are financial obligations that must be met during a strike or job action. This increases what economist Howard Botwinick has called the employer’s “cost of obstruction”—that is, the cost to employers who attempt to block or defeat workers’ actions. Clearly, high fixed costs raise this “cost of obstruction” significantly for Amazon, strengthening the hand of workers who dare to take full-scale action.56

Finally, Amazon is not an island unto itself. Its workers are part of the broader logistics workforce in the U.S. and internationally. Like other warehouses and centers of transportation, Amazon facilities in the U.S. are often located within the nation’s 60 or so giant “logistics clusters” of warehouses and transportation networks in which thousands and tens of thousands of workers facing similar conditions are geographically concentrated. Altogether about 4 million workers are employed in this sector.57 As Amazon workers begin to act and organize, they will be part of a broader movement in which solidarity can and must extend across company lines. At the same time, the ruthless exploitation and oppression of its workforce are producing the sparks that can ignite worker resistance throughout its system that, ironically, just might make Amazon’s own slogan “Work Hard, Make History” a reality with which Jeff Bezos had not reckoned.
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Power Accrues to the Powerful: Amazon’s Market Share, Customer Surveillance, and Internet Dominance

Dana M. Williams

Amazon’s corporate logo depicts a smile. Like other corporate brands, it is both wishful thinking and record-sanitizing. Google’s famous slogan “Don’t be evil” sought similar revisionism. In fact, tech giants like Amazon are not benevolent, smiling parts of our lives, but are central players in a state-corporate nexus. Such companies want to sell to us (and to profit from re-selling elements from our personal lives) and to enable governments to influence our lives. This state-corporate nexus is not new, but the modern era has seen its power taken to its logical, ominous conclusion. This chapter explores this by emphasizing an often-neglected side of Amazon: its incredible corporate power, web dominance, and surveillance of customers.

Amazon has accomplished much during its relatively short existence. Unfortunately, some of Amazon’s influence has been detrimental to workers, consumers, communities, and the environment. For example, by creating a “click consumerism” culture, Amazon has further facilitated the addictive lure of shopping, especially online. Thus, just as giant “big box” retail stores became the one-stop-shopping location that supplanted hardware, grocery, clothing, and electronics stores, Amazon.com makes it possible to do it all online. Amazon also has pioneered the mass collection of consumer data. While such data collection may seem innocent, it allows individuals to be unconsciously manipulated, exploited, and even preyed upon by the powerful actors who control the data. Every search and purchase by millions of users and customers is recorded by Amazon. The company uses this data to determine how to better market additional items. As an Amazon executive has stated, “In general, we collect as much information as possible.”1 An additional use of this user data is as a commodity itself to be sold to Amazon’s business clients. Amazon’s “Friends and Favorites” community requires validated profiles—replete with ample personal information, preferences, and behaviors—in order to be sold to other businesses for data-mining purposes.2 Amazon’s live-streaming platform Twitch is wholly about surveillance, which has been monetized in a political-economy of culture.3 All of this user-provided data is a valuable commodity. Shoshana Zuboff calls this “surveillance capitalism,” where consumers provide the raw materials: their own data, experiences, and preferences for the profit of tech corporations.4 Such “big data” could also be employed by governmental actors seeking to control democratic participation or protest. However, few customers likely read the fine print of Amazon user agreements and therefore remain ignorant of how their curiosities, preferences, and profiles are being used. Customers often presume corporate neutrality and simply don’t understand the power corporations like Amazon receive from user data.

This chapter explores how Amazon enriches itself through incredible corporate power, how Amazon has developed an impressive online data apparatus and made it available to corporate America and the government, and how Amazon has proliferated tools of mass self-surveillance among millions of customers. First, Amazon’s primary objective—making lots of profit—is pursued through strategies like monopolistic practices and increasing its market share, through political lobbying, tax avoidance, and vertical integration. Second, through Amazon’s pursuit of massive data collection, it created an impressive web-service infrastructure called Amazon Web Services (AWS), which is used by large portions of corporate America and state agencies (e.g., the CIA and ICE). This empowers such hierarchical organizations to wield incredible control over people. Finally, Amazon sells consumer tools that presumably offer conveniences, but in fact involve considerable compromises in security. These products expose people to privacy violations and other risks that the average customer does not understand.5

LIMITLESS CORPORATE POWER?

Corporations in modern America possess what legal scholars call “corporate personhood.”6 This means they are “legal fictions” that court decisions have defined as the equivalent of flesh-and-blood humans. This is greatly concerning, since corporations do not feel pain, require air, or die—they can outlast all of us and have more financial resources than nearly any other group, such as unions or consumer advocacy organizations, that challenge their power. Amazon embodies corporate personhood more than nearly any corporation in world history. Even its name is prophetic. The Amazon is the world’s largest river—it dominates the ecosystem of an entire continent. In Western parlance, “Amazons” are the larger-than-life figures that physically dominate other “average” humans—in a clear reference to this, Amazon refers to its employees as “Amazonians.” The association of the Amazon corporation with its historical namesakes are not accidental.

Amazon grew to prominence initially as a books-only webstore in 1994 and is widely credited with undercutting real-world bookstore sales. Since the 1990s, B. Dalton’s, Borders, Media Play, and Waldenbooks have all gone bankrupt or out of business. Such bookstores were physical—albeit still market-based—sites of free inquiry and dialogue, where readers could meet with others and discuss literature, ideas, and books. Over two decades later, and with no subtle irony, Amazon has set out to create their own physical bookstores (called Amazon Books) now that some of its biggest competitors—like Borders, which operated thousands of stores—no longer exist. Capitalist investors understand and applaud Amazon’s monopolistic practices. According to Mitchell, Amazon aims to become the marketplace, not simply dominate it.7 In other words, its goal is not simply vertical integration, wherein all aspects of production, distribution, and sale are influenced, if not controlled, by a single economic actor. While Amazon is pursuing vertical integration, it also seeks control over the very fabric of commerce, to become the one-stop-shop for all online trade. Additionally, Amazon has branched into video content creation and streaming with Amazon Studio and Prime Video, and even healthcare products and delivery with PillPack and Basic Care. Amazon owns its own book publishing operation, Amazon Publishing, and delivers e-books through its Kindle e-reader device. Finally, Amazon Pay functions as an online payment and processing subsidiary. European Union antitrust authorities have begun investigating Amazon and the U.S. Federal Trade Commission may be beginning to watch Amazon more closely, but the U.S.’s weak antitrust laws have largely facilitated Amazon’s expansion into more numerous markets and economic niches.8 Ironically, the lack of antitrust control on Amazon has fueled the company’s celestial profits, which CEO Bezos has used to invest in his Blue Origin rocket company to position himself as an early settler and colonizer in space.9

Power derives from political sources, too. Consequently, Amazon has nurtured sympathetic allies within the top echelons of American government. The non-partisan Center for Responsive Politics notes that Amazon employed at least 17 major lobbying firms in 2018—spending over $14 million—to influence policies that benefit Amazon.10 Amazon’s founder and CEO Jeff Bezos purchased the major newspaper The Washington Post— which thoroughly covers national news in the American capitol—due to its institutional importance.11 Like many major corporations, Amazon has established a revolving door in politics, notably hiring Barack Obama’s former press secretary Jay Carney in 2015.12 Of the 115 Amazon lobbyists in 2018, 75 percent previously held government jobs.13 Amazon was also a corporate member of the influential conservative policy group, the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) until social justice advocates, like Color of Change, and unionists pressured Amazon. ALEC is the notorious organization that spawns sample legislation adopted across U.S. states advocating deregulation, voter ID laws, “stand your ground” gun laws, and curtailing union rights.14

The Amazon political action committee (PAC) gave $1.2 million in the 2018 election cycle to federal candidates.15 The company, like much of the Fortune 500, knows how to ride the fence and spread its money around: the top donations went to the Democratic and Republican Congressional committees ($30k each), followed by the two parties’ senatorial committees at $15k a piece.16 From 1998 to the 2020 cycle, Amazon PAC had given $17.7 million.17 While critics argue that these contributions are negligible in size, the money actually goes quite far in electoral campaigns. And, if such donations did not garner favorable results, corporations simply wouldn’t make them. It’s also worth noting that Amazon’s investment in Congress doesn’t stop with campaign donations—the relationship goes the other direction, too. Eighteen Congressional representatives themselves own Amazon shares and thus have a personal stake in Amazon’s financial success.18

Like other large corporations, Amazon aims to avoid paying taxes. While it doubled its profits in one year to $11.16 billion in 2018, it paid zero dollars in federal taxes and even received a $129 million tax rebate from the government, partly due to tax credits and deductions, loopholes that exempted almost half of Amazon’s profits from taxation, as well as a lowering of the corporate tax rate, stemming from the 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act.19 While it did pay local and state taxes, Amazon denied the federal government considerable resources that would likely have been paid by smaller brick-and-mortar stores. From 2008 to 2015, Amazon’s effective federal income tax rate was 10.8 percent.20 In comparison, the average American’s was 13.5 percent,21 illustrating that if Amazon is a “corporate person,” it pays a far smaller portion than its poorer flesh-and-blood brethren. Individually, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos’s personal wealth has mushroomed—during the first half of 2018, he accumulated $40 billion, an amount more than the entire yearly pay of Amazon’s estimated 566,000 employee workforce.22

AMAZON WEB SERVICES: HANDMAIDEN TO POWER

Much of Amazon’s profits derive from sources beyond its e-commerce operations, through its other business ventures. It has purchased other technology companies and products, such as Ring and Twitch, which it has adapted to its central business model. But, its most profitable—and power-building—product is Amazon Web Services (AWS). Managing the world’s largest online retail store required incredible computing power and storage capacity. Amazon extended this expertise to become a third-party provider of web-hosting services to other clients, primarily corporate and government. Major corporate clients, which constitute a very small sampling of all AWS clients, include 3M, Airbnb, Bristol-Myers Squibb, British Petroleum, C-SPAN, Canon, Capital One, Carlyle Group, Comcast, Condé Nast, Dow Jones, Gannett, General Electric, Johnson & Johnson, Kaplan, Kellogg’s, Lexis-Nexis, Lockheed Martin, Lyft, McDonald’s, Monsanto, Netflix, Novartis, Pacific Gas & Electric, Realtor.com, Royal Dutch Shell, Scholastic, Siemens, SoundCloud, Suncorp Bank, Ticketmaster, T-Mobile, and Yelp. AWS also provides financial and banking cloud services for companies and organizations like Aon, Bloomberg, Capital One, FICO, Liberty Mutual, Moody, and PricewaterhouseCoopers. Given this extensive list of clients from corporate America, it is unsurprising that AWS controls nearly half, 47.8 percent as of 2019, of the public-cloud infrastructure, worth over $32 billion.23 AWS’s cloud dominance comes from cost efficiency and “incessant rollout of new and evolving services”.24

To illustrate some of the consequences resulting from AWS’s massive cloud infrastructure—and primarily how its ability to accumulate “big data” aids in surveillance and corporate domination—consider the AWS contract with the National Football League. The NFL is a multi-billion dollar “not-for-profit” corporation that enjoys incredible popularity in the United States. The NFL uses AWS to gather terabytes of data each week, including via RFID chips placed in footballs. The partnership normalizes sports fans’ interaction with big data, which has a sinister effect upon privacy. Big data involves an incredible asymmetry of power; it benefits those who control and analyze it. However, it also creates an arms race of sorts, as those who actively use it gain an advantage, while those who don’t get “left behind by those who do.”25

In addition to corporate clients, AWS also provides essential infrastructure for various governmental agencies, too. These resources allow state actors to extend their surveillance powers and social control capacity even wider across the world’s population. For example, in 2013 Amazon received a $600 million cloud contract with the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). While this contract’s purpose is not completely understood, it takes little imagination to speculate on the resources AWS is providing the world’s largest spying and foreign subversion organization. The CIA has a long, scandalous history of international meddling, disruption, coups, and assassination.26

Another major governmental contract that AWS has bid for is the Joint Enterprise Defense Infrastructure (JEDI) for the U.S. military. Potentially a $10 billion contract, AWS and Microsoft were the two finalist bidders.27 The tech industry and the U.S.’s military-industrial complex have always been close bedfellows, especially in the recent decades of the U.S.’s “forever wars.”28 Unsurprisingly, Amazon PAC’s favourite target of donations are the members of the U.S. House of Representative’s Armed Service Committee, who received over a quarter-million dollars.29 In October 2019, the Pentagon announced Microsoft had won the contract, a decision that Amazon immediately responded to by filing a lawsuit, protesting that this decision was the outcome of U.S. President Donald Trump’s personal animosity against Amazon CEO Bezos, owner of the Washington Post, which has been critical of Trump’s presidency.30

Amazon has explicitly claimed that it supports immigrants. The U.S. government is in the middle of its most recent immigration crackdown, with deportations and detentions of undocumented immigrants on the rise since 2002 (peaking in 2013).31 Amazon is not serving as an ally to immigrants, nor is it playing a neutral role. Instead, Immigration Control and Enforcement (ICE) is an AWS client. Amazon provides essential resources in ICE’s detention and deportation regime. The AWS cloud hosts digital immigration case files (including all sorts of relevant familial and residential data) as well as biometric data on 230 million humans. This biometric data includes fingerprints and some face photos. Due to Amazon’s active assistance to ICE, immigrant rights activists, such as Never Again Action, have targeted Amazon. Among other actions, activists and Amazon workers protested on “Amazon Prime Day” (July 15, 2019) in multiple U.S. cities, including San Francisco, Seattle, New York City, and Shakopee, Minnesota, demanding Amazon stop doing business with ICE.32

As the examples from the CIA, the military, and ICE illustrate, AWS facilitates a state-corporate surveillance nexus.33 This nexus has incorporated technologies previously unavailable to government, via powerful and reliable computer networks. For disadvantaged groups, this surveillance capitalism not only makes their lives increasingly insecure, but poses a direct threat to their safety and freedom.

THE TOOLS OF CONTROL

Amazon’s 2018 annual report does not state any concerns over customer or user “privacy.” In fact, the only part of the report to address privacy pertains to how Amazon’s endangering of individual users’ privacy poses a risk to the company through increased governmental regulation and potential lawsuits and criminal penalties.34 In other words, violations of privacy threaten Amazon’s bottom-line first. This indifference to customer privacy is telling. Amazon’s many, widely used products (e.g., Echo, Rekognition, and Ring) place the corporation at the center of intense debates about individuals’ privacy. Amazon stands accused of both violating the privacy of its users and customers (including minors), of facilitating such violations, and expressing only mild concern over such violations.35

For example, Amazon sells a popular line of speakers called Echo. The many Echo models have a special feature: a voice-activated personal assistant. This assistant is personified as “Alexa” and answers any questions and requests that are made of it. If someone audibly utters the Echo’s “wake word”—by default “Alexa”—then it will respond to commands verbalized afterward. In order to do this, Echo is “always-on,” awaiting any activation request. Echo also records audio after the wake word is uttered and gathers information on the user’s location, sending this information to Amazon for review. According to Amazon, “Alexa should remember context and past interactions,”36 to help its artificial intelligence (AI) to self-improve. Additionally, Amazon employees manually review these recordings for the purpose of improving Alexa, too.

The Echo introduces a variety of privacy concerns that neither Amazon nor society at large has been able to successfully answer. Users do not choose whether Amazon records their instructions to Alexa—as this recording is automated, there may be people present in a room with an Echo device that are unaware they are being recorded by Echo. Consequently, Amazon controls an incredible cache of audio, constituting a potentially huge database of customer desires ripe for economic exploitation by the highest bidder. Problematically, users have discovered a surprising number of false-positive activations from non-wake words. In other words, Alexa may activate itself without actually being summoned by a user and then proceeded to record conversations and other speech that was never intended to be recorded. In the summer of 2019, it was revealed that Apple’s AI “Siri” had recorded people having sex and engaging in drug deals, all without the individuals’ knowledge; similar things have occurred with Echo. Echo’s AI can identify a user’s mood or emotions from their voice, and thus respond in kind. Since the Alexa assistant helps users to connect to other smart devices (which involve additional purchases), interactions with these devices are also recorded. Typically, a purchase request made to Alexa results in the assistant purchasing a product from Amazon.com, thus seamlessly integrating Amazon into consumption patterns. Thus, Echo facilitates a corporate marketer’s dream—having direct access to the unconscious and often only vaguely articulated desires of customers. This requires massive surveillance. When individuals share aspects of their personal lives—characteristics, preferences, interests, and aspirations—such data is easily commodified and sold to marketers and other corporations seeking to sell individuals additional products and services. This is what communication scholar Emily West refers to as “surveillance as a service,” and the Electronic Privacy Information Center argued before the Federal Trade Commission that Echo constituted “unlawful surveillance under federal wiretap law.”37

Amazon has developed a facial recognition platform called Rekognition. Unsurprisingly, some of the most interested and enthusiastic customers are governments. The potency of technology able to compare video-recorded individuals to information stored in state-based databases opens up a panorama of potential abuses. In addition to being able to recognize and identify individual’s faces, Rekognition can also identify clothing and discern gender. The platform can track many people (perhaps hundreds consecutively) through crowds, identify what individuals are doing, discern their emotional state (e.g., happy, sad, or fearful), identify non-human objects, and read words (e.g., on signs, license plates). Most concerning of all, is that Rekognition also can be used to flag “unsafe” or “inappropriate” things. Amazon has marketed Rekognition to local U.S. police forces; since AWS already hosts the body-camera and surveillance camera footage from many police departments, Rekognition can be an “add-on” feature for a mere $6–12 a month extra. Such robust and integrated facial recognition platforms are obviously able to assist authoritarian states, but “democratic” states are equally able to exploit Rekognition for their own unchallengeable advantage. Many obvious concerns have been articulated by civil liberties and privacy organizations like the American Civil Liberties Union and the Electronic Frontier Foundation. These advocates fear that Rekognition raises the risks for already over-policed populations (especially the poor and people of color), can invasively track and manipulate immigrants, and be used to identify and arrest protesters and activists.

Amazon deflects such criticisms by instead pointing to Rekognition’s allegedly “positive” uses, such as finding lost children. The selective highlighting of an invasive technology’s “social good” is an old, established strategy, just as states seek to negatively frame privacy-protecting technologies that limit state power. For example, public-key encryption protocols have been regularly critiqued by governments for fears that it could empower pedophiles, drug-dealers, or terrorists. Instead, governments advocate flawed encryption platforms for which they hold “backdoor keys,” that they proclaim will only be used when absolutely necessary (e.g., with a court-signed warrant). The problem with these arguments is that backdoored encryption is known to be flawed and will be avoided by those seeking to avoid state surveillance. Robust, well-functioning encryption empowers people against state power. But, Rekognition and other facial recognition tools give a clear political advantage to states, and suppress free expression and existence in public.

Ring is a technology that integrates a doorbell with a microphone and video camera, allowing homeowners to view their front doors and be alerted—even from afar—when someone rings the doorbell. It can be activated upon ringing and detect motion; upon activation, the camera footage is recorded to Amazon’s cloud, as well as sent to individuals’ smartphones. Problematically, Ring can stoke or enhance homeowners’ paranoia about safety and security, thus provoking the purchase of more Amazon cameras. Many people pass by or approach front doors on a daily basis—to deliver mail or packages, visit residents, drop off fliers, or ask for directions. Additionally, people soliciting donations or selling products come to front doors, often (but not always) ringing doorbells. Most homeowners are unaware of how often this occurs and Ring can generate suspicions that all the above individuals could be potential criminals seeking to break in, assault, or rob those in the house. Owners can use Ring’s “neighborhood watch” app to post messages about “suspicious” people they witness on their Ring cameras. Disproportionately, Ring owners post such messages about people of color, upon whom racist stereotypes are focused. As Ring CEO Jamie Siminoff put their mission: to “declare war” on “dirtbag criminals.”38

Because Ring generates fears related to crime, police are drawn to this technology, too. Amazon has partnered with over 400 local law enforcement agencies in the U.S.39 Police can use their Amazon-provided portals to see maps of neighborhood Ring users and request video footage from homeowners. Some of these Ring cameras also capture activity taking place in public space, not just an owner’s private property. Consequently, the Electronic Frontier Foundation calls Ring a “perfect storm of privacy threats.”40 It helps to create a wider surveillance network for police, controlled by paranoid (and biased) homeowners, with infrastructure owned by Amazon. If homeowners cannot be convinced by police—who are trained to strategically apply such pressure—to hand over their Ring’s camera footage, police can simply subpoena Amazon directly for footage.

A hegemonic threat to privacy may emerge if all the “smart devices” consumers have placed in their homes can become networked and then integrated into state surveillance systems. Unfortunately, something like this may be on the horizon, with Amazon, Google, and Apple beginning to collaborate on connecting their respective products together, under the name “Project Connected Home over IP.” At present, it is unclear whether this will make it easier or harder for unpermitted access to users’ systems, but it absolutely invites further corporate intervention in users’ homes—and all the considerable risks that involves.41

THE WIDER CONTEXT

Increasingly sophisticated information technologies and networks have assisted capitalist growth and domination. Behind the expansion and popularization of the World Wide Web was global capital, which stood to benefit greatly from improved access to, and connection between, markets and consumers. Thus, capitalism helped to birth the digital world that enables Amazon and other corporations in the modern era. Digital technology companies are the robber barons of the age—huge, muscular, and almost hegemonic. It is difficult to avoid interacting with them, especially after they have gutted local businesses that were previously sources for consumer products.

Amazon encourages people to be zealous consumers while it empowers states to monitor and control entire populations. If Amazon’s power and influence continues to grow, we will become consumers and state subjects only. Where is our free will when Amazon knows what we “want” (perhaps even before we do)? Or when the state can monitor all of our movements, with Amazon’s help? The incredible asymmetries of knowledge and power between corporations and citizens that exist under surveillance capitalism is not accidental or inevitable but reflects corporate interests in maximizing profits and social control, and the growing power and influence of large corporations.

The market position Amazon now occupies, its tremendous cache of personal user data, and the alarming human expectations it has created are troubling. It has empowered incredible corporations and governmental agencies, put everyday people at risk of manipulation and exploitation, and encouraged millions to take ongoing surveillance for granted. Presumably, if Amazon wasn’t doing all this, it would be just another corporation. The problem is not so much this one, singular bad actor, as it is an unregulated economic system that facilitates monopolies, crushes workers, and addicts and spies on consumers generally. Such a corporation is all but predictable under late capitalism’s neoliberal political economy. Amazon has become the dominant actor in e-commerce and its current edge is all but guaranteed by surveillance technologies, other corporations’ reliance upon AWS, and fang-less antitrust legislation. These trends will likely continue unless government intervention, civil society pressure, tactical obstruction from digital denizens and hacktivists, internal resistance by workers, or some combination of all, prevent Amazon’s advance. Instead, grassroots-led resistance involving citizens, labor, and social movements offer the best chances to create a more equitable and liberatory outcome.

Despite the formidable challenges to everyday people and workers and their privacy, there are avenues of resistance. To select one small example, when the Canonical corporation—which distributes the world’s most popular Linux operating system Ubuntu—pre-installed an app that would direct all internal searches (and thus personal information) to Amazon.com, an uproar occurred in the tech world. Canonical quickly created a way for Ubuntu users to disable the app (which users called “spyware”) and the controversy was the primary factor that led software privacy advocates to “fork” Ubuntu and create an Amazon-free Ubuntu operating system called Mint. Such small as well as substantial acts of resistance continue to occur, creating challenges in the face of Amazon’s march toward greater and greater profits and power.

In the future, transnational alliances to challenge the power of corporations like Amazon will be crucial. As an entity with international reach, Amazon not only has a wide capacity to cause harm, but is also open to attack everywhere, too. Coordinated actions—whether consumer boycotts or worker strikes, hactivist actions and online campaigns, or the creation of alternative technologies for a more cooperative economy or for computer-user privacy—offer great opportunity to resist surveillance capitalism and Amazon.42
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Transnational Amazon: Labor Exploitation and the Rise of E-Commerce in South Asia

Jeb Sprague and Sreerekha Sathi

The e-commerce phenomenon is quickly spreading across consuming strata worldwide, a new form of distribution facilitating the consumption side of the “second machine age.”1 Amazon, Walmart, Alibaba, and other transnational corporations (TNCs) are expanding across the Global South and regions with high levels of informal employment. In India, a country of 1.35 billion people, Amazon is the fastest growing company.2 The rapid rise of transnational e-commerce is altering market relations and how people consume, rooted in how people produce their existence in global capitalism, and in ways that are often not clearly visible. This chapter examines the political economy of e-commerce, with regard to South Asia in general, and India in particular.

Jeff Bezos, the founder of Amazon and wealthiest person on the planet, visited India in 2020.3 His visit signaled the growing importance of India for Amazon’s global portfolio. In New Delhi, small-scale traders from roadside and retail shops, many in the Confederation of All India Traders (CAIT), protested Bezos’ visit. Amazon’s e-commerce model presents a major crisis for India’s small vendors and businesses. Protests in India seem to match protests in the U.S. and beyond by small business owners opposing, for instance, the expansion of Walmart into rural and urban communities, or in China and other countries where taxicab drivers have protested the rising role of smartphone ride-hailing companies.

Rather than selling goods through storefronts and street vendors (with distribution networks that supply these outlets), e-commerce sales function through the consumer’s click of a mouse over the Internet. Various companies and distribution networks move products from warehouses to people’s homes in ways that increasingly involve the use of hi-tech automation at the point of sale. To remain competitive, businesses that utilize e-commerce as a sales platform are compelled to find new ways to squeeze labor. By 2018, Amazon had 67 fulfillment centers across India, where it is beginning to take advantage of economies of scale to sort and ship its consumer products to India’s growing middle class. Ultimately, e-commerce creates innumerable new pressures for small businesses and an increasingly flexibilized workforce in India’s widely informalized and gendered economy.

Workers continue to be exploited but under shifting conditions, as labor power becomes more thoroughly inserted into transnationalized forms of accumulation. While the major e-commerce warehouses in India remain relatively small in comparison to their Western counterparts,4 the future of India’s logistics sector will integrate more automation and new machine technologies which will increase the rate of exploitation via the production of relative surplus value. Because labor costs in South Asian warehouses remain cheaper than robots to employ, much of the South Asian e-commerce distribution system has not yet caught up to the cutting-edge technologies used in warehouses in the U.S. and Europe.

In this chapter, we will look at how neoliberal politics, corporate power, labor exploitation, and amplified consumerism undergird the rise of e-commerce in India. We show how a diversification of ownership alongside the corporate control of strategic assets drives the Amazon model. Ultimately, Amazon’s entry into India is part of the deepening of the globalization of the transnational capitalist process.

NEOLIBERAL POLITICS AND E-COMMERCE IN INDIA

In the early 1990s, the Congress Prime Minister Narasimha Rao opened up the Indian economy for liberalization and structural adjustment policy (SAP) by inviting foreign direct investment, deregulating the domestic market, and reforming the trade regime. This was followed by the privatization of many of India’s public-sector enterprises.5 These policies were pursued with great rigor in 2004 under Dr. Manmohan Singh’s government, further liberalizing India’s economy. As an extension of neoliberal policies, public-sector expenditures fell and government support, through subsidies and other measures, for agriculture was withdrawn.6 The country entered a period of major crop failures and farmer suicides, negatively impacting a huge section of the population that remained dependent on agriculture.7 This coincided with the introduction of a large number of Special Economic Zones (SEZs), providing low-wage employment opportunities to unemployed and unskilled workers in the informal sector, especially women.8

The centrist policies followed by the Congress Party in India talked of “inclusive neoliberalism,” with global market-oriented strategies coupled with social policy interventions towards protecting the marginalized.9 India’s neoliberal policies were consolidated under the far-right government of Narendra Modi and his Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), backed by fascist organizations and taking advantage of already existing conservative cultural tendencies. This helped facilitate a massive corporatization of the country’s business arena and the rise of huge monopolies; enriching India’s top corporate elite families, many of whom aligned with the nationalist Hindutva agenda. Top three among the largest TNCs include Reliance Ltd., the Adani Group, and the Tata Group, with business interests that span the globe. The Tata Group, for example, which partners with Amazon, is linked into an array of transnational capitalist accumulation networks.10 India’s slide into authoritarianism under Modi has provided new space and powers for transnational elites in alliance with a sectarian and casteist Brahmanical elite.11

India’s political economic restructuring has taken place concomitant with the rise of transnational capital. For those businesses who have successfully made the transition into the digital marketplace, they are able to circumvent significant rents and labor costs. The accessible consumer-friendly platform of e-commerce is easily reworked to target different populations. For companies to remain competitive, they have no choice but to sell their goods through these portals, linking them into more advanced distribution networks.

E-commerce TNCs have made tremendous profits, as companies such as Amazon and Flipkart violate India’s government policies through predatory pricing, deep discounting, and by breaking Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) norms.12 CAIT has mounted strikes by small vendors and carried out other forms of protest against Amazon’s lack of accountability.13 Yet, how can the old norms that guided FDI survive in this transnationalization process? Such norms are not fixed but rather are subject to change as the imperatives of capital accumulation change and as uneven development gathers momentum.14

E-commerce subsumes many consumers in new ways within a highly advanced and segmented capitalist society that socially alienates them. It does so in part through an additional and abstracted layer in the capitalist market. In many ways, one is now even more unable to conceive of the true character of the product. When purchasing through online retailers such as Amazon, a consumer temporarily interacts with digital platforms, enjoying a greatly advanced form of consumption. How can an Amazon customer, for example, understand the social, economic, political, and ecological implications of their consumption? This has particular implications in a society such as India, where more than 90 percent of the working population are in the informal sector and many major rural areas lack vital infrastructure.15 E-commerce continues to expand in this uneven environment in India, adding to the significant problems faced by labor and creating an existential crisis for many small vendors and businesses. Not all consumers have a “hi-tech” existence, but we are speaking here of a massively growing segment of Indian society.

TRANSNATIONAL CORPORATIONS AND THE TRANSNATIONAL CAPITALIST CLASS

The business model of the TNC is based on functional cross-border diversity in market capitalization, ownership, administration, and production, and is seen as less identifiable with a single home country.16 In recent decades, the TNC model has emerged as the standard form of top corporate organizations (from Microsoft to Toyota). Key to the process of transnational capitalist globalization is “time-space compression” where many forms of transportation, communication, and economic processes overcome long-standing spatial limitations and barriers.17 The very qualities and relationship between space and time are altered. The ongoing transformation of the time-space dynamics of accumulation and the apparatuses and arrangements through which they take place is fundamental to new global forms of accumulation and corporate strategy. E-commerce as we understand it would hardly be possible without the technologies of the “second machine age” (artificial intelligence, information technology, robotics, hi-tech communication technology) and the new forms of innovation that permeate the full spectrum of the political economy. Importantly, this helps to serve as a “temporary fix” to the crisis of overaccumulation that transnational capital faces.

The restructuring of capitalist relations in the global era has been driven by the rise of a transnational capitalist class (TCC). The TCC is a social class that is tied together as a self-conscious class, a class in and for itself whose material basis is in TNCs and the accumulation of global capital.18 The role and emergence of a TCC, with its different factions and allies, can be seen globally, and, for example, across regions of Asia and Oceania.19 Studies on the TCC have examined the rise of Indian and Indian diasporic transnational capitalists, showing, for example, the emergence of an early TCC faction rooted among entrepreneurs in the software outsourcing industry.20 Capitalists from South Asia and around the world have become caught up in a globally integrative process, as cross-border capital investments grow.21 It is in this ruthlessly competitive climate that transnational capitalists compete for profits worldwide and over India’s giant consumer market. India is therefore best seen as an integral part of this very contradictory process, from the vantage point of its transnational capitalist segments and the neoliberal state managers and their technocrats.

E-COMMERCE TNCS IN SOUTH ASIA

Transnational capitalists are in a race to dominate the e-commerce sector. A recent World Bank report documents how mergers and acquisitions within e-commerce in South Asia have been driven by large TNCs based primarily in China, Europe, and the United States.22 Amazon and its competitor Alibaba are rapidly expanding across the region. The China-based Alibaba purchased a leading Bangladesh-based e-commerce company Daraz Group in 2018, and soon after Amazon began holding meetings with government officials in Dhaka, announcing plans to enter the country in 2020. By 2017, Amazon had entered Vietnam and Singapore, where it has faced competition from Alibaba, JD.com, and Tencent. In Sri Lanka, a company known as Kapruka is among the biggest e-commerce firms. In Pakistan, there are sites such as ShoppingBag.pk and ShoppingExpress.pk.

Amazon India, a subsidiary of Amazon, has become entwined with India’s corporate landscape, partnering with India’s largest retail group.23 Its biggest competitor, Flipkart, is India’s largest homegrown e-commerce giant. In 2018, Walmart, the biggest corporation on the planet, purchased Flipkart for $16 billion.24 Walmart also partnered with Tata, one of India’s largest corporate conglomerates.25 The China-based TNCs Alibaba and Tencent also became increasingly active in India over these years.26

India, and South Asia generally, is a site where the world’s largest corporation (Walmart) and the second Asian company to break the US$500 billion valuation mark (Alibaba) are challenging the world’s largest online retailer (Amazon) for market power. As this happens, wealthy elites from India and many other parts of the Global South now hold investments and partnerships with these TNCs. India’s newspaper The Economic Times explains how Amazon India’s total revenue in the Financial Year 2018–19 reached IR112,316 billion (US$1.579 billion).27 E-commerce companies and other TNCs, such as Amazon, have worked internationally to undermine consumer protections and state regulations promoting large-scale tax avoidance, along with squeezing labor by suppliers and distributors.28

In India, as in many parts of the Global South, formal employment in shipping and distribution is less common than in the Global North. This reflects how capitalism is a form of production that is heterogenous, where labor faces drastically different conditions and contexts around the world. As development economist Jayati Ghosh explains, “Amazon adapts to the local business and labor conditions, so they exploit the fact that India already has a very low margin distribution network and they are using that, and the fact they have deep pockets that can drive out the alternatives.”29 This is a fact that reflects the reality of uneven development as a defining characteristic of the capitalist process.30 Reflecting shifting global political economic dynamics, capitalists in India, in order to remain competitive in the global economy, must integrate with transnational capital. Let us turn now to a case study on Amazon India.

AMAZON INDIA

In recent times, e-commerce corporations like Amazon have unleashed a raft of mass marketing propaganda campaigns. Amazon began an online marketing campaign, dubbed the “Great India Festival,” in October 2018, to reach millions of new customers in India. As a population with many cultures and religions, Indians are familiar with diverse festivals and celebrations. Amazon’s online virtual “festival” showcased a variety of consumer products, replacing many traditional, homemade, or locally produced goods. Amazon’s corporate planners in India also see such strategies as a way to reach out to different local vendors, encouraging them to sell their products during the festival. Amazon’s marketing strategy for this festival fits well with pro-market rhetoric by using expressions like “Great India” along with the use of the term “Bharat,”—the traditional name for India, regularly used by the country’s right-wing movement.

In six days, during September 2019, Amazon and its main competitor in India, Flipkart, together achieved a record US$3 billion (nearly 19,000 crore31) of Gross Merchandise Value (GMV) in the festive sale, dominating 90 percent of the market share, and generating up to $6 billion (39,000 crore) in just one month of Amazon and Flipkart’s total online sales.32 The festival also led to a 50 percent growth in the number of new customers compared to the prior year, with 70 billion views over the six days of the sale.33 It is estimated that Amazon will soon have around half a million online vendors, along with 200 million new customers in India. Amazon’s festival slogan—“Your current budget won’t stop you from celebrating”— a strategic marketing ploy in the context of India’s recession. Promotional “affordability programs” function to promote credit cards and different kinds of installment schemes.34 It also signals a way to stimulate sales to expand the accumulation of money by Amazon. This is both cultural and ideological, as many of India’s businesses, middle-strata workers, and technocrats see themselves as benefiting from greater and more immediate access to readily available commodities from global commodity chains.

Often small businesspeople that lack the means to build what Amazon has achieved look to transnational alliances to build strategic connections to advance their own interests and expand the cycle for capital accumulation. One local seller in Kochi, utilizing Amazon’s platform, claims to have made a growth equivalent to 1,350 percent over the past year, a “success story” that Amazon tweeted out.35 According to Amazon India officials, the festival included a million unique products from small and medium businesses (SMBs) and over 55,000 artisan products across more than 270 unique arts and crafts from 20 states.

The company is also working on integrating multiple regional languages through its Alexa AI, expanding its built-in capabilities in English, Hindi, Kannada, Tamil, and Telugu. In addition, Echo Dot (a voice-controlled smart speaker) was amongst the highest selling products. Thus, Amazon helps to increase the commodification of production across India’s diverse cultural spaces: this has to do with the broadening of the spatial and scalar processes within an expanding capitalist market process inside the country—that is, part of transnationalization.

The 48 million “bankables,” those utilizing credit cards, are also a major target market, but so too are the nearly 800 million using debit cards.36 Amazon seeks to integrate both segments of the population into e-commerce, by expanding the number of people using credit cards thereby expanding the growth of personal debt. Amazon Prime, which provides customers with free and speedy scheduled delivery of goods and an easy exchange policy, had a 50 percent increase in India subscribers within 18 months in 2018–19.37 Amazon Prime’s unlimited free music and video streaming service is a major attraction for India’s movie lovers, being much cheaper than Netflix. While Amazon Prime costs $115 annually in the U.S., in India, it costs just $15. Amazon Prime has become the central revenue generator for the company, and in fact, is a key driving factor in the increase in the mass of money and Bezos’s new wealth.38 E-commerce is part of global capitalist expansion after all.

Amazon and other TNCs also work closely with the Indian state. One interesting example of this is Amazon’s launch of an effort to employ India’s military veterans at its sorting and delivery centers.39 Amazon partners with military-related government offices and other army welfare organizations, which the corporation portrays as a positive contribution to “national interests.” Employing military veterans in India also helps to strengthen the company’s safety and security profile, without having to invest in training its own security employees out of pocket. The point is that the veterans come already trained and with certain skills and knowledge of the social scenes; the state has provided the veterans at the taxpayers’ expense which enables them to anticipate and prepare for any possible emergencies at hardly any additional cost to Amazon.

Different state governments provide various corporate benefits. Amazon and many other TNCs engage in base erosion, profit shifting, and transfer shifting, where the company strategically uses tax rules and argues that it must pay its corporate branch abroad for royalties for intellectual property, technical fees, and so on, resulting in its making small profits in India, thereby avoiding paying taxes.40

E-companies have to bear a certain amount of the regular costs while they can provide a variety of incentives. Niche and various online markets are tapped into by a wide array of businesses, while for many of the larger volumes where the economies of scale make a difference Amazon warehouse centers are dominant. The critical point is that this business model is one that fundamentally relies upon squeezing the small suppliers who then squeeze the workers, a model that greatly profits Amazon while lowering corporate risk.

Typical of transnational capital and its integration with the local, rural, and indigenous heartlands of the Global South, Amazon has developed many initiatives with both indigenous and local businesswomen, functioning to more thoroughly marketize and financialize the day-to-day lives of their communities. In 2017, Amazon announced a new initiative aiming at providing a marketplace for products made by indigenous communities in India, with entrepreneurs from 500 indigenous groups, connecting 60,000 families.41 Thus, transnational capital seeks to expand into every crevice of society, seeking to integrate even lower-income and marginalized populations into its networks of production and accumulation.

Promoting the rhetoric of global competitiveness, Amazon India’s “Global Selling Program” has partnerships with various trade bodies, like the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FICCI), which is an association of business organizations in India, public-sector enterprises like the Central Cottage Industries Emporium (CCIE), and export associations for small and medium enterprises; these groups claim to focus on the so-called “ethnic products of India,” while “selling India to the world.” Meanwhile “Amazon Care” has been the company’s public face for showcasing corporate social responsibility, such as with its “local development initiatives” in the neighborhoods of its fulfillment centers or warehouses.

Amazon has also entered the food delivery industry, aiming to compete with companies like Swiggy and Zomato.42 These are online app companies that allow customers to purchase food that is then delivered to customers’ homes (similar to the gig-company GrubHub). With Amazon’s significant financial resources and capabilities, it is well positioned to take over the online food delivery market, by, for example, using delivery agents and organizational advancements that can lower costs and reduce the time it takes to deliver food. It will provide additional employment opportunities, but in a sector that is built on exploiting low-wage and contingent workers. It is reported that the food delivery industry in India is set to be worth US$17 billion by 2023, with an annual growth rate of 16 percent.43 Many more businesses and malls will fall under the e-commerce onslaught, with state revenues and taxes under threat as well.

WAREHOUSE, DELIVERY, AND CONTINGENT LABOR

In 2019, Amazon India launched four new sorting centers, primarily located in commercial hubs, which are way stations between fulfillment centers and the customers in Vijayawada, Ranchi, Goa, and Siliguri, in order to respond to increased customer demand. According to Amazon, its largest delivery center in Hyderabad covers over 68 acres of land and has more than 15,000 employees. The total number of Amazon fulfillment centers in India as of 2018, was 67 across 13 states, compared to Flipkart’s 34–35 warehouses, and the number has gone up with additional centers being added in the past two years.44

Amazon India’s warehouse workers, as of 2019, received an average salary of IR12,112 (US$173) per month, 17 percent below the national average.45 A few years earlier, in 2017, the monthly wage of Amazon India warehouse workers was around $233. A comparison of these wages suggests that the wages of each position from packer to manager, or supervisor seem to have declined or stagnated. The company though has grown significantly. On a single day during February 2020, Amazon India was hiring for 1,430 jobs in Bangalore.46 The company also has a growing professional strata in its workforce: in 2017, for example, the company hired a thousand tech workers, mostly software programmers.47

While there are obvious class and wage differences between the managerial sector and the workers doing sorting, transportation, and delivery, there is not much research yet on the caste and gender composition of its India workforce. The gendered nature of Amazon India’s labor force is all the more important, knowing the informal sector in the country consists of more than 90 percent women workers.48 As some companies are employing more women warehouse workers in India,49 feminization could be a tendency, although this could be counteracted by job losses related to further automation in female-oriented sectors within warehousing.50

Meanwhile, the delivery of Amazon products is made possible through a multitude of informal channels. On average, workers receive IR120–140 (approximately US$1.70–2.00) per hour for delivering Amazon packages. For a country with disastrous levels of unemployment and the vast majority of its workers informally employed, the corporate strategy of e-commerce companies aims to fish in troubled waters. This informal delivery network is highly flexibilized, with an approximate 3 million delivery workers needed to deliver Amazon and Flipkart e-commerce packages during India’s Diwali festival. There are also around 1 million workers in the “fulfillment network” called “seasonal associates.” Through these precarious and flexibilized workforces, e-commerce deliveries have been sped up in an unprecedented manner.

Amazon’s labor policies and practices are highly exploitative because they seek to reach customers in the shortest time frame possible and in the least expensive way. Amazon operates on an extended day, its warehouses functioning around the clock, with different shifts and tightly organized practices. Workers, whether in fulfillment centers or at delivery centers, need to work intensively in a high-stress environment in order to achieve this goal. As in the U.S. and elsewhere, Indian workers complain about extreme work pressure.51

CONCLUSION: THE CONTRADICTIONS OF E-COMMERCE IN INDIA

Under today’s globalizing form of capitalist production, e-commerce functions as a mass digital market platform, one that will continue to grow as digital literacy increases, and as governments encourage digital transactions. What makes South Asia particularly attractive is the presence of so many desperate workers and marginalized people, along with a large and growing pool of consumers.

While fundamental forces of inequality are in motion, the global e-commerce model only intensifies this process, particularly in the Global South. India’s large section of marginalized workers, which includes women, Dalits, Muslims and other poorer groups who work in the corporate global chains, will be paying a price for the new consolidated distribution processes that are highly exploitative. This needs to be seen in light of an increasingly marketized and surveillance-driven society, where big data, Big Brother, and big capital merge within a highly sectarian political scene. India has few consumer protection and data privacy laws and employment conditions are worsening, alongside the rise of twenty-first-century religious-casteist fascism (with the cultural scene already cultivated as a precursor), and the targeting of marginalized and minority populations alongside the consolidation of the economy by transnational capital. Knowing that a handful of elites in India own more than half of its wealth, players like Amazon will lead to further consolidation of the country’s capital and exploitation of its cheap workforce. E-commerce is a dynamic avenue for integrating consumers into lines of financial credit (and personal debt). Yet it facilitates an enhanced commodification of social life, disrupts retail and many formal jobs, and ultimately enriches only a small handful of transnational capitalists.
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The Amazonification of Logistics: E-Commerce, Labor, and Exploitation in the Last Mile

Jake Alimahomed-Wilson

Amazon’s dominance in online retailing is due to the corporation’s mastery of logistics. A key aspect behind Amazon’s supply chain management strategy has been its investment in building the world’s largest contingent and subcontracted last mile logistics delivery network. Last mile logistics workers, including Amazon’s contingent package delivery drivers, complete the final steps of goods delivery, ensuring Amazon Prime packages are delivered on time to a consumer’s place of residence (or increasingly a neighborhood Amazon locker). Amazon’s expanding market power in the last mile sector, namely, through its Amazon Flex program and Amazon Delivery Service Provider (DSP) program, have contributed to the weakening of existing unions in the last mile sector and has introduced new levels of exploitation, contingency, racialization, and precarity for thousands of package delivery drivers. Therefore, Amazon’s growth in power in the last mile sector presents important challenges for workers and unions.

This chapter first provides an overview of some of the general structural changes in the global logistics industry resulting from Amazon’s industry-leading supply chain management strategies, with a special focus on the conditions that gave rise to last mile logistics. I argue that Amazon’s agenda-setting supply chain management practices have resulted in a paradigm shift in global logistics and supply chain management that previously defined the big-box retail era. I describe these structural changes as the “Amazonification of logistics,” which have produced the following outcomes in the movement of consumer goods. First, e-commerce has driven the extension of retail supply chains, away from big-box retail stores and toward the new end point: a consumer’s home. Logistics workers across the global supply chain face increased pressure from Amazon to deliver goods at an increasingly rapid pace. In order to do that, dominating the last touch logistics sector has emerged as a key aspect in Amazon’s global supply chain management strategy. Instead of building its last mile infrastructure in-house (which would be more difficult and costly to scale at a rapid pace), Amazon expanded its supply chain delivery network by investing in contingent subcontracted last mile workers (i.e., Amazon Flex and Amazon’s Delivery Service Partners). This has further amplified the racialization of labor across this sector while simultaneously weakening existing unions in the parcel delivery sector. Finally, these changes have coincided with a deeper integration of real-time technologies of worker surveillance and control. Combined, the Amazonification of logistics has detrimentally impacted workers by contributing to the further erosion of labor standards, while simultaneously increasing competitive pressure on existing unionized parcel delivery firms in the U.S. to deliver on weekends.

Next, I provide a case study of how the Amazonification of logistics has impacted Amazon’s contingent last mile delivery workers in the greater Los Angeles region. Drawing on a case study of Amazon’s subcontracted, last mile package delivery drivers in the greater Los Angeles region, one of Amazon’s largest consumer markets, I identify some of the ways that Amazon has contributed to the deterioration of working conditions and wages across this sector. This case study is based upon a combination of qualitative data analysis of existing reports on the last mile sector, along with my own in-depth interview data with Amazon’s subcontracted delivery drivers. In addition, I draw upon approximately 50 hours of ethnographic observation, in which I accompanied Amazon’s subcontracted DSP delivery drivers on their Amazon Prime delivery routes throughout the greater Los Angeles region. I shadowed the drivers on their shifts where I learned the job by observing the delivery of Amazon Prime packages to consumers throughout Los Angeles. Finally, I conducted a content analysis of online job forums of 25 former (non-union) third-party subcontracted delivery drivers who previously worked for small delivery companies, Amazon’s Delivery Service Partners (DSPs) in the greater Los Angeles area from December 2017 to December 2018.

THE AMAZONIFICATION OF LOGISTICS

The logistics revolution transformed the way goods are produced and transported around the world.1 Walmart became the world’s largest corporation by adapting its business practices to this system: it developed a sophisticated logistics management program, which reduced inefficiencies in the movement of consumer goods across thousands of miles.2 However, the supply chain management approach that Walmart perfected during the peak of the big-box retail era did not necessarily adapt well to the rapid changes in logistics brought on by the growth of e-commerce and Amazon.3 Since the global supply chain infrastructure was built to accommodate long-distance shipping, big-box retailers like Walmart struggled to compete in the e-commerce surge, which depends upon a more localized and fragmented distribution and delivery system.

As e-commerce grew, consumers demanded increasingly faster delivery of goods to their homes. Amazon’s business model, particularly its Amazon Prime program, has further driven consumer demand for expedited, free shipping.4 Amazon’s logistics practices have thus created a work “speed-up,” or pressure to work more quickly, for workers in both warehousing and last mile delivery. Connected to this work speed-up has been a more thorough integration of technologies of worker surveillance and control that track the movements (and speed) of workers in real time. Amazon has been the industry leader in the increasing use of worker surveillance across the global supply chain. These broad changes to logistics have further intensified time demands of labor and created more pressure for last mile delivery drivers to meet their tight delivery routes.

In 2018, Amazon captured nearly 50 percent of all online sales.5 In addition, Amazon collected US$26 billion by helping other companies ship their own goods.6 This has meant that Amazon has single-handedly impacted and acquired influence over the economics of the world’s freight market. Amazon’s increasing scale in last mile operations have also increased demand for last mile (delivery) warehouses in urban Los Angeles in order to satisfy consumer demand for same or next day shipping; shorter delivery times requires delivery centers to be as close to consumers as possible.7 Competition by e-commerce firms over the last mile has increased demand for last mile real estate located in dense urban consumer markets.8 Since 2016, last mile logistics and warehousing has experienced double-digit growth across urban Los Angeles, even outpacing the (suburban, or exurban) Inland Empire region’s warehouse growth.

In 2018, approximately 2.2 billion online retail transactions came from consumers’ smartphones—marking a year-over-year increase of over 55 percent.9 Not only is smartphone consumerism linked to the increased corporate surveillance of Amazon’s customers, but it has also led to Amazon’s customers actively tracking, monitoring, and surveilling the shipment of their packages by last mile workers. In other words, Amazon’s subcontracted delivery drivers remain one of the only groups of logistics workers that are simultaneously surveilled by their formal employers (DSPs), the parent company (Amazon), and Amazon’s Prime customers, who increasingly keep track of the location of their package via GPS monitoring. This heavy surveillance remains an ongoing source of stress and anxiety for last mile workers.

Currently, the U.S. package delivery market delivers 44 million packages per day. Most of these packages are delivered by the big four parcel delivery firms in the U.S.: UPS, FedEx, DHL, and the United States Parcel Service (USPS). By 2025, the number of daily package deliveries is projected to increase to over 100 million packages per day, with about one-quarter of all packages being local deliveries.10 Worldwide, Amazon shipped over 5 billion Amazon Prime items in 2018.11 Most projections predict that Amazon will continue to grow up to 20% per year, which means the volume of shipment of small packages will also continue to grow at this pace. The COVID-19 pandemic further solidified Amazon’s growth and power in the global economy, as record numbers of Amazon packages were shipped during the pandemic, leading to record profits for Amazon. Therefore, the scale of Amazon’s increasing global influence has in turn impacted numerous logistics related sectors, including ocean and air freight, along with trucking and warehousing.

AMAZON’S IMPACT ON THE LAST MILE PARCEL DELIVERY SECTOR

In contrast to big-box retailers that built their warehousing operations by relying heavily on contingent, temporary agency warehouse workers,12 Amazon has mostly taken a different approach by directly employing thousands of warehouse workers around the world, although temps are still regularly hired by Amazon during peak periods in the U.S. and elsewhere. However, in the last mile package delivery sector, Amazon has invested heavily in expanding its own network of contingent and subcontracted last mile drivers. Notably, the last mile is one of the costliest and most labor-intensive components of the e-commerce supply chain. In fact, nearly one-third of the total cost of shipping goods occurs in the final leg of the supply chain. A primary reason for the high costs in last mile delivery is the inefficiencies involved in home package delivery. Logistics experts have described the challenges facing e-commerce firms as “the last mile problem,” since the final leg of delivery usually involves multiple stops with low drop sizes; in other words, the last mile is a very time-intensive component of the delivery chain.13

In order to decrease its dependence on unionized delivery operations such as UPS and USPS, or other large firms such as FedEx, Amazon has invested in growing its market share in the parcel delivery market. By 2019, approximately half of Amazon Prime packages were delivered by Amazon-affiliated subcontractors/contingent workers in the United States.14 According to Cox (2019):


Amazon has seemingly been bringing shipping services in-house as rapidly as it can as the company ramps up efforts to get packages to Prime members in just one day. But although those ubiquitous gray-blue vans and uniformed drivers all have Amazon branding on them, at least 250 subcontracted companies around the country actually do all the heavy lifting—a system that allows Amazon to skirt liability when heavy pressure on drivers means disaster strikes, according to a new report.15



Thus, Amazon’s strategy to build market power in the last mile delivery market was to not hire drivers (employees); instead, Amazon hired companies (subcontractors) that employ their own drivers to work exclusively for Amazon (using leased Amazon branded delivery vans), or through its reliance on contingent Amazon Flex drivers.

By 2019, half of all Amazon Prime packages were delivered by two main groups of non-union contingent Amazon delivery drivers: Amazon Flex drivers and Amazon Delivery Service Partners (DSPs). Amazon Flex drivers are gig workers who are legally classified as independent contractors (similar to Uber drivers) and are paid per completion of a delivery route (not by the hour). Flex drivers must provide their own vehicles (or rented delivery van). Amazon’s use of independent contractors in the last mile sector also makes it more difficult to unionize, enforce minimum wage protections, and complicates labor laws. Not surprisingly then, in 2019, a group of Amazon Flex Drivers based in California sued Amazon for their misclassified employment status. They claim that Amazon intentionally misclassified Flex drivers to avoid paying overtime and employee benefits.16 In addition to Amazon Flex, Amazon is increasingly moving toward its reliance on Amazon Delivery Service Partners (DSPs). DSPs are small subcontracted “independent” parcel delivery firms with approximately 20–40 delivery vans that exclusively deliver packages for Amazon Prime customers. Despite their appearance to Amazon Prime members, Amazon’s subcontracted delivery drivers do not formally work for Amazon. Amazon’s Delivery Service Partner program was rolled out in 2018, and has since become a fixture in the industry. DSP fleets are limited to 40 vans to complicate unionization efforts and to increase Amazon’s flexibility and power over the price paid per delivery.17 Limiting the size of DSPs makes it difficult for these small firms to gain leveraging power against Amazon, while giving Amazon flexibility.

For years, it was most common to see white, unmarked delivery vans with workers wearing reflective vests hustling Amazon Prime packages throughout the streets of Southern California. However, today, most DSPs now lease grey-blue Amazon-branded delivery vans along with Amazon delivery uniforms for their drivers. The majority of these drivers work 8–10-hour delivery shifts and earn about US$15 per hour in Southern California; many of these workers do not receive health insurance benefits. DSPs manage between 40 and 100 employees and small fleets of about 20 vans, and primarily deliver Amazon Prime packages 7 days a week, 365 days a year. These workers face extreme pressure to meet the demands of Amazon’s tight delivery terms. During peak holiday periods, the number of daily deliveries can reach as high as 400 deliveries per shift.18 These drivers continually complain of unpaid overtime (which are violations in existing wage and hour laws), and poor working conditions, which include unrealistic expectations and pressures set by Amazon. Overall, DSPs and Amazon Flex give Amazon increased leverage over its shipping and delivery network throughout the last mile. Amazon’s use of an additional layer of labor subcontractors helps to increase its profit in delivery and help the corporation avoid unionization campaigns among delivery drivers.

In addition to Amazon Flex and DSPs, Amazon has also invested in Los Angeles’ last mile sector in other ways. In 2018, Amazon chose Los Angeles as the site to roll out its new pilot shipping service called “Shipping with Amazon.” This program relied on contingent, non-union subcontracted delivery drivers in order to undercut established parcel delivery companies such as FedEx, DHL, and UPS. The Shipping with Amazon program involved Amazon taking control over the movement of small package shipments between Amazon’s third-party merchants and Amazon’s warehouses across the Los Angeles region, although the program has not yet included final delivery to customers’ homes.19 Shipping with Amazon was launched to serve warehouses located near the Los Angeles International Airport.20 According to Ray Berman, an Amazon seller who was recruited by Amazon to participate in the pilot program in Los Angeles, the prices offered by Amazon’s non-union delivery services were far cheaper compared to UPS.21 For example, “a shipment of 600 pounds of boxes from his warehouse to Amazon’s fulfillment center, Amazon charged only $80 – much lower than UPS’ $160 and FedEx’s $104.”22

In order to compete with Amazon’s entrance into delivery services, FedEx has begun to tap into the e-commerce market by working with hybrid (big-box stores that combine offline and online) retailers that utilize in-store pickup delivery options. According to FedEx, approximately half of all online purchases occur after 4 p.m.23 This prompted FedEx to roll out a new late-night shipping option for Amazon’s competitors, giving retailers the opportunity to offer next-day shipping on orders placed as late as midnight. Under this program, FedEx Express drivers pick up packages as late as 2 a.m. from retailers and take them to sorting hubs.24 Deliveries then can occur as soon as the next day within the local market, and two days for destinations outside of the local market. FedEx’s late-night shipping option first began in late 2017 as a pilot program in the Los Angeles market. Since then, this program has entered into approximately a hundred other local markets. Using the physical infrastructure of big-box retail outlets as a point of competitive advantage, this FedEx program signifies an increase in speed from fulfillment centers to delivery in less than a 24-hour cycle.25

Competition between Amazon and hybrid retail firms has fueled a race to capture the last mile market in other ways. Amazon’s acquisition of Whole Foods, at a price of US$13.7 billion, had less to do with groceries and more to do with increasing Amazon’s last mile market share. By acquiring Whole Foods, Amazon instantly expanded its delivery network by adding an additional 440 refrigerated warehouses within 10 miles of 80 percent of the population. Since the acquisition, Amazon Flex drivers routinely utilize Whole Foods stores to drop off and pick up packages at Amazon lockers. In addition, the Whole Foods acquisition improved Amazon’s last mile market position in relation to its hybrid retail competitors, including Walmart and Target.

EXPLOITATION IN AMAZON’S LAST MILE: A CASE STUDY OF LOS ANGELES’ CONTINGENT PACKAGE DELIVERY SECTOR

When an Amazon Prime member orders an item, the first step in the delivery process begins at an Amazon Fulfillment Center, where the item is picked by a worker and put into a box; an address label is created during this step. From there, the package is typically sent to an Amazon Sortation Center, where the package is sorted and once again sent to either the post office, or increasingly, to an Amazon Delivery Center where Amazon’s subcontracted DSP drivers pick up their delivery route. Each Amazon Delivery Center typically contracts with 12–20 DSPs, where hundreds of drivers pick up their racks, or bundles of packages that need delivery that day. These last mile delivery centers are key in ensuring Amazon Prime packages arrive on time that day; any package that arrives at a delivery center must be delivered that day. Delivery centers are where Amazon’s DSP drivers start their workday. For most of the DSP drivers I spoke with, they usually have the same daily route.

So, how have Amazon’s supply chain management practices impacted workers, specifically those in Los Angeles’ (subcontracted, non-union) package delivery sector? Miguel is a 30-year-old DSP delivery driver who I first met near a major Amazon Delivery Center in the Los Angeles region.26 I accompanied Miguel on some of his shifts throughout the Los Angeles region. Miguel later introduced me to other contingent Amazon DSP drivers in the Los Angeles region and informally trained me so I could assist him with delivering Prime packages on his route.

Prior to working for his DSP, Miguel had no previous driving experience. Upon his hiring, his driver training consisted of an “easy” online training course. While Amazon is not technically his formal employer, Miguel exclusively delivers Amazon Prime packages. Miguel’s formal employer is a small parcel delivery company (Amazon DSP), which employs about 50 drivers. Miguel is an undocumented immigrant. He was born in Mexico and migrated to the United States as a baby in the early 1990s. He grew up in Los Angeles and worked in the fast food industry for over ten years before becoming a delivery driver. Miguel typically works four 10-hour shifts each week, with an occasional opportunity for an extra day of overtime work. He earns $15.50 per hour and receives no health benefits. I asked Miguel about the demographics of the workers at his DSP. He estimates that 40 out of the 50 drivers are Latinx men, and there are only two women (both Latinx) drivers at his firm. Miguel estimates there are only two white drivers, three Black drivers, and five Filipino drivers. Miguel’s DSP is located in the same location as the Amazon Delivery Center.

Miguel’s shift starts at 7:30 a.m. and begins when he picks up his “bag.” A driver’s bag contains the keys to the delivery van along with an Amazon “Rabbit.” A Rabbit is Amazon’s delivery device (i.e., an Android smart-phone), which tracks a driver’s movements in real time and dictates each step of the delivery route. The Rabbit also provides information on each package delivery, access codes to enter apartment buildings, or notes on where to leave packages. The Rabbit also gives the driver information about the Prime customer (i.e., name, address, phone number) along with the size of each of his Amazon Prime packages. “The Rabbit stresses me out,” Miguel complains, “I’m constantly staring at it and thinking someone at Amazon is constantly watching me drive.” Once a package is delivered, a driver must take a picture of the delivered package to prove it was delivered.

Once Miguel finds his van in the parking lot, he proceeds to the Amazon Delivery Center and waits for his “rack.” There is a long line of other DSP drivers also waiting; there doesn’t seem to be much order in the process in terms of how daily assignments are distributed according to Miguel. A rack is a pallet containing the total number of Prime packages that a driver must deliver on their route. The racks are distributed according to different waves of drivers, e.g. the first-wave drivers get their racks first; followed by the second wave, and so on. Each rack typically has between 225 and 350 packages. On this particular day, Miguel was in the third wave of drivers; his rack contains 227 packages, amounting to about 161 stops on his route. Once a driver receives their rack, they typically put all the small envelopes and packages up front in the cab of the van and leave the large boxes in the rear of the van. Since I was driving in the front seat of the van, I had to hold dozens of small packages on my lap.

If a driver finishes their shift early, they may be assigned as a “rescue driver” by their DSP in order to assist other drivers who have fallen behind on their delivery route. I asked Miguel what he likes and dislikes about his job as subcontracted DSP driver. He described some of the stressful aspects of the job:


One thing that can be stressful is that my boss always knows exactly where I am because of the Rabbit. So if I am behind on my route they tell me about it … They call me on the radio and tell me to hurry up. I’m constantly rushing and on most days, I don’t even have time to take a full lunch break so I just go to a drive-thru. And if I’m lucky I’ll just eat in the van as I am working … So the thing about this job is that it is very stressful and you are constantly rushing. You can’t find parking, or the Rabbit gets screwed up, it can be really hard … I’ve also been accused of stealing packages, especially in rich white neighborhoods. They see a Hispanic driving around and think I am a package thief. My [company] will soon be giving us Amazon-branded uniforms and blue Amazon vans, which I’m happy about because that will help people realize that I am not a porch pirate … Also, I wish we got paid more. I think we deserve it. I work really hard and I don’t have health benefits, so if I get sick or hurt, I have to pay out of pocket … I think Amazon should pay us more.27



Miguel emphasized his belief that Amazon (the parent company), not his formal DSP, should pay better wages. This was a common sentiment expressed by many of DSP drivers I interviewed.

During my observations, it became evident that DSP workers rarely had any time to slow down on the job; this even includes finding time for bathroom breaks. Traffic and congestion also played a role in stressing out DSP drivers, and on days where traffic is heavy, breaks for the restroom became even more limited. “I lost over 30 pounds since I started this job,” Rogelio, a 26-year-old Latinx driver explained. “This job takes a lot of running … I twisted my ankle stepping off a curb a couple months ago … it really slowed me down. I had to keep working though, but it was really swollen.” Rogelio told me that he only stops to go use the bathroom once per shift. He usually goes to the same public toilet near a park along his route. “During Prime week,” Rogelio notes, “I was way behind on my route … [and] all I ate that day was a granola bar and an apple ... for almost 11 hours! … I hate Prime Day.”28

Amazon’s DSP drivers regularly complained about the frantic pace they must maintain in order to meet their tight delivery schedule imposed by Amazon. When a DSP driver fails to deliver a package on their daily delivery route, or even say when a package is stolen from the doorstep of a customer’s home, Amazon contacts the DSP with what drivers call a “concession.” Concessions occur when Amazon Prime members submit a complaint to Amazon over a missed delivery. When a concession is issued, individual drivers are reprimanded by a superior at their DSP. Alex is a 37-year-old Latinx Amazon DSP driver and has been working for his DSP for the past ten months. I asked Alex if he ever received a concession from Amazon for missing a delivery. He responded;


Yep… Amazon put a concession on me a few months after I started. My boss called me in, and he asked why I didn’t take a picture of the package that disappeared. I told him that I did, but for some reason it didn’t get logged by the Rabbit. I was written up [by my boss] and he took away one of my shifts that week as punishment. That one package cost me $150 bucks. For the next few weeks, my boss tightened the screws on me … He was always on me, calling and texting me to hurry up … but it wasn’t fair … when an item gets stolen, they blame the drivers.29



DSP drivers also complained about low wages. For example, Justin, a 42-year-old DSP Filipino driver, told me:


Here’s the thing, I’m 42 years old. I have four kids and I make $15.00 an hour. I get about [US]$1,250 every two weeks. That’s not enough to make it out here in LA. If I didn’t have a family, I’d leave this area … Amazon asks a lot from us, and my boss just keeps pressuring us to work faster to make Amazon happy … I bust my ass though, and I’m good at my job, but it’s really tiring … By the end of the week, I’m physically and mentally exhausted … I basically do the same work as a UPS driver but those guys get paid double what I earn, at least … We don’t have representation with any union … So that’s why I take as much overtime as possible, my boss knows I’ll take any extra work … but it’s a really tiring job at times.30



My interviews with subcontracted DSP drivers had similar findings that Peterson found, with drivers regularly complaining of a variety of workplace abuses, including lack of overtime pay, safety violations, wage theft, intimidation, and favoritism.31 Drivers also described a physically demanding work environment in which, under strict time constraints, they felt pressured to drive at dangerously high speeds, blow stop signs, and even skip bathroom breaks and meals in order to meet the tight delivery deadlines.

My content analysis of subcontracted courier job postings in Los Angeles also found similar patterns.32 One former third-party driver described what it is like to work as a package delivery driver for Amazon on a job-posting forum:


The problem is you deliver packages for Amazon. There are several other courier companies in the same location, all fighting for parking, company vans and employee vehicles … Then trying to log into their dinosaur of a device called a Rabbit that uses the Amazon flex app to get your route so you can get going. Most of the time you have to wait until Amazon uploads the routes, [so] you leave late. Then you [are] making your deliveries, and you come to a huge gated security apartment complex … and you don’t have access. You call support to help get you access [which] takes 20 minutes of your delivery time. Then you have 15 packages for 15 different [addresses … which takes] you 30–40 minutes to find them all … Then you have 185 more packages to go, with 150 more stops … Just not worth it. Amazon don’t care at all about the drivers. All they care about is getting their stuff delivered. To be honest, I don’t think I will be ordering anymore from Amazon.33



The Amazonification of logistics has created a new group of highly exploited contingent workers: delivery drivers. The working conditions facing Amazon’s last mile drivers are defined by a frantic pace of work, low wages, and relentless pressure to meet tight delivery deadlines established by Amazon. These jobs are also increasingly becoming defined as racialized-gendered jobs in the Los Angeles region, as workers of color, mostly men of color of Latinx descent, are overrepresented across the last mile sector.34 Racialized-gendered workers can be subjected to excessively exploitative labor regimes and processes, often with little public outcry.35 Corporations such as Amazon benefit from the racialization of labor since higher profit margins can be extracted from low-wage racialized workers, who have limited recourse for defending themselves due to a lack of access to citizenship (and workers’) rights. The exploitation of racialized-gendered workforces across Amazon’s last mile delivery network allow the company to avoid social, moral, legal, and financial responsibility from the oppressive conditions under which their workers labor.

CONCLUSION

As a case study, Southern California’s last mile delivery sector provides insight into the ways Amazon has detrimentally impacted logistics workers. Amazon’s increasing dominance over the last mile has not only reshaped the courier industry, but also created new challenges for existing unionized parcel delivery firms, along with an overall deterioration of labor standards due to the rise of contingent and subcontracted drivers across the sector, who face onerous working conditions and pressures from Amazon. The rise in contingent employment relations, the weakening of unions, and the racialization and gendering of large and growing segments of the workforce, has contributed to the lowering of labor standards. Today, workers of color and immigrant workers remain over-represented in the lowest-paying, non-union, precarious, contingent, and subcontracted sectors of the last mile logistics sector, and continue to struggle for fair wages, dignity, and safe working conditions.36 That is, the shift towards contingent relations has been accompanied by the employment of workers with fewer rights and less power in society, leading to an over-representation of people of color and immigrants in the most exploitive jobs throughout Amazon’s supply chain.37

Just as corporations have adapted to the changes in supply chain management in context of the growth of e-commerce, so must workers’ resistance strategies adapt. Central to the success of Amazon’s Prime program is the corporation’s ability to move goods at a rapid pace. This also means that time is a major vulnerability in the system that workers can disrupt in order to build worker power. While Amazon’s Fulfillment Center workers have received some attention, one of the most vulnerable aspects in Amazon’s supply chain are its last mile delivery centers, since all packages leaving must be delivered on that day. Therefore, DSP workers picking up racks at Amazon’s Delivery Centers have enormous potential power, should they choose to collectively organize for better wages and working conditions.

Finally, Amazon Prime customers are disproportionately affluent consumers. In fact, a staggering 82 percent of U.S. households with incomes over US$150,000 are Prime members.38 Thus, organizing last mile workers near affluent areas of major metropolitan regions where Prime membership rates are high could prove strategic for those seeking to improve working conditions for Amazon’s growing number of exploited contingent workers. Organizing efforts could also work on building labor-community-consumer alliances between Amazon’s DSP drivers, Flex drivers, and warehouse workers with Amazon’s Prime Members. Finally, Amazon’s Whole Foods workers remain a group of workers with high visibility in the last mile logistics chain. Whole Foods workers who also tend to lean left politically are in closest contact with Amazon’s Flex drivers and may therefore be sympathetic to efforts aimed at holding Amazon accountable for the working conditions across its supply chain.
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Automation and the Surveillance-Driven Warehouse in Inland Southern California

Jason Struna and Ellen Reese

To maximize profits, minimize labor costs, and capture ever-growing market share, Amazon has become a key driver of automation within warehouses— quickly changing the nature of warehouse work. This chapter explores the use of automation and digital technology within Amazon warehouses generally, and how this has shaped the work experiences of Amazon’s blue-collar warehouse workforce in Inland Southern California in particular. Inland Southern California, comprised of Riverside and San Bernardino Counties and located about 60 miles east of the largest ports in the U.S., has quickly become one of the main logistics hubs and centers of Amazon employment in the nation. As of June 2019, at least 16 Amazon fulfillment centers were in place or opening soon in Inland Southern California.1 Regionally, more than 13,600 warehouse workers, most of whom are blue-collar, non-supervisory employees, were expected to be employed by the corporation. Most of these Amazon warehouse workers, much like other blue-collar warehouse workers in the region, are Latinx, male, and without college degrees.2

The labor economist Richard Edwards convincingly argues that every social system of production requires coordination to operate in an organized manner, but capitalist enterprises require additional managerial controls that allow for direction, evaluation, and discipline in the labor process.3 Since the advent of the modern factory, firms have used some mixture of direct interpersonal control, machine pacing through assembly lines, and bureaucratic rule making. Workers have almost always participated in various managerial schemes designed to extract the most effort and output for the least amount of cost—and in that sense, Amazon’s deployment of machines, robots, and computer technology represents continuity in capitalist practice. Yet, the ubiquitous deployment of algorithms—computer codes based on mathematical operations that solve problems in specified ways—that direct, evaluate, and discipline workers in Amazon facilities has created conditions that analysts of other industries have deemed “algocratic” modes of organization, or “rule by algorithm.”4 The combination of such algocratic control with automation, robotics, and artificial intelligence (AI) is rapidly transforming work in warehousing, although its spread is uneven across and within facilities. This kind of electronic control thus provides a workplace analogue to the kinds of “surveillance capitalism” observed by others in consumer markets.5

In this chapter, we argue that electronic surveillance of workers enables Amazon to control and discipline workers who do not work quickly or steadily enough and provides useful information to further automate work tasks. Although workers appreciated various aspects of Amazon’s workplace technology, most informants found the close monitoring of their work flow through electronic devices to be highly stressful. Workers also raised other concerns regarding the use of workplace technology in Amazon warehouses, including dangers that it posed to their physical health, and feelings of alienation that it engendered. Our research is mainly based on an analysis of responses to 47 in-depth interviews among current and former Amazon workers employed in Inland Southern California collected by our research team, as well as other recent research on automation within Amazon. Before discussing our findings and their implications, we briefly describe our data and methods.

DATA AND METHODS

Our main source of data includes in-depth interviews with 47 current and former Amazon employees in Riverside and San Bernardino Counties. The first author also had previous employment experiences as warehouse workers in the Inland Empire, which helped inform our analysis of our interviews and various terms used by our informants.6 In addition, we compared interviewees’ responses to public research on the impacts of workplace automation, both in relationship to Amazon and more generally, that was available in newspaper articles, research reports, and other online sources. The second author also observed and took notes during a public tour of an Amazon fulfillment center in San Bernardino, which allowed her to observe the shop-floor and various machines used within that facility. The tour guide occasionally described how the labor process at that facility, one of the first Amazon warehouses in the region, compared to that found in more automated facilities in the region. Interviews were collected in several waves between July 2018 and July 2019 by a team of student researchers enrolled at the University of California, Riverside (UCR) and supervised by the second author. Given the difficulties of recruiting low-wage workers that are vulnerable to employment retaliation by current or future employers, we relied heavily upon personal networks to recruit workers in our sample.7

Interviews collected basic demographic information about the respondents as well as basic information regarding the jobs and tasks that they performed. Most interview questions focused on interviewees’ views and experiences in terms of their working conditions and employment. In the most recent wave of interviews (including 27 out of the 47 interviews conducted), respondents were explicitly asked a series of questions regarding their views and experiences with workplace automation. Our analysis below mainly focuses on interviewees’ descriptions of their experiences with and views on workplace technology and automation. However, we briefly put this analysis into context by describing the demographic and employment characteristics of our sample as well as their common workplace concerns.

Most of the interviews were audiotaped and later transcribed, but some interviews were summarized through notes (mostly at the request of the respondent, but occasionally due to technical problems with audiotaping). Pseudonyms were assigned to keep informants’ identities confidential. Basic information regarding respondents’ employment history with Amazon (e.g., their job titles, when and where they were employed, etc.), their social characteristics, as well as their responses to simple “yes/no” questions were coded and entered into an Excel spreadsheet. Specific themes regarding the labor process that emerged in the analysis of interview transcripts were coded in the spirit of “dwelling in theory.”8 That is, we identified interview data relating to particular themes, such as automation, scanning, surveillance, workplace control, etc., and then examined patterns in those responses.

Demographic and employment characteristics of our sample of respondents are provided in Tables 5.1 and 5.2. Table 5.1 shows the broad occupational categories of our sample in terms of their most recent position within Amazon. Of the 47 workers interviewed, 44 of those interviewed were most recently employed within blue-collar occupations.9 These workers, nearly all “warehouse associates,” were employed in a variety of specific jobs or tasks including product picking, packing, inventory and quality control, auditing task completion by others, building storage units, stowing goods, outbound shipping, inbound receipt, and other stocking tasks. Three interviewees were most recently employed in managerial occupations, only one of whom (a manager) lacked experience working as an Amazon warehouse associate. Other aspects of these workers’ job characteristics and employment histories are shown in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1   Employment and job characteristics of interview sample



	 

	Total sample

	Blue-collar employees




	Start year

	 

	 




	2012–15

	19

	17




	 

	(48.7%)

	(45.9%)




	2016–19

	20

	20




	 

	(51.3%)

	(54.1%)




	Job titles

	 

	 




	Warehouse associate

	42

	 




	 

	(91.3%)

	 




	Management/HR

	3

	 




	 

	(6.5%)

	 




	Technician

	1

	 




	 

	(2.2%)

	 




	Part/full-time

	 

	 




	Part-time

	13

	12




	 

	(29.6%)

	(28.6%)




	Median hours worked

	25 hours

	25 hours




	Full-time

	31

	30




	 

	(70.5%)

	(71.4%)




	Median hours worked

	40.0 hours

	40 hours




	Temp agency hire

	 

	 




	No

	35

	33




	 

	(77.8%)

	(76.7%)




	Yes

	10

	10




	 

	(22.2%)

	(23.3%)




	Former employee

	 

	 




	Yes

	33

	31




	 

	(70.2%)

	(72.1%)




	No

	14

	12




	 

	(29.8%)

	(27.9%)




	County employed

	 

	 




	Riverside County

	28

	27




	 

	(60.9%)

	(62.8%)




	San Bernardino County

	18

	16




	 

	(39.1%)

	(37.2%)




	Median months employed

	 

	 




	At Amazon

	10

	9.5




	In warehouse

	24

	24





Note: Statistics shown are for valid responses only (omitting unclear or missing responses)

Table 5.2   Social characteristics of interview sample

[image: illustration]

Note: Statistics shown are for valid responses only (omitting unclear or missing responses)

As shown in Table 5.2, about 67 percent of our sample was Latinx, which is reflective of the predominance of Latinxs in the region’s labor force generally and among blue-collar warehouse workers in particular.10 In other ways, our sample is somewhat peculiar and may reflect the biases of our recruitment methods. Recruited among UCR students and their personal networks, it is not surprising that most of our informants were young (mostly in their 20s) and had some college education; men, workers over the age of 30, and those without any college education were under-represented in our sample compared to the social composition of Amazon warehouse workers in Southern California.11 Our student research team was also mostly women, which probably contributed to the relatively high percentage of women found in our sample. Although our sample is not a “representative sample” of Amazon’s blue-collar warehouse workforce, our interviews are revealing and help to capture the views and experiences of actual workers.

FINDINGS: AMAZON WORKERS’ EXPERIENCES WITH AUTOMATION

In order to choreograph the brutal ballet that ensues once a consumer clicks “place your order,” for next-day delivery on Amazon Prime, the company leverages its algorithmic and technical prowess within its massive network of communication and digital technology, warehouse facilities, and machinery, as it numerically “flexes” its workforce up or down in sync with fluctuating consumer demands. Workers report that even hiring and scheduling is increasingly occurring online. Many respondents report that their first contact with Amazon occurred through online ads and candidate exams that one respondent referred to as a “trust test.” Further, Amazon warehouses are becoming progressively capital-intensive work environments,12 with large and increasing amounts of automation and computer technology,13 as well as direct and digital surveillance over many aspects of the labor process. However, the deployment of automation and digital surveillance technology varies significantly across Amazon facilities, and varies across departments within them, consistent with other firms in warehousing and logistics.

Scanners are among the primary tools that management uses to direct, evaluate, and discipline workers in the labor process. As our interviewees report, the devices at the time of writing are hand-held, mounted to workstations, or carts, and are used to electronically read various kinds of barcodes, worker IDs, or other labels tracking goods and their routes from receipt to storage and shipping. In some tasks, scanners direct workers through digital displays and monitors, and track output digitally to allow management to ensure that workers carry out their designated tasks at a profitable speed, regardless of the distances required to walk, or the volume of goods passing through their hands.

Additionally, miles of conveyors and skates (long tables with rollers at the end of conveyors) move goods to and from workers at various points in the facility from inbound positions at docks in the back of trailers, to various pick-and-pack functions and beyond. Although they do not exist in every Amazon facility, automated guided vehicles (robots) that originate in “human exclusion zones”14 or move goods from place to place also interact with workers in stationary positions who further manipulate (pick, pack, wrap, etc.) the objects that these robots bring before the workers place the goods on yet another conveyor to be whisked away again. Of course, in addition to armies of Kiva robots in Amazon’s state-of-the-art fulfillment center facilities, workers also navigate various kinds of forklifts and other “powered industrial trucks” (PIT) from receiving to outbound docks in “sortation centers”—the facilities that organize the goods to get delivered for the last mile (to our homes and offices).

In addition to various printers, tape machines, and computer terminals, workers also report interacting with Human Resources (HR) and management via online applications. Workers can check their remaining paid or unpaid time off, make requests for schedule changes, and report problems to HR digitally without direct person-to-person contact. They can also monitor the points or strikes against their employment record in terms of violations related to absenteeism, tardiness, or failure to make work rates or meet quotas. The details and enforcement of points systems and work rules and standards seem to vary across facilities, departments, positions, and individual managers and supervisors and over time. Nevertheless, our respondents indicate that too many failures to work at speed, stay on task, or show up on time leads to discipline—including termination.

ELECTRONIC SURVEILLANCE AND THE PRESSURE TO “MAKE RATE”

Workers in packing, picking, and stowing are monitored in terms of their work rates, their error rates, and their time spent off task. Work-rate standards varied somewhat across interviews, reflecting the different expectations tied to their position and when and whether or not they were employed in a more or less automated facility. Work-rate standards also changed over time. As one worker put it, “They expected a lot of raised numbers and for it to constantly be going up” (Maria).

Fulfilling these work-rate expectations was not easy, especially given the pressure to simultaneously minimize errors and “time off task” (which included any time spent not making rate, including fixing or reporting problems, unless it was excused): “[E]very week you were given 30 minutes of time off task, so if you got over 30 minutes per week you were given a write-up so … every six minutes they start counting time against you. So if you like, even use up two minutes … they count you as two minutes off task” (Fernando).

Disciplining workers required both monitoring their work and error rates electronically, as well as in-person interactions with the workers, which was often carried out by more experienced workers known as “ambassadors.” Leads and process assistants were also involved in ensuring the work flow among workers, and that packages would be delivered on time. If workers failed to “make rate,” they were supposed to receive verbal warnings and after the third warning, they would get a “write up.” After three write-ups, workers faced termination. As one worker put it, “They would just come to us maybe twice a day and update us individually on how we were doing in our percentages. We would be told, ‘you are at this percentage, you are on rate, or you are not on rate’” (Paola).

Formal procedures were not always followed however. Some workers claimed that they were unfairly given write-ups without warnings and that HR was unresponsive to their complaints about such problems. One former worker claimed, “I got terminated supposedly because my rate was too low, even though I was told by a supervisor … my rate was fine” (Samantha). Many informants also noted how breakdowns in machinery or bad barcodes slowed them down and complained about continued pressure to make rate even in the midst of technological failures. Since workers could be fired for not “making rate,” the pressure to make rate was seen as more important than workplace safety. As one worker put it, “They had a concern for safety but were more concerned with speed first” (Jimmy). Other workers reported that they sometimes skirted various safety procedures in order to “make rate.”

Among the blue-collar workers interviewed, 82 percent expressed some sort of concern about Amazon’s productivity and/or error rate standards, while 75 percent worried about their personal ability to meet those standards. When directly asked, 56 percent agreed that they had concerns about the “pressure to work fast.” As Benjamin put it, “I was always scared every day, because I wasn’t meeting rate.” Describing managers’ and supervisors’ efforts to pressure her to “make rate,” Paola reported that “I was getting made fun of because my rate was very low compared to everyone else.”

Those carrying out tasks like stowing found that they could “make rate” more easily with tote boxes with more items to be stowed inside of them. According to Elizabeth, “I made friends in Amazon and when they would get a good box, they were so kind with me, and they would give me a small portion of it.” Paola recalled that, “People would fight for the bigger boxes.” If people got the boxes with a lot of items, they were at an advantage over the other workers stuck with the boxes with fewer ones. In pack, as Samuel put it, “Whereas one person can pack like a really high rate and then another person there kinda like is stuck at a low rate because that other person is kinda manipulating the system to achieve a higher rate than normal.” Commenting on such practices, Andrea lamented, “I thought that was really, really unfair because, everybody had to make their rate … We all have families to feed.” Meanwhile, Jimmy resented workers who would only choose light envelopes to scan and were “not pulling their weight physically.”

Managers used various carrots as well as sticks to discipline workers. Highly productive workers were praised during stand-up meetings and sometimes given small rewards or “giveaways,” especially during peak season. The best work rates would also be publicly posted before and after work breaks. Workers unable to “make rate” faced termination, contributing to high levels of turnover and stress among workers.

WORKPLACE TECHNOLOGY AND EXPERIENCE OF THE LABOR PROCESS

Although most workers complained about electronic monitoring, many workers noted the benefits associated with other aspects of their workplace technology. As Elizabeth put it, “I feel like they [machines] were all very useful and they just make the Associates’ job easier.” Workers described how their jobs would be more laborious or physically taxing if they lacked particular types of machinery, including conveyor belts, scanners, and forklifts, and favorably compared the quality of Amazon’s technology compared to that found at other workplaces. Other workers viewed the automated scheduling system as convenient to use, and less prone to favoritism and discrimination compared to HR staff.

Yet, workers also noted the dangers associated with various machines, including injuries and accidents involving forklifts or conveyor belts. Several workers interviewed complained about hearing loss due to working for long periods in close proximity to noisy machines and understocked ear plugs. Samuel noted how stressful and difficult it was to work when forklift drivers “are honking their horns all the time.” Other workers mentioned that they had difficulty getting the lights and sounds of the workplace out of their heads after leaving work that day.

Workplace technology is linked to the scale of production: Amazon’s warehouses are massive in size: about the size of “four big-box stores” combined, as Jimmy put it. One consequence of this was the sheer physical pain and exhaustion associated with walking great distances throughout the workday, a complaint that was especially common among pickers. As Kelly, who usually worked 10 hours per day, explained, “When I worked there as a picker, I lost 20 pounds from walking so much.” Jimmy recalled that “I typically walked four to seven miles within my four-hour shift.” Twenty-one-year-old Jorge described the physical toll of working in the warehouse in this way: “I was exhausted … Like, every day I would come home, and I could barely walk. That was the very first time I ever had to ice my feet.” Meanwhile, packers described the pain and exhaustion associated with standing still and engaging in highly repetitive motions at their automated packing stations, sometimes for 10 hours or more per day.

Many workers noted that although they were given a 15-minute break every 3½ hours spent working, the actual time spent resting was sometimes only 5 minutes, due to how long it took to walk to and from break rooms. Moreover, in an effort to prevent workers from stealing products, workers were required to go through metal detectors before going to break rooms. Getting to break rooms took even longer during peak seasons when there were many workers in security lines. Remembering a time when the metal detector accidently went off and he had to wait to be searched by security staff, Samuel recounts: “I was so pissed. I was starving and at the time, all I wanted to do was eat my snacks.”

The scale of the facility, coupled with tight surveillance of work rates and time spent off task meant many workers found it difficult to use the restroom during the workday. As one worker described:


Probably like once a week you’d be passing through an aisle and … then out of nowhere a bad smell hits, and there’s only one thing, and it’s like you’d have to call someone and be like, “Yo’ someone did some shit.” It’s like, instead of going to the bathroom, they’d piss in the trash can cause they didn’t want to take the time to go. (Ana)



Other workers described “holding it” when they needed to use the restroom during their shifts in order to “make rate.”

ALIENATION, AUTOMATION, AND WORKPLACE SCALE

The size of the facility, combined with the lack of social interaction among workers who scan or move goods all day, often left workers feeling lonely and isolated. As Alejandro described it, “Most of the time you’re by yourself in one station and they’re about 18 feet apart.” Moreover, “It’s, like, five managers and there’s, like, four floors … When you wanna talk to your managers it’s so hard to find them.” As Ana put it: “Honestly, you can just be there and legit [sic] cry and no one would notice, or you could just hate your life and no one would notice. It was just so big and lonely sometimes. It was the most isolating feeling every single day.”

Some tasks, like outbound dock work, where work rates were less dependent on electronic surveillance and worker-to-worker interactions were more direct, were seen as desirable by many workers because of the gregarious nature of the work itself. However, other common tasks like picking— whether in conventional stacks, or at workstations where robots bring goods to workers—were viewed by many respondents as isolating and problematic:


In pick you are just at the station by yourself. Sometimes there’s someone on the other side, but it’s so far that, what conversation can you really hold with someone? And it’s loud … there’s still conveyor belts above … and the pods [robots] make noise … You are all by yourself. It’s depressing and lonely. (Adriana)



Frequently, workers are in proximity to one another, but cannot talk for fear of breaking concentration. Stress-inducing work rates also have the effect of quashing social interaction in addition to the other stresses speed-ups cause. Thus, estrangement in the Amazon labor process can stem from interaction with technology, the cavernous spaces, the need to make rate, or the repetitive tasks workers execute in the face of constant electronic observation.

AUTOMATION AND WORKER DISPLACEMENT

The company often emphasized the importance of workplace efficiency, automation being just one means to that end. Yet, as Jimmy pointed out, “They want to make it as efficient as possible, which means fewer people doing more work.” Some of the workers interviewed expressed fears of displacement through automation, especially after observing the efficiency of Amazon’s Kiva robots. As Elizabeth remarked:


I remember that the robots would take the totes and at the same time that it is moving it, it is also scanning it. I noticed it was doing it so quickly and I was thinking “Dammit they’re going to replace us one day with robots.” And the people ain’t going [to] get paid … These machines are expensive but, if they’re going to pay money for them then it’s like a one-time thing versus constantly paying an employee and the benefits and the services … I would just say that props to them for affording all that, but not to take jobs away from people.



Most workers expressed long-term rather than immediate fears of displacement through automation. Many workers also expressed the idea that there were limits to automation that would help to protect jobs at Amazon. For example, Maria said: “There are certain things that robots can’t do. For example, quality control and packing boxes still need a human eye for those details.”

While that sentiment is shared by many—warehouse associates, managers, and some researchers alike—it must be tempered with the reality that Amazon is currently deploying automated machinery to replace some of the most common packing tasks.15 These machines can pack between 600 and 1,000 objects per hour—far more than a human can under the best conditions.16 Still, the industry goal of creating a “‘lights-out’” facility17 is likely to be unevenly implemented and it may be “at least 10 years away from fully automating the processing of a single order [now] picked by a worker inside a warehouse,” according to director of Amazon Robotics Fulfillment, Scott Anderson.18

CONCLUSION

Analysis of our interviews indicates that workers’ experience with automation ranges from relatively minimal digital surveillance and control in some tasks that are manually executed, to minute observations of work rates and output in combination with machinery and robotics in others. Direction, evaluation, and discipline increasingly involves electronic surveillance and algorithmic techniques for workers using scanners in various picking and packing functions, but is also combined with direct, interpersonal controls as workers are frequently verbally reminded of the need to make rate or face sanctions, including termination. Some Amazon workers report satisfaction with labor-saving technologies, especially in comparison to previous warehouse jobs. Others report injuries like hearing loss due to exposure to loud machines or repetitive motion injuries and strains from using automated equipment. Workers also describe the constant electronic monitoring of their work as very stressful. While some workers fear dislocation and potential unemployment owing to automation, others remain skeptical that particular kinds of human tasks can be executed by robots. Most interviewees report concerns about work speed-ups, under-staffing, and pressure to achieve output goals that are very difficult to meet. Some also report that some tasks induce a deep sense of alienation related to repetition, isolation, and heavy reliance on electronic monitoring and communication.

Overall, automation and surveillance at Amazon need to be understood relative to time and space. Work rates and scale of facility combine to require management to use specific tools to efficiently exploit workers through direction, evaluation, and discipline in their drive for profits. Labor intensification must be understood as a problem that exists alongside the specter of technological unemployment. Further, while we must consider the spectrum of legitimate concerns about automation displacing workers in the near future,19 or the possibility that we will treat “robots as co-workers” without massive transformations in the total employment picture,20 our research suggests that existing automation, algorithmic control, and scale of facilities creates highly stressful and insecure work environments for the majority of workers employed in Amazon warehouses and distribution centers. The work environment that Amazon has consciously constructed reflects Shoshanna Zuboff’s assertion that “Surveillance capitalism is immune to the traditional reciprocities in which populations and capitalists needed one another for employment and consumption.”21 From retraining initiatives,22 and plans to buy out marginal or disaffected workers with “The Offer,”23 to other schemes to convert workers into contractors,24 Amazon’s strategy seems to suggest movement toward a “lights-out” world populated by a few technicians monitoring legions of autonomous machines. Yet, the current reality may be as bleak:


It was very depressing on those 11-hour work days to go in when it was dark and to leave when it was already getting dark again … There were no windows, only bright lights and big boxes, and everyone was in these orange vests … It felt really wrong to know that there is a workplace like this where people are putting so much work of their lives and getting so little back. It was like seeing an episode of the “Black Mirror,” … it felt wrong and terrible. (Paola)25



For workers like Paola, the contemporary world of warehouse work already resembles our science-fiction fears.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We thank all of the former and current Amazon workers who provided interviews and all of the members of our UC-Riverside student research team that collected and transcribed their interviews. Special thanks to Veronica Alvarado and Deogracia Cornelio for helping to construct the interview guide for this study.

NOTES

1. J. Katzanek, “Here’s How to Apply for 2000 New Amazon Jobs,” Daily Bulletin, June 4, 2019, www.dailybulletin.com/2019/06/04/heres-how-to-apply-for-2000-new-amazon-jobs/. Accessed April 19, 2020.

2. Table 11.1 in Allison (Chapter 11, this volume) indicates that warehouses located in Riverside and San Bernardino Counties employed at least 13,600 employees in 2018–19, but these figures could include various occupations, while there were 18,600 warehouse workers in the four-county region of Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, and San Bernardino as of 2018; D. Flaming and P. Burns, “Too Big to Govern: Public Balance Sheet for the World’s Largest Store,” Economic Roundtable, pp. 1–82 (2019). Available at: https://economicrt.org/publication/too-big-to-govern/. Accessed April 19, 2020.

3. R. Edwards, Contested Terrain: The Transformation of the Workplace in the Twentieth Century (New York: Basic Books, 1979), pp. 1–261.

4. A. Aneesh, “Global Labor: Algocratic Modes of Organization,” Sociological Theory 27 (4) (2009): 347–370.

5. S. Zuboff, “Big Other: Surveillance Capitalism and the Prospects of an Information Civilization,” Journal of Information Technology 30(1) (2015): 75–89.

6. The first author was employed for two months as a blue-collar warehouse worker.

7. Nearly all of the student researchers recruited current and former Amazon workers who were friends, family members, co-workers, or other personal acquaintances. We also recruited some informants by informing UC-Riverside sociology majors through an email list-serve about the opportunity to participate in the study. Informants were offered a $20 gift card to compensate them for the time they spent doing the interview, most of which lasted about 25–40 minutes, but were sometimes as long as 2 hours.

8. M. Burawoy, “The Extended Case Method,” Sociological Theory 16(1) (1998): 28, 4–33.

9. We included three workers in this category who were employed as assistant managers because they were only paid a few dollars more per hour than warehouse associates, have low levels of supervisory control over workers, and carry out various blue-collar tasks on the warehouse floor as needed. We also included one “technician” involved in building storage units, as well as picking who was given minimal training and paid entry-level wages.

10. J. Emmons Allison, J.S. Herrera, J. Struna, and E. Reese, “The Matrix of Exploitation and Temporary Employment: Earnings Inequality among Inland Southern California’s Blue-Collar Warehouse Workers,” Journal of Labor and Society 21(4) (2018): 533–60. doi: 10.1111/wusa.12366.

11. Flaming and Burns, “Too Big to Govern.”

12. J. Struna, “Transnationally Implicated Labor Processes as Transnational Social Relations: Workplaces and Global Class Formation”, in I. Wallerstein, C. Chase-Dunn and C. Suter (eds.), Overcoming Global Inequalities, Political Economy of the World-System Annuals (Boulder, CO: Paradigm, 2015), pp. 71–86.

13. R. Blake, “Amazon’s Push to Augment Workforce with Automation Is Pig in Industrial Robotics Python,” Forbes, February 24, 2019, www.forbes.com/sites/richblake1/2019/02/24/amazons-push-to-augment-workforce-with-automation-is-pig-in-industrial-robotics-python/#14f4ef9342ea. Accessed April 19, 2020.

14. Wired, “High-Speed Robots Part 1: Meet Bettybot in ‘Human Exclusion Zone’,” Wired: The Window: Conde Nast (2019). Available at: www.youtube.com/watch?v=8gy5tYVR-28. Accessed April 19, 2020.

15. J. Dastin, “Exclusive: Amazon Rolls out Machines That Pack Orders and Replace Jobs,” Thomson Reuters, May 13, 2019, www.reuters.com/article/us-amazon-com-automation-exclusive/exclusive-amazon-rolls-out-machines-that-pack-orders-and-replace-jobs-idUSKCN1SJ0X1. Accessed April 19, 2020.

16. Ibid.

17. A “lights out” facility can operate in the dark because it is fully automated and no human workers are needed.

18. N. Bose, “Amazon Dismisses Idea Automation Will Eliminate All Its Warehouse Jobs Soon,” Thomson Reuters, May 1, 2019, www.reuters.com/article/amazoncom-warehouse/amazon-dismisses-idea-automation-will-eliminate-all-its-warehouse-jobs-soon-idUSL1N22D0NK?feedType=RSS&feedName=companyNews. Accessed April 19, 2020.

19. C.B. Frey and M.A. Osborne, “The Future of Employment: How Susceptible Are Jobs to Computerisation?” Technological Forecasting and Social Change (114) (2017): 254–280.

20. C. Copley, “Robots Will Be Your Colleagues Not Your Replacement: Manpower,” Thomson Reuters, January 18, 2019, www.reuters.com/article/us-automation-jobs/robots-will-be-your-colleagues-not-your-replacement-manpower-idUSKCN1PC20A. Accessed April 19, 2020. R. Boyd, and R.J. Holton, “Technology, Innovation, Employment and Power: Does Robotics and Artificial Intelligence Really Mean Social Transformation?”, Journal of Sociology 54(3) (2018): 331–345.

21. Zuboff, “Big Other.”

22. B. Casselman and A. Satariano. “Amazon’s Latest Experiment: Retraining Its Work Force,” New York Times, July 11, 2019, www.nytimes.com/2019/07/11/technology/amazon-workers-retraining-automation.html. Accessed April 19, 2020.

23. A. Semuels, “Why Amazon Pays Some of Its Workers to Quit,” The Atlantic, February 14, 2018, www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2018/02/amazon-offer-pay-quit/553202/. Accessed April 19, 2020.

24. J. Novet, “Amazon Will Pay Employees $10,000 to Quit and Start Their Own Package-Delivery Companies,” CNBC, May 13, 2019, www.cnbc.com/2019/05/13/amazon-will-pay-workers-10000-to-quit-form-delivery-companies.html. Accessed April 19, 2020.

25. Black Mirror is a Netflix “sci-fi anthology series [which] explores a twisted, high-tech near-future where humanity’s greatest innovations and darkest instincts collide” (2011). Available at: https://www.netflix.com/title/70264888. Accessed April 1, 2020.


6

Gender, Race, and Amazon Warehouse Labor in the United States

Ellen Reese

As intersectional feminist theory suggests, class domination interacts with patriarchy and white supremacy in significant ways.1 Building on those insights, this chapter analyzes how Amazon and other warehouse employers exploit gendered and racialized labor in the United States with a particular focus on Inland Southern California. This region, comprised of Riverside and San Bernardino Counties and located just east of the Los Angeles-Long Beach port, has quickly become one of the largest logistics hubs in the world. It also employs one of the largest (if not the largest) concentrations of Amazon warehouse workers in the world, with 16 Amazon fulfillment and distribution centers currently in place or under development in the region as of June 2019.2 Altogether, Inland Southern California claimed about 14.2 million square feet of Amazon warehouse space in 2019, more than half of which was located in just four cities (San Bernardino, Rialto, Eastvale, and Moreno Valley).3

Globally, Jeff Bezos and most other warehouse executives—disproportionately white men—amass their profits and wealth by exploiting warehouse workers through low-wage and precarious jobs, taking advantage of the limits of national labor laws and social inequalities that divide workers and render them vulnerable to highly exploitative working conditions.4 In the United States, Amazon and other warehouse executives disproportionately rely on workers of color, including immigrants of color, to carry out the most grueling tasks of loading, unloading, storing, tracking, sorting, and packing goods within warehouses. Nationally, non-supervisory blue-collar (or frontline) warehouse workers are mostly, and disproportionately, Latinx or African American workers that commonly face racial discrimination and live in areas of concentrated poverty and unemployment. Although most blue-collar warehouse workers are men, about 28 percent of those employed within traditional warehouses, and 44 percent of those employed in the rapidly growing e-commerce sector are women.5 Across regions, the specific racial composition of frontline warehouse workers varies. For example, Latinx warehouse workers outnumber African Americans in the logistic hubs in Southern California and New Jersey, but the reverse is true in the logistics hubs surrounding Chicago and other Mid-western cities. Warehouse workers are mostly native-born, but many are immigrants. Warehouse workers of color commonly experience racism and nativism on the job, and female warehouse workers, mostly women of color, also commonly confront sexism.6

To examine the gender and racial dynamics within Amazon and other warehouses in the United States, especially within Inland Southern California, I analyze interviews with current and former Amazon warehouse workers employed in Inland Southern California along with observations from a public tour of an Amazon warehouse in San Bernardino. Altogether 47 former and current Amazon workers participated in interviews for this study, all except one of which had been employed within blue-collar occupations.7 Participants were mainly recruited through personal contacts of a team of undergraduate researchers at the University of California, Riverside (UCR), as well as email messages sent to all sociology majors informing them of the study. Given the method of recruiting workers, it is not surprising that the vast majority of those interviewed were under the age of 30 and had some college education. Fifty-three percent of interviewees were women, perhaps related to the largely female composition of my research team, one person identified as “very gender neutral,” while the remaining respondents were male. Sixty-seven percent of interviewees were Latinx (any race), while 59 percent reported that Latinx was their only race; this is consistent with the largely Latinx make-up of the region’s population and warehouse workforce.8 About 15 percent of the sample was non-Hispanic white, 15 percent was mixed race, 7 percent was Asian-American, and another 4 percent was African-American.9 I put these interview findings into the context of relevant news reports and other research on U.S. warehouse workers, especially those employed by Amazon.

Consistent with patterns found in U.S. warehouses more generally, research participants described a racialized division of warehouse labor, with white men disproportionately employed as managers, and people of color employed as warehouse associates. While most of those employed as forklift drivers and in positions involving heavy lifting were men, women were commonly employed in packing and packaging jobs. Various workers reported instances of gender and/or race discrimination as well as racial, sexual and/or gender harassment, consistent with previous research findings and legal complaints. Parents, including single mothers, do not find Amazon to be family friendly in terms of its long work shifts and the high cost of its health benefits. My chapter concludes by considering warehouse workers’ resistance to racist and sexist practices within Amazon, evident in both legal complaints and collective action; as these workers demonstrate, resisting Amazon is a matter of gender and racial as well as economic justice.

GENDERED AND RACIALIZED DIVISIONS OF WAREHOUSE LABOR

Many of those interviewed for this study appreciated the racial diversity of their co-workers in Amazon’s warehouses. As Alejandro put it, “You see all types of races there. Hispanic, Latino, White, Indian, Asians … You see everything.” Fernando noted that, “I think probably one of the pluses of working there was probably the diversity … There’s a lot of immigrants working there.” He personally enjoyed getting to know immigrant workers from different countries around the world and learning about their cultures. Various workers also perceived that Amazon’s process of initially hiring warehouse workers as fair.

Nevertheless, various workers in the interview sample reported a distinct racial and gender hierarchy in terms of who was employed to do what within Amazon’s warehouses. As Paola put it, “It was mainly black and brown bodies and the only white people were managers.” Similarly, Josh noted that “There’s not that many white people … If there are, they’re usually higher ups.” He also noted that “A lot of the managers are men … Lately, they started hiring more females and people of color [as managers] recently … but for a while, when I first started, it was like all white guys.” Such observations are consistent with Amazon’s data on its managerial workforce for 2018, which reveals that 74.2 percent of its managers worldwide were men, while 61.7 percent of its U.S. managers were white.10 Moreover, only one of the 18 members of Amazon’s top executive “S-team” was a woman.11 In contrast, most non-supervisory warehouse workers were described by interviewees as people of color, mostly Latinx, a pattern consistent with regional workforce data,12 as well as my own observations during a public tour of an Amazon warehouse in San Bernardino.

A gender division of labor within the warehouse was also apparent during my tour. Most of the workers unloading trucks were men and the only forklift driver in sight was a man. In contrast, I observed many women picking and packing. Worker interviews described similar patterns in terms of the division of warehouse labor. According to Clara, who was employed for years at Amazon, some of the supervisors were women, but managers were mostly men. As Jimmy, employed in 2013, put it: “I think women were asked to do the inbound and the guys got shoved to do the trucks. Women were tasked to do more of the scanning or problem control … I saw more women being hired as temps.”

These observations are similar to findings from legal filings and previous research on blue-collar warehouse workers.13 For example, research finds that among blue-collar warehouse workers in Inland Southern California, women, especially Latinx immigrant women, are concentrated within low-wage packing and packaging occupations, while a significantly greater number of Latinx immigrant women are employed through temporary agencies compared to their male counterparts.14 Meanwhile, legal research provides evidence that temporary agencies commonly steer women and men into gender-typed warehouse jobs by referring to women as “lights” and “small hands,” and men as “heavies” and “big hands.” Surveys collected among temporary warehouse workers in Will County, Illinois by the Warehouse Workers for Justice, also reveal that temporary agencies are more likely to offer forklift-driving jobs to men than women, even when women are trained for or express interest in those jobs. Likewise, interviews with temporary warehouse workers (all women of color) reveal that male warehouse workers avoid packing jobs because they view them as paying too little for the work involved compared to relatively higher paying jobs as forklift drivers or laborers. Meanwhile, women warehouse workers describe various examples of gender-based and sexual harassment by male coworkers as well as gender discrimination by employers. Similar to other blue-collar workplaces such as the docks, heavy machinery was associated with men and masculinity, and male co-workers commonly harassed their female counterparts who dared to used it.15 Often viewed as “bad drivers” or physically weaker than men, women warehouse workers report being excluded from opportunities to be trained as forklift drivers, and overlooked for laborer jobs.16

Consistent with such findings, interviewees for this study claimed that women employed as forklift drivers or leads experienced gender harassment or felt distinct performance pressures as token women. For example, Jimmy claimed that “They trained a few women for forklift, but it is unusual to train women to do that task. Women were always being stereotyped as bad drivers or unable to perform that task.” Elizabeth, another former employee, a Mexican American woman in her early 20s, recalled that:


The forklift drivers were mainly guys. So, I did get extremely discriminated on [sic] because I was a female forklift driver. I would come home pissed because guys would hit on me. They would harass me and say things like, “Oh you grabbed the wrong fork, go put it back and grab the right one,” like they’re trying to put me in my place.



Another Latinx, Maria recalled that “For a female, you had to prove yourself. You had to prove yourself that you were a good worker, you could lead a department, and you weren’t being a bitch. If you could lead a department and not be a little hoe. Before I came along, there were only males leading.”

Other workers recounted frustrations among women in terms of being overlooked for male-stereotyped warehouse positions. For example, Samantha expressed frustrations in seeking to become a dockworker despite filling out paperwork and consulting with a manager about this. Josh shared a similar story:


One of my friends … She’s been wanting to transfer to ship dock … There’s mostly men that are back there so she, she noticed that they never call her when they need to labor share [sic]. They stopped calling her after she addressed that it was like mostly men … I told her just go straight to the general manager and she ended up talking to him … and then I’m not really sure if it got resolved ’cus she’s still in the same department. I think she just lost interest in that ’cus of all the trouble. She just kinda got frustrated like, “Whatever if they’re not gonna call me. They don’t want me” … They did offer her a spot, but it was nightshift and she wasn’t interested in nightshift.



In contrast, Fernando noted how older female workers tended to be assigned to be “pickers,” a position that was commonly perceived to be the most difficult and least favorite position in Amazon warehouses:


There’s also like a lot of genderism [sic] of the workplace. If they want women out then … women, older women, they would send them off as pickers. So the first day that you’re there they designate you, okay you’re going to be on the dock, you’re going to be a packer, you’re going to be a picker. So a lot of the ladies they would send them as pickers. So I realized that if they want people out right away they’re going to send them as pickers and I realized it was a lot of older ladies.



There were, of course, exceptions to the overall gender division of labor. For example, Maria expressed appreciation for Amazon for giving her the opportunity to prove herself within a traditionally male-stereotyped job:


I get to go home and just feel accomplished. Especially when I feel that people underestimate me based on my looks because I’m small and I’m a girl. They wouldn’t expect me, in a million years, to be packing thirty-pound boxes at a fast pace for ten hours. This job has given me the opportunity to prove myself. So I think that’s another reason why I appreciate the job.



Yet, even this quote reveals how gender stereotypes shape employment experiences within Amazon warehouses.

When asked if there were problems such as racism or sexism at Amazon, 27 percent of the interview sample said “yes.” About 26 percent also agreed that divisions among workers based on gender existed and 9 percent reported divisions among workers based on race. Interviewees also varied in their opinions in terms of whether Amazon’s female workers, mostly women of color, were subject to employment fairness, discrimination, or favoritism. While such variation may reflect differences in workers’ gender and racial consciousness, it is also likely that problems of racism and sexism were more extensive among some supervisors and managers compared to others. One man, Anong, claimed that “Women of Amazon do tend to be pushed aside.” Similarly, Jorge recalled that “Some of the girls were treated differently … More blame would be put on them if something went wrong … Like if they weren’t filling their quotas.”

In contrast to Jorge’s account, both male and female workers reported that some supervisors exercised favoritism towards women, especially attractive women. As Samuel put it, “Some supervisors would favor the prettier girls like you know, people that they’re cool with.” Similarly, Paola claimed that “It was mainly the most attractive girls were getting the easy way.” Likewise, Xavier reported that “Some women moved up and were promoted faster because of favors or relationships with some of the managers.” Another former worker, a woman initially employed as a warehouse associate who later became an assistant manager, agreed with that assessment. Various workers also claimed that supervisors were more likely to select women, particularly attractive women, to become either “problem solvers” or “ambassadors.” When describing supervisors’ favoritism towards women, Samuel reported that “There was some favoritism with … supervisors picking problem solvers. At first they were generally mostly women. So there was kind of a thing [rumor] going around like, ‘you only pick the pretty girls to learn how to problem solve.’” Jimmy similarly noted that “Sometimes women would be promoted faster to ambassadors but it’s hard to say if that was the reason. It was kind of favoritism with a cost.” Although problem solvers and ambassadors did not earn more per hour, these positions were coveted as they were considered less onerous and tightly monitored compared to other jobs, such as picking or packing, and key positions for becoming promoted to assistant manager positions.

Blue-collar warehouse labor has long been male dominated. Workers, both male and female, observed the challenges for Amazon’s blue-collar female workers in terms of the male-dominated or masculine workplace culture. For example, Destiny observed:


Working at a warehouse is probably like the most, the most like sexist jokes of any other place … It’s a macho-like environment … with all this heavy machinery and stuff. Like the women were kind of encouraged to be like more manly … They had to like to put on this persona like you can’t fuck with me.



Destiny also reported that “Some men not all, were like ‘ok since I’m working at a warehouse, I can hit up any one of these females.’ And the women who work there usually wear like workout clothes. So, women were usually seen as sex objects.”

Like Destiny, other workers interviewed recalled various instances of sexual harassment experienced by themselves or coworkers, not all of which were reported to management or Human Resources. As Samuel reported, “There’s a lot of … things that go there as far as sexual talk and you know, verbal things that happened in between employees and sometimes supervisors.” Similarly, Jimmy reported that “I think there were generally a lot of flirting, between younger people or older men with younger women. It was sometimes consensual or non-consensual.” Fernando reported that


Within the workers and the management, there is a lot of like not overt harassment, but there’s a lot like there’s a sense of like uncomfortability that is placed among the women … There be [sic] like a lot of attention [towards] specific women … If there were like really ... attractive … you see like a lot of men gathered towards them, which I think would make it very difficult for them to do their job.



Anong claimed that “a lot” of women warehouse workers experience sexual harassment. He, along with several other workers, reported that Human Resources did not adequately address complaints about sexual harassment, and required witnesses, which was often difficult given the isolated nature of many warehouse tasks:


Sexual harassment is not taken seriously, from my experience with my co-workers … They’ve been to HR and HR doesn’t do much about it, or from what I’ve been told. HR doesn’t do much and tells them to switch departments if they can’t work with that person. It seems like supervisors and managers tend to cater more toward what the company needs than what the employee needs. As a tier 1, it feels like you’re left off on your own and there is not a lot of security there. I think it sucks that a lot of the female co-workers have to experience that. It’s a really common thing. When they try to report to HR, they say they need concrete evidence, like telling us that if someone said something inappropriate, it isn’t enough. You need to have witnesses, but it’s hard when you do work since you’re out there by yourself.



Paola similarly complained about HR’s failure to fire a female worker that repeatedly sexually harassed her girlfriend, trying to kiss her and making unwanted sexual comments to her, despite multiple complaints being made against the worker. This worker also claimed that HR required a witness to these incidences, which was difficult because many of these incidences occurred when other workers were out of sight or earshot. After considerable delays and lost paperwork, HR simply moved the worker into another department. Unfortunately, the woman continued to harass the other woman during work breaks. The harassed worker finally “got fired because she stopped going to work because of the situation.”

Similarly, Josh recalled that, after a worker filed a sexual harassment complaint against a man who showed naked pictures of her to other coworkers, “The whole thing got really messy and they didn’t do anything to him. He ended up switching to a different department to avoid it … I understand they had nothing to prove what he did, but she obviously was feeling intimidated and harassed by him and they weren’t doing much about that.” After reporting the incident to HR, this worker “felt really uncomfortable and she kinda felt like [co-workers who knew of the incident] … were making her job harder, like making her feel uncomfortable ’cus they would be mentioning things about him to her and she would just kinda feel really uncomfortable about it.”

Workers interviews also described various incidences of racism or racialized xenophobia carried out by fellow workers, supervisors, or managers. For example, Alejandro reported that


There’s been a couple of situations for example, about people from India … People kinda stay away from [them] … but there’s been a couple of cases of Whites and Latinos or White and Black. Sometimes there was a couple [of] people, White people, that would just be rude to these other people so, that’s something that was kind of racial.



Fernando, describing a coworker, reported that “He was African American … He would get in trouble a lot by the upper management who were White … It kind of seemed like they were purposely giving him hassle because he was African American and they were blaming the productivity for … that certain area because of him.”

Workers also reported various situations in which workers or managers were fired for racist and/or sexist behavior that was reported to Human Resources. For example, Alejandro reported that “This time … it was a White male … They ended up letting him go ’cause he was just being, just throwing sexual jokes or like racist jokes so, the manager said those things … He ended up being fired because he was using too many racist jokes or sexual jokes … Girls would put in complaints… He was let go.”

Josh remembered another incident involving racialized and anti-Islamic discrimination that led to worker firings:


After the shooting, the San Bernardino shooting17 … I heard that there was people saying like really mean things about … Muslims and the people that they thought were Middle Eastern or … involved with ISIS … I heard that people were making remarks to them, but literally like the next week the managers addressed that and said there wasn’t going to be any tolerance to the person that was making those remarks and they got fired.



Yet, Amazon’s upper management sometimes responded less forcefully to complaints about racial inequalities in the treatment of workers; they simply transferred the workers rather than firing them. For example, Alejandro recalled “That manager got moved to a different position … It was because he was being really mean to [my friend] and I think it’s ’cus he was White, and she was Hispanic. I think that had a lot to do with it. A lot of people put in a lot of complaints about him too that he was treating people [badly].” Various worker interviews also mentioned that racial and/or ethnic homophily among workers was common, another indicator of the racialized nature of warehouse labor.

WAREHOUSE LABOR AND WORK–FAMILY CONFLICTS

Most working parents, about one-third of the interview sample, reported difficulties juggling their dual responsibilities as a parent and an Amazon employee. This was especially the case for single mothers, those working full-time, and those employed in graveyard shifts, as well as those working extra long hours during holidays. Clara, a single mother, who typically worked more than 40 hours per week and as many as 70 hours per week during peak season as a process assistant, would pick her young son up when he was already asleep from her sister’s house. As she described, “So I would just watch him sleep. That was the only time I would get to see him.” Because of her long work hours, she was unable to get him involved in sports despite his desire to do so. Another single mother, Vanessa, reported that “ I feel as if I miss out on a lot of my son’s young age.” Adriana reported that it was difficult to balance being a parent and an Amazon employee given the physical exhaustion she experienced at the end of her shift: “It could be hard sometimes when I’m tired and I don’t want to do anything … I just want to go upstairs and lay down.” Destiny, a single mom who worked graveyard shift from 6:30 p.m. until 5 a.m. in San Bernardino four days per week, had a care provider to watch her children at night in Riverside, where she lived (about 30 minutes away from her workplace). Getting enough sleep was a challenge for her family. As she describes, “I would pick them up around 5:30 a.m. I would sleep in the parking lot at my kids’ school, have them dressed and ready to go, and I would then drop them off at school by 8 in the morning.” Kelly, another mother employed in a graveyard shift, struggled to take her infant daughter to daytime medical appointments and feared something might happen to her daughter if she fell asleep while watching her. After Amazon’s management denied all four of her requests for a daytime shift, she finally accepted Amazon’s “offer” of compensation for agreeing to quit and never work for the company again.

Given their low wages, all of the working parents in the interview sample regularly relied on family members or others to provide child care for free or below market prices. Most of these workers also lived with their parents, family members, or roommates, which helped them to pay for housing and other household expenses. Only a few of these parents, who benefited from family support for child care and household bills, viewed Amazon’s health-care plan as affordable. More than one-third of these families relied on Medicaid, a publicly subsidized health insurance program for low-income families.

CONCLUSION

Warehouse labor is deeply gendered and racialized in the United States in terms of who is employed to do what, and how workers are treated on the job. Jeff Bezos and other warehouse executives are predominantly white men, while the hard labor of handling goods within warehouses is largely carried out by underpaid black and Latinx male workers. Women, mostly of color, make up a growing proportion of warehouse workers, especially in the e-commerce sector. Former and current Amazon warehouse workers interviewed in Inland Southern California for this study, most of whom were Latinx, recalled various instances of gender and race discrimination, as well as sexual harassment and racialized xenophobia, sometimes carried out by fellow workers. Such practices are oppressive to the workers experiencing them and help to keep workers internally divided. Problems of racism and sexism within Amazon’s warehouses are not isolated to Southern California. Warehouse workers and organizations across the United States are publicizing and resisting racist and sexist practices within Amazon.

For example, at least seven pregnant women, formerly employed in Amazon warehouses in the U.S., sued the corporation for pregnancy discrimination. The women were fired after reporting their pregnancies to management, who also refused their requests for pregnancy-related accommodations, such as longer bathroom breaks and fewer hours spent on their feet.18 Other women have also reported employment discrimination against pregnant women in the warehouse industry.19

Meanwhile, black Muslim immigrants from Somalia and other East African nations in the Minneapolis region, organized through Awood Center, a workers’ center, have engaged in collective action targeting Amazon to demand the right to have prayer breaks during work in order to exercise their religious freedom as well as other improvements in their working conditions. Three of these workers, all women, also filed federal complaints to the Equal Employment Opportunities Commission against Amazon for employment discrimination based on race. They claim that, compared to white workers, black warehouse workers have been given more physically taxing jobs, such as packing heavy items, and denied promotions and training opportunities.20 Thus, while Amazon’s warehouses exploit gendered and racialized labor, workers are fighting back to demand greater workplace equity and rights. In doing so, they help to raise consciousness about, and resist, the ways in which Amazon and other warehouse executives reinforce and take advantage of gender and racial inequalities among workers and pave the way for greater worker mobilization and solidarity.
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A New Industrial Working Class? Challenges in Disrupting Amazon’s Fulfillment Process in Germany

Nantina Vgontzas

The specter of deindustrialization continues to haunt organized labor. For nearly a century, the concentration of capital and labor in Europe and North America gave industrial workers two forms of leverage. The first was their position in the economy, or positional leverage, enabling workers to disrupt the production of goods central to the world market.1 The second form of leverage was their proximity to each other, or associational leverage, fostering the ties through which they activated their positional leverage.2

By the 1970s, the limits of this regionally delimited power became evident as employers relocated factories to developing economies.3 To rebuild their movement, workers in the deindustrializing North needed to coordinate with workers in the industrializing South, given a system of production that increasingly was spread across space.4 But this coordination proved difficult amid a concomitant decline of the Global Left, contributing to a number of social and political setbacks over the course of several decades.5 From a steady rise in wage inequality6 to the election of far right populists in once social democratic heartlands,7 the various consequences of labor’s retreat have made identifying sources of its renewal an urgent task.

To be certain, it is not that workers in deindustrializing economies have no leverage.8 In theory, autoworkers in Mississippi or Chattanooga could cause considerable dents to the profits of Nissan or Volkswagen. But so far, organizing drives have floundered amid the paternalistic labor relations of the American South and an uninspiring track record of unions in the Midwest.9 Meanwhile, though in recent years teachers from West Virginia to Los Angeles have brought city and state governments to their knees, on their own, such strikes leave much of the wider economy unaffected. In short, while workers in deindustrializing economies still have access to positional or associational leverage, relative to earlier periods of development, the potent combination of these two forms of power has waned.

It is within this context that Amazon has become an unlikely source of hope. As Kim Moody notes in this volume, the retail, tech, and logistics giant brings together massive investments of capital and labor similar to industries of the past.10 In particular, Moody highlights the centrality of warehouses to Amazon’s imperative of fulfilling customers’ orders at increasingly faster speeds, leading the company to situate warehouses closer to urban markets and thus to communities with generally higher associational power relative to rural ones. Amid the rise of social and political movements since the Great Recession, this assessment has motivated organizing efforts by a number of leftist currents, from anarchists in Poland to the growing numbers of socialists in the United States.11 Their wager is as follows. If Amazon warehouse workers can activate these “choke points,” and if they can coordinate with workers in trucks, ports, and other distribution hubs, they can disrupt the circulation of goods in the wider economy.12 They can form a “new industrial working class,” one capable of leveraging both positional and associational capacities in the Global North as a basis for meaningfully forging solidarity with workers in the Global South.13

But just as old words take on new meanings, old forms of power come with new constraints. In this chapter, I examine the constraints on Amazon workers’ positional and associational power. Drawing on research from Germany, where Amazon warehouse workers have been striking for seven years in what has been the longest attempt at disrupting the company’s fulfillment network, I make three claims. First, the constraint on positional leverage in Amazon fulfillment centers is the company’s trend toward network redundancy, or a capacity to redirect the fulfillment of orders in the event of blockages. Second, the constraint on associational leverage of Amazon fulfillment workers is a legal parameter that divorces wage bargaining from shop-floor conflict. This is especially stark in the German case, but applies to others throughout Amazon’s fulfillment network. The third claim connects these positional and associational constraints by tracing the process of organizing in German Amazon warehouses. I find that, in confining itself to this legal parameter, the union has been unable to regenerate power on the shop-floor in a way that can overcome the constraint of network redundancy. I conclude that more successful efforts at disruption will depend on amassing and maintaining power on the shop-floor and scaling that up across the fulfillment network.

DATA, METHODS AND SCOPE CONDITIONS

This chapter is based on two years of fieldwork on Amazon in Germany that was collected as part of a larger project comparing Amazon’s fulfillment networks in Germany and the United States.14 Although the U.S. remains Amazon’s largest market by a long shot, bringing US$160 billion in revenue, Germany is its second largest, with US$20 billion. My research on Amazon in Germany was partly based on a review of trade journals, investor reports, and the business press. I also read secondary literature on industries where workers historically seized the choke points, drawing a shadow comparison to the auto industry in the twentieth century.15 In addition, I interviewed Amazon unionists in Germany and participated in a transnational grassroots network that exchanges knowledge and coordinates actions among Amazon workers in Germany, Poland, France, Spain, and the United States. Finally, I collected covert observations while working in a warehouse in Germany.

For this last item, I worked as a packer in an older, less-automated Amazon warehouse located on the outskirts of a medium East German city. I chose this warehouse because it featured one of the more established shop steward committees, organized by the United Trade Services Union, or Ver.di. For two months during Amazon’s peak season, I worked 8-hour shifts five days a week, alternating biweekly between the morning and evening shifts. I was part of a seasonal workforce directly hired by the company, that doubled the warehouse’s overall workforce. Most of my seasonal co-workers were immigrants, and specifically many were South Asian master’s degree engineering students, while out of the permanent workforce, roughly 80 percent were white German and 20 percent people of color, mostly first-generation immigrants from the Middle East, Asia, and Africa.

This chapter seeks to identify the core organizing constraints of Amazon’s fulfillment network using data from my German case study. It is thus important to delineate scope conditions from the outset. The key condition is that this analysis is focused on Amazon fulfillment centers, which are warehouses that store, pick and pack customers’ orders. These are distinct from warehouses that sort or deliver already packed orders, referred to as “sortation and delivery” centers. For roughly the first two decades of its existence, Amazon specialized in fulfilling orders and left the sorting and delivery to third parties. In recent years, and especially in the United States, the company has begun building its last mile infrastructure, which is responsible for delivering packaged orders to customers’ doors (see Chapter 4 of this volume).

With this expansion comes both vulnerabilities and redundancies. For now, delivery centers feature the highest level of associational leverage; management has yet to erode worker autonomy there to the degree it has in fulfillment centers. Delivery centers are also, for now, more resilient choke points, given that orders are already packaged and thus at immediate risk of not being delivered. At the same time, Amazon’s continued expansion of its suite of delivery centers is already reducing the volume that goes through any one center. In this sense, the expansion of Amazon’s network into sortation and delivery is replicating the trend of redundancy in its fulfillment network. As the company continues investing in the last mile, and hence creating the processes and technologies to increasingly restrict worker mobility in delivery centers, the analysis below of my fieldwork in Germany will become more relevant to the wider network.

POSITIONAL CONSTRAINT

Network redundancy is not a new phenomenon. In the post-war period, executives shifted production to facilities away from Detroit, Turin and other key industrial centers specifically to weaken union influence.16 What is new is the additional element that information technologies introduced and artificial intelligence has deepened: companies can increasingly optimize the overall systems managing the flow of one process to another within their production and fulfillment networks. At Amazon, this is referred to as the Fulfillment Operating System, and it is cementing two features of the labor process.

The first feature is a decoupling of the labor process within warehouses, or a loosening of linkages along the assembly line that minimizes blockages in the event that any individual worker stops fulfilling orders. This is in contrast to tightly coupled production, in which every step along the assembly line affects subsequent steps.

Decoupling plays out on the Amazon shop-floor as follows. In online retail fulfillment, the key imperative is to receive goods; store, or stow them as individual units; pick the units once they are ordered; group them into orders to pack, and finally, ship those orders at ever-increasing speeds. This is a more complicated process than in discount retail fulfillment, which entails unloading and reloading large quantities that then get sent to stores. In online retail, more labor is needed to handle the same volume, and a balance between speed and precision is needed to ensure that that volume is efficiently picked, packed, and sorted for delivery. These needs have led to the partial automation of tasks like picking, where workers are stationed along fields while Kiva robots bring the shelves to them. If a worker does not pick an order in time, a “problem solver” sees on their touchscreen monitor that an order has been unfulfilled, locates it, manually picks it, and then coordinates with their counterpart in subsequent departments. The point of the Fulfillment Operating System is to remove the need for that coordination between problem solvers, or the need for problem solvers in the first place. The entire system will be able to automatically redirect orders that have not been fulfilled and, moreover, move them along the process without human assistance.

The second feature is a dispersal of the labor process across warehouses, or an expansion of nodes in the network that minimizes blockages in the event that any individual warehouse stops fulfilling orders. In most cases, management can simply block off that warehouse by pressing a “little red button,” which tells the system to not send any new orders to that warehouse. In extreme cases, managers can select the “big red button,” which re-plans orders within the warehouse and has them fulfilled elsewhere. The end goal of the Fulfillment Operating System is to remove from humans even that step of pressing the button.

Through these two mechanisms, Amazon is building ever-more redundancy within its fulfillment network, making its warehouses increasingly scattered and individual choke points thus weakened. This point can be crystallized through a comparison to the early automobile industry of Southeastern Michigan.17

In the twentieth century, Ford and General Motors’ expansion relied on a tightly coupled and geographically clustered production process. Clusters of supplier plants fed assembly plants, where parts were added to the bodies of cars. In both supply and assembly plants, semi-skilled workers produced and processed cars that were sent down the line for final assembly by unskilled workers. This helped eliminate the need for stockpiles of supplies in every plant and promoted continuous innovation. But it also made the production process vulnerable in two key respects. Semi-skilled workers could create blockages by not feeding the assembly lines, and supplier plants could create blockages by not feeding assembly plants. This is precisely how workers won the sit-down strikes of the 1930s, by seizing those two choke points.

Amazon is safeguarding its network against such blockages through its loosely coupled and geographically dispersed fulfillment process. This demands that, for workers to be able to exercise their positional and associational power, they must build enough majorities within warehouses to trigger shop-wide shutdowns, and in enough warehouses so that orders cannot be as easily rerouted; doing so requires that they coordinate with workers in other nodes who can ensure that management does not otherwise bypass these blockages. The question, then, is why German Amazon workers, already organized through unions and active in works councils, have not yet met these requirements.

ASSOCIATIONAL CONSTRAINT

The key constraint on Amazon fulfillment workers’ associational power stems from a labor relations framework that has been inherited from the twentieth century. Throughout the world, unions settled for a legally protected right to bargain over wages in exchange for retreating from daily conflict on the shop-floor. In Germany, the compromise was even starker. In the turbulent years following World War I, revolutionary workers’ councils demanded control over their work. After the revolution was defeated, the Weimar administration narrowed the parameters of these councils.18 The works councils it instituted were comprised of both managers and workers who met to regulate the work process, taking the daily conflict and negotiation away from the shop-floor. Suspended during Nazi rule, this system of “social partnership” was formalized amid the prosperous conditions that followed World War II.19 It was a dual model whose core tenets were centralized collective bargaining and co-determination: unions negotiated agreements that raised wages, while works councils and supervisory boards met to approve changes to the workplace, from working time to the production process itself. Under this system, unions rarely went on strike; the credible threat of industrial action was usually sufficient for maintaining wage and productivity growth.

Once the profitability crisis hit in the 1970s, employers began pulling back from the social partnership. Trade union density has since been on a continuous decline from 40 percent at its peak in 1980 down to 16 percent today. This has led to an erosion of the dual model.20 Without a daily shop-floor presence, unions were unable to counteract the offensive, and as they lost membership, works councils also became a shell of their former selves, given that there were fewer union-aligned workers elected onto the works councils who could regulate workplace changes.

As unions bled members, they have been amalgamating into megaunions, as is the case with Ver.di. Ver.di has the contradictory tendency of decision making being centralized at the highest levels of leadership while its 13 sectoral divisions remain fragmented. As one staffer put it, Ver.di is comprised of 13 “fiefdoms,” all of which are vying for money from the top. This produces competition among the sectors and a lack of strategic coordination, which became especially complicated in the Amazon campaign. The central Ver.di leadership put the campaign under the jurisdiction of its retail division so that the union could strike to raise hourly wages to the €13 set by the sectoral collective agreement, roughly €1.5 more than the starting wage at Amazon. The company countered that it is a logistics firm and does not need to agree to the higher standard in retail, and thus the retail division had even less of an incentive to collaborate with the logistics sector. The next section illustrates how this contest fed into the union’s eschewal of organizing workers in other nodes beyond warehouses, to the detriment of the campaign.

TRACING THE ORGANIZING PROCESS IN GERMANY

Putting together these positional and associational constraints, I argue that Ver.di’s confinement to the legal parameter of wage bargaining has constrained it from regenerating power on the shop-floor and thus from generating the capacity needed to disrupt Amazon’s fulfillment network. This claim is based on tracing the process of Ver.di’s campaign at Amazon, which can be distinguished into three key subprocesses. The first focuses on the early stages of the campaign, which saw some associational capacity built on the shop-floor. Due to resource competition within Ver.di, the union relied on workers to organize the campaign in its early stages, first through the formation of shop-steward committees that later helped to form strike committees. These committees were integral to launching strikes in four of the seven warehouses in Amazon’s network in the spring of 2013. The second and third subprocesses focus on the constraints workers faced as the strikes carried on. The second subprocess focuses on the erosion of strike coverage in these warehouses over time, and the third focuses on the stasis of strike coverage across the network, as Amazon’s expansion of warehouses outpaced Ver.di’s ability to organize them. Currently, the union has coverage in seven of the twelve fulfillment centers in the German network, or 16 if we count those in Poland, which nearly exclusively serve the German market. Together, these three subprocesses have resulted in an erosion of workers’ bargaining power and Amazon’s continued refusal to collectively bargain with them.

In the first subprocess, the union initially built power in its three oldest warehouses, two in Bad Hersfeld and one in Leipzig, through shop-steward committees that eventually built strike committees. Shop stewards came largely from departments where workers enjoyed more mobility like picking and thus where they could speak on the job more. This budding power on the shop-floor was strengthened by union members becoming elected to the works’ council and, in 2011, enforcing the Bundesdatenschutzgesetz, a federal data protection law dating to the 1960s. In this case, the activist works council used the law to prevent managers from formally disciplining workers according to their electronically monitored work rates; managers now had to ask workers if they even wanted their rates disclosed, and workers could simply refuse. Union activists made use of this law to continue recruiting their co-workers to the campaign. Between 2011 and 2013, works councils, now dominated by union activists, turned all-hands meetings in the fulfillment centers into assemblies to answer workers’ questions, while strike committees trained workers offsite.

By the spring of 2013, after months of assemblies, members were ready to strike. Union officials have told me that they did not feel ready to take this action but that members decided to proceed regardless. The difference is that union officials worried that they would not be able to turn out a majority of workers in order to quickly bring Amazon to the table for a collective agreement. Members, on the other hand, felt the action could be the first in an escalation strategy that wasn’t necessarily focused on bargaining over wages. And indeed, quantitative analysis by Sabrina Appicella and Helmut Hildebrant, who surveyed strikers in this initial phase, shows that wages were not relevant to workers striking.21 Rather, it was union participation and issues of shop-floor control that animated strikers, such as stress and the lack of true co-determination, which would entail participation in supervisory boards at the company level and not merely works councils at the shop level. What stalled this momentum?

The second subprocess can be broken into two components. First, the decoupling of the labor process resulted in a curtailing of worker autonomy on the shop-floor. Whereas originally all workers had access to problem-solving tools, over time, that access was limited to problem solvers. This weakened the capacity that a minority of workers could have in impacting overall productivity. Second, management introduced “zone picking” as an innovation that confines workers to picking orders from one section of the warehouse. This allowed for quicker training of seasonal workers and limited the mobility of permanent pickers, who as a department initially had been able to amass the most strike participation.

Second, as older workers found their autonomy curtailed, newer workers were subject to conditional job security. All workers are hired on fixed-term contracts, which after two years must be made permanent. Probationary workers who struck or even decreased their work effort are denied permanent employment. This is where the data privacy law did not hold, for there was no restriction on not hiring someone on the basis of their performance. Here migration status and race have played a moderating role, as discussed in other analyses of shop-floor politics.22 At a recent picket line in Bad Hersfeld, for instance, I saw a group of about ten immigrant workers who stood apart from the other strikers. For several hours, no one approached them. It turns out that, even though they had passed the probationary threshold, managers were still exerting pressure, because of their assumption that the visibly immigrant workers they encountered were all on fixed contracts. And though these permanent workers responded by joining the others on the picket line, the union failed to see this as an opportunity to recruit more of their co-workers, given its own assumption that immigrant workers were on probation and that this would not grow the union the stable numbers it felt would win them a collective agreement.

The third subprocess is the stasis of strike coverage across the network. Two factors stem from the dispersal of the labor process. First, in 2014, a year after the first outbreak of strikes, Amazon opened warehouses not only in other parts of Germany but also in Poland, where unemployment was higher and strike laws were more prohibitive. The second factor, over which Ver.di had greater control, was its lack of coverage of other nodes. As previously discussed, challenges related to its organizational structure led to the exclusion of other logistics workers. Indeed, early in the campaign, higher-level officials in the retail division had instructed field organizers to see if they could organize drivers, but the organizers knew that this was a symbolic exercise and reported that it was too difficult to organize them. Even more noteworthy is that a key Ver.di official who helped lead the Amazon campaign considers their lack of reaching out to tech workers, who were expected down the road to become members of another union, IG Metall, to have been a “fatal error of the campaign.”

It is difficult to disagree with his assessment. By the time I arrived in Leipzig, strikes proceeded routinely. A minority of workers went out on strike, collected their strike payments and went home after a few hours on the picket line. Meanwhile, within the warehouse, seasonal workers were deployed to departments affected by the strike and in fact did not even know that we were breaking the strike; they did not even know that there was a union. Amazon carried on with lower productivity in the warehouse, while motivation for strategizing more effective disruption generally dissipated among the permanent strikers. In an organizing context where the wage-bargaining framework remained dominant, it was unclear to them how to proceed against employer intransigence.

CONCLUSION

This case study of German workers’ attempts at disrupting the fulfillment of Amazon orders illustrates the organizing challenges in an ever-increasingly decoupled and dispersed network. Success remains limited so long as workers’ power is not amassed on the shop-floor and scaled up across the network. But it is not impossible. Had Ver.di taken organizing probationary workers more seriously, with a focus on how management instrumentalizes racial divisions on the shop-floor, it may have regenerated the shop-floor power that gave it its initial momentum. Or had it not ignored tech workers or drivers, it could have better dealt with weakening strike coverage within and across nodes. That, too, would have required centering concerns around shop-floor control.

These challenges compel revising strategies inherited from the old industrial working class. While the form of power present in today’s warehouses can be likened to that in yesterday’s factories—that is, a combination of positional and associational power—the scope of its activation will need to be far more diffused. Amazon’s fulfillment network will not be shut down by workers strategically placed along the assembly line in several key facilities, as in the interwar strikes that led to the initial unionization of mass industry. It will require a much wider level of coordination within fulfillment centers, across regions, and between nodes in Amazon’s network, from fulfillment centers to the tech offices that optimize fulfillment work.
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A Struggle for Bodies and Souls: Amazon Management and Union Strategies in France and Italy

Francesco Massimo

At the end of 2017, the press, the public, and the labor movement raised concerns about the frantic work pace, insane corporate culture, and deplorable working conditions at Amazon. What, then, has prevented labor unrest among Amazon’s workers? To address this question, I interviewed and talked with Amazon workers. I also worked in a French Amazon Fulfillment Center (FC) as a temporary worker for two months, in July 2018 and October 2019, and in an Italian FC for four months, from May to August 2019. Drawing on this ethnographic and comparative research, this chapter provides insights on Amazon management and assesses union strategies within the French and Italian contexts.

Amazon has an expansive logistical infrastructure and a large concentration of workers (an FC employs hundreds or thousands of workers). The problem faced by management is how to govern these large hubs; they seek to ensure workers’ commitment and acquiescence, hinder workforce unionizing and escape, and take advantage of loopholes in institutional constraints, such as labor regulations, on wage work in order to reduce labor costs and maximize profits. These tasks are particularly challenging in European countries where prior class conflict has institutionalized the relations between unions and corporations.1 I argue that the company relies on a “corporate hegemony” regime, in order to “obscure and secur[e] the surplus value”2 and gain workers’ cooperation. In particular, Amazon combines bureaucratic techniques (real time control and performance evaluation) with a particular type of corporate culture3 that depends upon gamification, meritocratic and diversity discourse, corporate welfare, and soft authoritarianism. As the Marxist sociologist Michael Burawoy describes it, the traditional Fordist hegemonic regime is built on a “compromise,” i.e., the coordination of mutually antagonist interests for instance through collective bargaining.4 In contrast, in Amazon’s new “service factories,” the company clearly negates class conflict and union legitimacy. Instead, Amazon’s hegemony is built on the organized fragmentation of any potential antagonistic subjectivity by integrating a distinct combination of coercion, surveillance, and consent in the workplace.

COERCION AND SURVEILLANCE THROUGH THE LABOR PROCESS

Work in Amazon FCs is implicitly based on the three pillars of Taylorism, or scientific management, as defined by Harry Braverman in his classic 1974 work Labor and Monopoly Capital.5

(1) The dissociation of the labor process from the skills of the workers: The labor process is to be rendered independent of craft, traditions, and the workers’ knowledge. Amazon often recruits people without any professional background, or even without work experience in the case of young workers: anyone can have their “chance.” Tasks such as picking, packing, or stowing are so simple that no special skill is required. The technical division of labor is so intense that a few hours are usually enough to train workers to perform these tasks. This allows management to allocate the workforce in terms of organizational needs and in an arbitrary way, favoring some workers instead of others, thus dividing the workforce.6

(2) Separation of conception from execution: The fragmentation of the labor process into basic tasks implies that workers are merely expected to execute their jobs. Amazon’s introduction of algorithmic management allows managers to plan and distribute work among FCs and, within them, among different departments and tasks. Both workers and managers lose significant autonomy, although that allows managers to naturalize their decisions in front of the workers. Workers do not master the organization of work, nor are they expected to do so. Thus, the organization presents itself as an algorithmic bureaucracy.

(3) Monopoly over knowledge to control each step of the labor process and its mode of execution: The divorce between conception and execution, however, does not correspond to the separation of mental from manual labor. Quite the opposite. Management is aware of the mental content of work—even the most basic tasks imply workers’ mental activity—and digital devices allow real-time control of work and also permanent flows of information from workers’ devices to a centralized system. These devices capture real-time information about each worker on the job. Knowledge about the labor process thus becomes a crucial part of the extraction of value, which is placed strictly in the hands of management.7 Such organization of the labor process has two key effects: it decreases the interdependence of workers and reduces workers’ autonomous skills and knowledge, thereby allowing management to easily measure each worker’s output and labor effort.8

COERCION THROUGH THE LABOR MARKET

Low interdependence and deskilling also weakens workers’ structural power in the workplace and the labor market. The labor market can be divided in two parts: an external and an internal. In contrast to the Fordist era, today’s conditions of the external labor market are completely different. Full employment gave way to mass unemployment. The two FCs I studied were both established in areas that had been enduring a wave of deindustrialization since the 1980s and was greatly affected by the 2008 economic crisis. In the department around the French site, the official unemployment rate was 9.2% in 2006, one year before the FC opened (2007), but jumped to 11.5% in 2011 and to 13.2% in 2016.9 When the Italian FC opened in 2011, the unemployment rate was skyrocketing from 2% (2008) to 9.4% (2014) and then stabilized around 6% (2017).10 In both cases, the unemployment rate was high enough to weaken workers’ collective power. Particularly in the years in which the economic crisis was more acute, Amazon appeared to workers and their local communities as an opportunity to escape unemployment. Moreover, Amazon offered a compensation slightly higher than the minimum wage and the promise of a stable job in a big, successful company. However, the realization of such a perspective was not so close at hand, given the split structure of the internal labor market which included both permanent and temporary workers.

Observing the workplace, especially during the peak season, the firm treated these two groups of workers very differently. Amazon logistics performance relies on the presence of this “industrial reserve army” of precarious workers inside the labor process. Temps are recruited through agencies during the peak season and the large majority of them outperform permanent workers, pushed by the threat of immediate lay-off. Asymmetrical power relations between workers and management are exacerbated for temps. Permanent workers can rely on a relatively strong relation with their co-workers and on a relative high employment protection. In the case of temps, employment relations are much more individualized. The pace of work becomes more intense and surveillance more effective, creating a terrain favorable to opportunism and isolation. Turnover is high and only a small proportion of temps will ever obtain a permanent position, usually after at least six months of temporary contracts. The majority of temps are eventually laid off at the end of the peak season.

Amazon’s production regime depends upon this split structure of its internal labor market and labor market conditions. Deskilling and mass unemployment increase the risk of job loss to workers and thus make it easier for managers to exploit them. Even so, management must also legitimize its industrial order and gain workers’ consent and active participation. To do this, it must persuade workers that its industrial order is the only possible and desirable option, with no real competing alternative, so that workers come to view their interests as aligned with those of the corporation.

THE MANAGEMENT OF LEGITIMACY: THE DISCOURSES OF COMPANY LEADERSHIP AND CUSTOMER OBSESSION

Amazon’s official doctrine is how the firm thinks about itself, its self-representation. The two pillars of Amazon’s official doctrine are company leadership and customer obsession, both of which are used to manage its legitimacy among workers. First, Amazon is portrayed to workers as the most efficient e-commerce and logistics company in the world. During recruitment and training, daily meetings (the “brief”) or periodic meetings (the “All hands”), workers are informed about the ruthless success of the company and its leadership on sales, employment, productivity, and technology. The company’s corporate culture is founded on 14 “leadership principles” which are supposed to govern every choice, from the top to the bottom of the hierarchy; from engineers to warehouse workers, everyone is equal in front of these rules. Other norms which are important for the firm’s legitimacy is the triad—safety-quality-productivity. These are the three basic norms that are supposed to govern the labor process. Amazon is presented to the workers as a leader in workplace safety—if the rules are respected, no workplace accident will occur—and in the quality of the service—deliver on time and with the good article in perfect condition—and productivity. The order of priority is clear: the official discourse establishes that safety “comes first,” followed by quality, and last, productivity. Through these rules, especially the priority given to workplace safety, Amazon presents itself as socially responsible, helping to increase its legitimacy among workers and the broader public. However, the reality at work is quite different, as many workers stress, particularly during the peak season, productivity outranks workplace safety. As I observed, these rules are often used not to protect workers but to increase surveillance of them. Workers must continuously arbitrate between these different imperatives and opposite injunctions, especially safety and productivity. Frequently, workers receive negative feedback because, under the pressure of work, they did not respect a particular safety procedure.

In the building of consent, the algorithm also plays a role: it is an invisible authority that determines the organization of work. Managers rely on algorithms to predict the volume of goods to be handled, in addition to assigning tasks and in the evaluation of workers’ performance. The algorithm does not accomplish these functions automatically but in concert with managers. This lends a technical character to managers’ personal authority, thus fostering the whole legitimacy of the organization of work. Hence, we could define this kind of administration as algorithmic bureaucracy or algorithm-assisted management.11

If algorithm is presented as the ultimate authority, customer satisfaction is presented as the ultimate goal, in the face of which managers and workers appear to be equal. Management on behalf of customers helps to naturalize managers’ power as an objective constraint and to foster workers’ involvement. Training becomes a key site during which this belief is fostered: a video is shown to new workers which tells the story of a mother who orders a doll for her daughter but, because of a mistake committed by a worker during the labor process, the child receives the wrong doll and cries. Such a video illustrates through an example the importance of quality of work for fulfilling the service promised to customers, as well as the “harmful” consequences of workers’ errors on customers’ psychological well-being. In contrast to other comparable service companies, such as Walmart or Uber, for Amazon the customer is never physically present in the workplace. For this reason, customer satisfaction must be permanently evoked by managers during briefings. For example, they might declare: “Congratulations! Today we managed to satisfy our customers’ demands.” References to customers are also contained in instructions given to the workers, such as “If you are not sure if a product is damaged, make your decision as if you were the customer who ordered it.” Or they are represented on walls and boards. For instance, the organizational chart of an FC is epitomized by a Maslow-like upside-down pyramid, in which customers are on the top, associates immediately below, followed by a team leader, area managers, operational mangers and finally, at the capsized summit, the general manager. Customers are therefore surreptitiously integrated into the labor process by management, although this goal is never fully achieved because of the technical impossibility of this.

Customer obsession in warehouse work is also frequently perceived and dismissed by workers as a clumsily disguised form of management control. However uncertain its assimilation by workers, it is important to stress that unions can also be sensitive to customer obsession: even a traditionally combative union such as the French CGT (Confédération Genéralé du Travail) released flyers during a strike in 2014 in which they affirmed that their action was by no means an action against customers and for this reason trucks would not be blocked by strikers. The last element of legitimation is employment and investments. The company exerts a powerful influence on local communities by stressing its role as a job creator and as an investor. Legitimation provides the company with an official discourse through which it can justify its activity. However, self-representation does not automatically lead to consent. Legitimation means that the industrial order is perceived as the only possible and desirable one. However, management faces the problem of actively eliciting workers’ cooperation in the workplace, and for that consent to be obtained, workers’ interest must appear linked to the interest of the firm.

THE MANAGEMENT OF CONSENT

What distinguishes Amazon’s corporate hegemonic regime from the Fordist hegemonic regime is the central role of management in Amazon and the exclusion of unions from the construction of consent. According to Burawoy, consent spreads from workers’ activity, such as “making out,”12 and from collective bargaining. In contrast, consent is built from the top in Amazon, through corporate culture, and relies upon the managerialization of labor relations and the exclusion of unions from the workplace.

The management of consent links the interest of the worker to the interest of the company. In order to achieve these goals, the role of management— team leaders, area managers, and operational managers—becomes crucial. The first goal is to render the work meaningful in order to avoid dissatisfaction without renouncing the Taylorization of work, and it is sought through the labor process. The second goal is, borrowing Albert O. Hirschman’s terms, to build loyalty, channel voice, and control exit,13 and it is pursued through the internal labor market.

HARD WORK, MANDATORY FUN: CONSENT THROUGH THE LABOR PROCESS

Beyond technocracy and customer obsession, Amazon governs the workplace through a set of norms and activities, which in fact are nothing but rituals to foster workplace identity and workers’ investment to their job. The result of these policies, such as gamification and workers’ involvement, are the individualization of the employment relation and the breaking of workers’ associational power. Workers are asked to actively participate in the organization of work and in the social life of the factory. For instance, they are encouraged to signal any problem and propose changes immediately to managers without a union or any other hierarchical or collective intermediation. Propositions, written on a suggestion board (called by the Japanese-Toyota-ist terms “Kaizen Board” or “Gemba Walk”), are then selected and evaluated by managers: all receive answers, whether positive or negative. Some propositions are rejected because they are not viable, while others are accepted, and the authors are publicly thanked on another board. In this way, management imposes the organization of work, keeps control of its ordinary functioning and can, sometimes, choose some ideas from workers’ propositions. Most of all, they involve workers and make them cooperate in their own exploitation.

The slogan “Work hard, have fun, make history” is an exhortation not only to accomplish tasks successfully and with high performances (professional commitment), but also to mobilize the emotional sphere of workers’ experience. This goal is approached through a broad set of practices that aim to improve workers’ positive feelings about their work and to boost workers’ cooperation with managerial goals. These practices include the gamification of work, understood not necessarily as the design of tasks in a game-like way but as the staging of a widespread spirit of play. As long as tasks are fragmented in elementary operations, scanners and other computer devices used by workers provide them with immediate feedback on their performance. Instructors train workers partly through the organization of contests and games which encourage more competitive workers to take the lead while leaving at the margins workers which, for any reason, do not “play the game.” Team briefings are conceived of and organized as a school class: team leaders and area managers ask questions, cyclically the same, to workers on standard work, quality, and safety rules. After that, ranks are broken and workers chosen for the “fast start,” i.e., realizing the first task (picking an article or packing a box) in the shortest time. During work, operators can receive on their device a message of congratulations by their manager or, alternatively negative feedback (several negative feedbacks can lead to the worker being laid off). Workers’ behavior is measured along different dimensions (performance, quality, presence at work) and periodically rewarded with “swag,” i.e., virtual coins they can spend to purchase Amazon gadgets and products. This system of symbolic rewards lubricates the execution of repetitive, fragmented, elementary tasks.

Another instrument to build consent is the diffusion of a spirit of competition among the workforce: temporary workers compete in order to have more chances to have their contract renewed; team and area managers compete in order to boost their careers. Every actor, whether worker or manager, has an interest in outperforming his or her peers even if, in some cases, such a competitive atmosphere threatens cooperation and fosters opportunism. Workers and managers thus both face competitive constraints. A flagrant example is the “Amazon connection,” a daily survey given to the workers in which they answer questions about their satisfaction at work (if they feel respected at work, if their work respects safety rules, etc.). As the workers put it, “it is a way to control managers”: managers are responsible for bad results, i.e., low levels of satisfaction. So managers compete to have the best feedback by their workers and workers are given an instrument that is supposed to give them a voice on particular problems. However this form of “domesticated” voice is completely individualized—workers answer questions through their individual account, even if the survey is supposed to be anonymous—and treatment of these data and the solution to possible problems is not in their hands.

CONSENT THROUGH THE LABOR MARKET

Another way in which workers and managers are under the same pressure involves careers. Workers cannot expect to radically improve their career in Amazon in terms of wage and position. A few of the “associates” become team leaders; becoming a manager is a rare exception. Yet, workers depend on management regarding “horizontal” career moves within the workplace. Workers know that if they behave properly—“work hard, have fun, make history”—and establish good personal relations with their supervisors, they can move from one position to another. Workers seek jobs with less arduous and monotonous tasks such as “problem solver” or “process guide” (though with no wage increase), or they strive to become “temporary” team leader and other forms of individual improvement of their working condition.

What happens to dissatisfied workers? Amazon has an answer for them too. In 2014, the company introduced a “Pay-to-Quit” program, called “the Offer,” which is widely used in the United States: at least once a year, but sometimes even more frequently, associates are offered the opportunity to leave the company forever in exchange of €1000–2000 per year worked at Amazon. Referring again to Hirschman’s triad of Exit, Voice and Loyalty,14 we could say that the company encourages dissatisfied workers to exit in order to prevent voice. Also, unions and collective bargaining do not have any recognized and effective power on this key point of the workplace’s social life.

THE RELATIVE AUTONOMY OF THE WORKPLACE

In contrast to the classic Fordist hegemonic regime, unions are usually excluded from the management of Amazon’s internal labor market. Amazon is fiercely hostile to unions, which the company considers to be intruders. However, such a position toward unions is difficult to maintain in the Western European context, where union presence is stronger than in the U.S., and labor law as well as collective bargaining are still central in employment relations. Progressively, the degradation of working conditions and pressures from the labor movement set the terrain for union action. In some European countries, where unions are less weak and employment relations are part of the constitutional order, Amazon facilities have been touched by union action, strikes, and industrial conflicts. This was the case in Germany (2013), France (2014), Poland (2015), Italy (2017), and Spain (2018). In France and Italy, Amazon was forced by law and collective action to recognize the presence of unions inside its FCs. Even in those countries, the company goal is to reduce at any cost the influence of collective bargaining on the organization of work.15 On the other hand, unions are still struggling to coordinate their actions and goals across workplace sections, sector federations, and different national settings.

UNIONS IN FRANCE AND ITALY: BETWEEN COLLECTIVE BARGAINING AND CONTESTING MANAGERIAL DISCOURSE AND PRACTICES

In France, where collective bargaining is compulsory at the company level and where every five years, workers’ elections are celebrated, union presence is institutionally rooted and almost routinized. All French Amazon FCs are unionized, with different electoral rates among unions at every site. All Amazon employees have their representative bodies regularly elected (in 2011, 2015, and 2019). According to 2019 election results, the main unions are CFDT (Confédération française démocratique du travail, a former Catholic moderate union, 28%), Solidaires (a radical anarchist union, 25%), CGT (Confédération générale du travail, a radical former communist union, 25%), CAT (Confédération autonome du travail, known as a “yellow”, i.e. non-independent, union, 13%). However, voter turnout remains low and union membership has always been weak (between 5 and 10 percent of warehouse workers), in line with the national average in the private sector in France. Inter-union competition can be very harsh, not only between unions (particularly the former communist CGT and the more business-friendly CFDT), but also inside the organizations themselves. One of the reasons for this harsh competition is the crucial importance of elections: competition in company elections determines the amount of resources and power unions obtain within the company. Union resources are used to maintain the organization and implement cultural and recreational activities with company funds and contribute to the relative influence of trade unions at the national level.

Surprisingly, Amazon management quickly adapted to this context and have used union divisions to contain their influence. Amazon management either favors one union to the detriment of others, or creates a company union. Amazon explored the first option of pitting unions against each other. It also pursued the latter path when, before professional elections in 2015, management informally encouraged the formation of a yellow union, the CAT, in order to break the union front and have a possible union ally. Finally, the company condoned threats of layoffs among union members and representatives, most recently during the Yellow Vest movement.

Despite management hostility, unions organized actions during the past years. Union strategy focused on health and safety issues, working time, and job classification. Modes of action alternate between episodic walkouts with legal action in labor courts. Strikes have been taking place frequently since 2014, with at least two per year but have never been promoted by all the unions at once and in every FC at the same time, which weakened these actions given the capacity of the company to reroute orders through its vast network. Moreover, strike participation is low: in general no more than a hundred workers walk out. Legal actions intensified and climaxed in the summer of 2019 as ongoing controversies about job classification arose. Unions challenged Amazon’s internal system of classification, which is structured on only two levels (simple associates, level T1, and team leader, T3), because it does not respect job classifications established by sector-level collective bargaining.16 Unions also commissioned studies on working conditions, which reportedly carry high psycho-social risks for workers. On the other hand, unions have been unable to enlarge their scope of action beyond standard FC employees to address the conditions of temporary agency workers which are employed heavily during seasonal peaks of activity. Nor have they been able to deploy a campaign of unionization of workers along Amazon’s supply chain, i.e., smaller delivery stations and last mile drivers. This concentration of unions in the core may bring some residual benefit to many FC workers but not solidarity for all.

In Italy, Amazon is slightly younger (2011) than in France (2007), and had its first cycle of industrial conflict in 2017 when a strike took place during Black Friday, which had a strong impact across the media. In contrast to France, collective bargaining at the company level is not compulsory and Amazon refused to recognize unions as interlocutors for several months after they declared their formation. Regardless, the main three Italian historic unions (CGIL, CISL, UIL plus the right-wing UGL17) put the corporation under strong public and political pressure with a strike during 2017s Black Friday. Thus management had to capitulate, at least formally, and allow union presence in Italian FCs. Workers’ demands focused on health and safety, schedules, and respect from managers, and coalesced in a strike, which was organized and encouraged by unions. At that time, unions had no access to the workplace and workers had no means of expressing their concerns other than by making requests of management or through passive resistance.

After a three months’ refusal to negotiate with the unions, two strikes, and government pressure (Ministry of Labor and the local Prefect), the company finally agreed to bargain with the unions. Parts of workers’ demands were combined into a collective agreement and approved by a referendum. The main issue was an equal distribution of shifts and working time among workers. Significantly, the company accepted the deal but claimed that the agreement was signed only by workers’ representatives and not by union officers. The agreement was presented as a historic win by unions and their national leaders. In a surprising turnaround, it was also publicly endorsed by Amazon Italy’s top managers, who claimed to have good relations with the workers and a fruitful dialogue with “workers’ representatives” (the word “unions” is carefully avoided).

However, many problems, such as yearly bonuses, job classifications, and health and safety issues remain unresolved. After the first collective agreement, no significant improvement resulted from the negotiations. In the summer of 2019, some Amazon workers, working outside of unions, collected approximately five hundred signatures for a petition. The petition called for better working conditions, particularly in terms of shift scheduling, but it was dismissed by the company and also by the unions, which is quite telling about the difficulties unions are facing in winning the trust of the workers. As in France, temporary workers are completely excluded from union representation and collective bargaining, although they are crucial for the functioning of the whole organization of work.

In contrast to France, as union presence and collective bargaining is protected but not imposed by legally binding norms, unions had to enlarge their legitimacy and during the strike opted for inter-union cooperation. Moreover, CGIL has been able to organize Amazon’s drivers in the last two years and they organized a strike in 2018. In response, Amazon agreed to negotiate some aspects of the organization of work with unions, even though drivers are not Amazon employees but hired by outsourced small delivery firms.

Amazon’s crucial battlefield is not in the arena of collective bargaining. Management is instead primarily concerned with gaining control over workers’ minds and bodies, and secondarily, focused on behaving strategically once collective bargaining is settled. The company appears to be able to adapt to the institutional context and to take advantage of some parts of it, finding loopholes in labor legislation, unilaterally interpreting (or breaking) collective agreements, exploiting division among unions, and ultimately shielding its corporate regime. In these ways, it continues to exclude unions and workers from decisions on the organization of work. This could happen also at the transnational level, where the creation of a European Workers’ Council with advisory prerogatives, is likely to be more a tool in the hands of the company for promoting its reputation than a weapon to improve working conditions and workers’ political participation.

NOT THE END OF HISTORY

Far from behaving as a ruthless enemy of unions as it does in the U.S., Amazon in Europe accepts, at least formally, the institutional constraints imposed by unions and labor laws, and takes advantage of legal loopholes in terms of compensation. In the face of this counter-strategy, unions risk being co-opted and becoming part of workplace administration. Nevertheless, Amazon’s hegemony is not uncontested. The corporation strives to maintain satisfying levels of productivity in its FCs, but this cannot be taken for granted. Workers’ commitment is hard to secure and the workforce does not allow itself to be shaped by management without resistance. Amazon’s hegemonic corporate regime cannot eradicate the latent antagonism in production relations, which emerges concretely in workers’ account of their life in the workplace, especially when the issues of health, dignity, and respect are commonly evoked. French and Italian unions have been able to break the wall of anti-unionism built by the company. However, their activities have not yet successfully challenged managerial discourse, namely customer obsession, and all the sets of practices that safeguard corporate hegemony within the workplace. The mechanisms of unconscious consent described above take place in the everyday life of the workplace and are rarely questioned by unions. Unions must contest managerial discourses and workplace practices, and help workers to forge an alternative identity in order to empower workers vis-à-vis of management. The only ones who have been adopting a critical stand toward corporate hegemony management is a minority of workers, whether union members or not. Some of them occasionally comment with pessimistic irony on the official discourse of management: “Tomorrow I am not going to work: I am going to Amazon and make history …”.

Table 8.1   General data on Amazon Fulfillment Centers in France and Italy



	 

	France

	Italy




	Number of FCs

	6

	4




	Number of FC employees

	4700 (+ 3000 temp workers)

	2800 (+ 2300 temp workers)




	Main unions

	CFDT, Solidaires, CGT

	CGIL, CISL, UGL




	Union membership

	5–10%

	20%18




	Absenteeism

	>10%

	–




	Days of strike

	>10 (since 2014)

	2 (since 2017)





Source: Author’s fieldnotes
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Company Town: What Happens to a City and its Democracy when Amazon Dominates?

Katie Wilson

When Amazon was founded in 1994, in the early days of the Internet, Seattle was a mellow, rainy city of half a million souls, known for grunge music and Starbucks coffee. Twenty-five years later, Seattle is a booming metropolis where dilapidated tents huddle in the shadows of glittering towers. The city’s population has grown by nearly 50 percent. Amazon’s rise from online bookseller to a many-tentacled global empire has driven this transformation, in the process creating something like a twenty-first-century company town. With over 50,000 employees and a fifth of the city’s prime office space, Amazon dominates Seattle’s economy.1 Meanwhile, Amazon’s founder and CEO Jeff Bezos has built up a vast personal fortune, vying with another Seattle-area tech magnate, Microsoft’s Bill Gates, for the title of world’s richest human.

Seattle offers plentiful advantages to tech firms, from a highly educated population to gorgeous natural surroundings, but perhaps none is more valuable than its favorable tax law. In Seattle, the rich are winning the tax war decisively. Every U.S. state’s tax system is regressive, but Washington State’s is the worst: the poorest quintile pay nearly 18 percent of their income in state and local taxes, while the wealthiest 1 percent pay less than 3 percent.2 That’s largely because Washington is one of a handful of states with no income-based taxes. Instead, it relies heavily on sales and excise taxes, property taxes, and a byzantine business and occupation tax that privileges high-margin and vertically integrated industries and is riddled with special-interest loopholes.

Tech industry titans have been instrumental in maintaining this status quo. In 2010, a community-labor coalition gathered signatures to place a measure on the state ballot to fund education and health services through a tax on high-income households. Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer was the top contributor to the opposition campaign with $425,000, and Jeff Bezos made the top five with $100,000. The Washington Technology Industry Association explained: “The absence of a state income tax gives Washington companies a competitive advantage in their efforts to recruit and retain the best and brightest from across the country.”3 For Amazon, which has built an empire on tax avoidance,4 it’s like a generous publicly subsidized annual bonus for every high-paid employee. In eight months, Initiative 1098 went from polling two-thirds in favor to going down hard with two-thirds voting against. Seattle would remain a tax haven for the rich.

But Seattle has another face, too. From the 1919 Seattle General Strike to the WTO protests of 1999, the city has earned its place on America’s Left Coast. Seattle Democrats lifted Bernie Sanders to a landslide 73 percent victory in the 2016 Washington caucus and Hillary creamed Trump by 87 to 8 percent. Seattle voters have thrice elected a Trostkyist council member and the city is home to a seven-ton statue of Lenin that some view with more reverence than irony. Seattle’s labor movement is still relatively strong; Washington’s union membership rate is 20 percent, nearly double the national average, making it the third most unionized state. In recent years, Seattle has joined a handful of U.S. cities leading the charge on progressive policy, passing path-breaking labor standards laws including paid sick leave and a $15 minimum wage.

Amazon’s rise in Seattle, and the resulting social and economic strains, set these dual identities—stronghold of global capital and bastion of left-leaning politics—on a collision course. At some point, people in Seattle would try to tax Amazon. That point came in the autumn of 2017. I was an active participant in the effort through my role as General Secretary of the Transit Riders Union (TRU), a grassroots membership organization that advocates on issues ranging from transportation to housing, homelessness, and tax policy. This chapter examines Round 1 of this collision, and what we can learn from it as we contemplate Round 2.

PRELUDE

Even as its economic footprint grew, Amazon was for a long time remarkably absent from Seattle’s civic life—a reflection, perhaps, of the libertarian leanings of its founder and CEO. In 2012, Amazon came under heavy criticism for this lackluster performance,5 and soon after began making tentative forays into local politics and philanthropy.

A look at Amazon’s electoral spending in Washington State reveals that its first significant contribution—$5,000 to CASE (Civic Alliance for a Sound Economy), the Political Action Committee of the Seattle Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce—took place in 2013.6 Over the next few years, Amazon made contributions of $25,000 or more to a handful of ballot measure campaigns, including several to fund transit service and transportation improvements—through regressive taxes, naturally. In 2016, Amazon began a partnership with the non-profit Mary’s Place, donating space to shelter homeless families. At the same time Amazon came under fire for contracting with an anti-union security firm, not doing enough to improve the diversity of its tech workforce, and straining Seattle’s housing market and urban infrastructure.7

The real turning point came in 2017. In the wake of Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 presidential election, a coalition calling itself “Trump-Proof Seattle” came together to channel the general outrage into local action on tax reform. Emboldened by an energetic campaign, in July 2017, the Seattle City Council unanimously passed a tax on high-income households, aware that the measure would face legal challenges. The Transit Riders Union co-convened this coalition, due to our interest in finding more equitable means to pay for public services like transit. Although the Washington State Supreme Court refused to review several legal rulings against Seattle’s income tax in 2020, those rulings were hotly contested both in and out of court. A mayoral election was also underway, and skyrocketing rents and the deepening homelessness crisis were topics of intense debate. Sensing the activist mood, Amazon must have felt nervous—enough to contribute to CASE an unprecedented $365,000 to secure the election of now-Mayor Jenny Durkan over several rivals, all of whom were more critical than she of the company’s role in Seattle.

Amazon was right to worry. By autumn 2017, the grassroots wing of Trump-Proof Seattle had reinvented itself as Housing For All, and propelled onto the political stage a plan to address homelessness through a tax on large businesses. The original proposal, which would have netted a modest $25 million annually, quickly won support from homeless service providers and one major labor union, SEIU Healthcare 1199NW, whose members include workers at one of Seattle’s largest shelters. The Seattle Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce, the Downtown Seattle Association, and other business groups lobbied against the measure. In November 2017, after heated city budget deliberations punctuated by overflowing public hearings, occupations, and die-ins,8 the city council narrowly rejected the tax, but voted unanimously to form a task force charged with crafting a more considered proposal in the new year.

TAXING BIG BUSINESS

In January 2018, the task force set to work. Appointees included service providers and affordable housing developers, business owners and labor representatives, experts and advocates; several, including me, were members of Housing For All. The business groups, belying their earlier complaints about lack of consultation and process, declined to participate. And it wasn’t only the corporate establishment that seemed intent on delegitimizing the task force by ignoring it. Mayor Durkan made no acknowledgment of its existence, instead joining with the King County Executive to announce a new regional workgroup on homelessness called “One Table,” which would include representatives of the Chamber, the Downtown Seattle Association, Amazon, Microsoft, and local real estate giant Vulcan Inc. The timing and publicity seemed calculated to undermine the task force by suggesting that solutions were forthcoming and that Seattle was needlessly and irresponsibly acting alone; “we need a regional approach” quickly became a rallying cry of business-tax opponents.

The task force became impossible to ignore when, in early March, it released a unanimous report calling for $150 million per year in new progressive revenue, including at least $75 million from a tax on large businesses.9 Business opposition was swift and strong. Especially fierce controversy erupted over a recommendation the task force had considered minor, suggested by a small business owner reluctant to promote a tax he wouldn’t himself pay: that a modest fee of a few hundred dollars be applied to firms below the exemption threshold, so that all but the very smallest would contribute something. Sensational news reports proclaimed that all businesses would be taxed, and confusion and misinformation multiplied. In fact, councilmembers were glad to nix the fee idea and exempt all but the very largest businesses; but this misstep gave opponents an early boost by making it easy to whip up fear and mistrust of the council’s intentions. It wasn’t an auspicious start.

As debate intensified, the campaign’s weaknesses came into sharp relief. Housing for All had neither capacity nor resources to broadcast its message to the broad public; other supporters and the councilmembers now at the helm had no plan either. If anyone was prepared to grab the media spotlight, it was socialist Councilmember Kshama Sawant, who had positioned herself further to the left, calling for a business tax to raise the full $150 million named in the report. She and her party, Socialist Alternative, made Amazon their focal point, holding a “Tax Amazon Town Hall” in late March and rallying at Amazon’s corporate headquarters soon after. Media coverage of these events gave much of the public their first impression of the tax’s proponents. The effort appeared less about housing and homelessness, and more a crusade against Seattle’s most notorious corporation led by Seattle’s most notorious socialist. This might be a winning strategy to rally the left, but it also made easy fodder for opponents and reporters eager to paint a picture of a tax-happy, “activist” city council more interested in symbolic actions than real solutions.

Still, five of the nine councilmembers were solidly on board, and an early April poll suggested majority public support. At least two more councilmembers were engaging in productive discussions, and even the mayor seemed to be coming round; in mid-April, she transmitted a letter to the council, naming her desiderata without objecting to the overall project. “One Table” wasn’t going anywhere fast,10 so the big business tax was the only game in town.

In late April, four councilmembers unveiled legislation.11 It would raise $75 million per year, exempting businesses with gross revenue under $20 million. The tax would begin at a flat $500 per employee, switching to a 0.7% employer-side payroll tax as soon as the city could set up the administration. Spending would be split between housing, shelter, and services. After a tense public hearing a few days later, the measure appeared to be trudging towards victory. Then Amazon entered the fray.

THE AMAZON FACTOR

On the morning of May 2, 2018, Amazon announced what amounted to a threat of a capital strike, pausing construction on a new downtown office tower pending the outcome of the council’s vote. It would consider subleasing another skyscraper instead of occupying it, and was reconsidering its growth in Seattle to the tune of 7,000–8,000 jobs.12 This was, ironically, just days after Bezos was dragged through the mud on social media for saying he couldn’t think of a better way to spend his billions than launching rockets into space.13

National news commentators portrayed this move as a bullying tactic and likely a bluff, but a different attitude took hold in Seattle. A surprising amount of fear and even sympathy for Amazon emerged—or perhaps not surprising, given how much of Seattle’s population works for Amazon or in a dependent industry, or has friends or family who do. The sense that Amazon really could abandon its hometown was heightened by the company’s highly publicized search for a second headquarters. The HQ2 announcement the previous September had sent a ripple of consternation through Seattle, and business groups didn’t hesitate to blame Seattle’s politics.14 While cities across North America prepared to grovel at Amazon’s feet, offering everything from tax breaks to the keys to the city,15 Seattle-area elected officials were writing an embarrassing letter asking to “hit the refresh button” on their relationship.16 Amazon didn’t reply.

Six months later, this was their reply. The tower in question was only in the planning stages, so “pausing construction” was a dramatic way of saying that some architects put down their pens. But it was enough to rouse the building trades unions to vehement opposition, driving a wedge into the labor support that had just begun to solidify. Sawant called another rally at Amazon’s headquarters, where tax supporters met a crowd of angry iron workers.17 It was a colorful scene for the news cameras, but not one that helped the cause. Seattle might have had more cranes in the sky than any other U.S. city for three years running,18 but the image of construction workers supposedly fearful for their livelihoods had a powerful effect on the public consciousness.

Amazon’s move overshadowed the release the following week of the McKinsey Report, an independent analysis of the homelessness crisis undertaken pro bono for the Seattle Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce. The Chamber had been trying to sweep this report under the rug for months,19 with good reason: it flatly contradicted their talking points. “Even the most efficient response system will fail without more money”—double what was currently being spent. While hiding this analysis, the Chamber funded an anonymous social media campaign directing blame for the crisis squarely at a city council “spending millions without results”.20 Now the report was too late to make a dent in public opinion—the anti-council, anti-tax drumbeat was too strong. An early May poll suggested that a majority now opposed the measure.

Amazon’s threat, the labor split, and the palpable shift in public opinion created an opening for a new wave of political opposition. Mayor Durkan announced she couldn’t support the legislation in its present form, the County Executive opined that the “head tax” should be shelved,21 even former mayors came out of the woodwork to oppose the plan.22 The five council champions were increasingly isolated, and it became clear that their colleagues would follow the mayor’s lead. But they pressed ahead and passed the original bill out of committee 5-4, setting up a potential veto showdown.

Over the weekend, intense negotiations took place among councilmembers, the mayor, and Amazon.23 Amazon indicated that $250 per head would be acceptable enough to hit the “unpause” button; Amazon didn’t like the more progressive payroll-based tax, which was duly nixed. Finally, on May 14, the council unanimously passed a tax of $275 per head, projected to raise $47 million per year, with a hard stop after five years. The compromise thrilled no one, but it was done: Seattle had approved a major revenue package for housing and homelessness, funded not on the backs of working and poor people but by Seattle’s largest corporations.

THE REPEAL

But it wasn’t over. The bill had passed on a Monday. Kill harmful head tax by citizen initiative, urged the Seattle Times editorial board on Tuesday, in the fourth of what would become a string of eight anti-head-tax editorials by the paper in less than two months. On Wednesday, the mayor signed the ordinance, and on Thursday morning, business groups met and decided to launch a referendum; in thirty days, the bill would become law, but if they submitted 17,632 valid signatures of Seattle voters before June 15, it would go to the November ballot instead. By Friday, they had commitments for over $300,000, including large sums from Amazon, Starbucks, Vulcan, and other heavy hitters.24 Signature-gatherers hit the streets and “No Tax On Jobs” was on its way.

Over four weeks, the referendum campaign would spend nearly half a million dollars; $10,000 bought targeted Facebook and Twitter ads, other communications cost tens of thousands more. But the biggest chunk was the $350,000 signature-gathering operation, run by the conservative firm Morning In America. Signature-gatherers flew in from around the country to earn up to $6 per signature, and according to numerous reports and recordings,25 some would say whatever it took—that the tax would be deducted straight out of employees’ paychecks, or that it was already in effect and had caused grocery stores to shut down.

But it wasn’t only paid signature-gatherers on the streets. Business groups had formed an alliance with several neighborhood groups that over the past year had become increasingly vocal: the Neighborhood Safety Alliance, Safe Seattle, Speak Out Seattle. The leadership of these groups skews to the right of Seattle’s electorate, and their core audience—older, white home-owners in wealthier neighborhoods—were sick and tired: of needles in their kids’ soccer fields, tents and garbage lining their sidewalks, RVs parked on their streets, and a City Hall they felt was unresponsive to their complaints and profligate with their tax money. These groups jumped at the chance to kill the “head tax,” and Facebook and Nextdoor.com buzzed with discussion of the referendum and opportunities to sign or volunteer.

Many tax proponents wanted to write off these volunteers as reactionary Trump supporters, but it simply wasn’t the case, though there were some in the mix. People who normally support every progressive cause and vote for every tax levy were saying they just couldn’t get behind this one. They didn’t trust the city council. They thought it was all about Sawant picking a fight with Amazon. Wasn’t Amazon already helping the homeless? A jobs tax would be bad for the economy, they thought. Moody’s and Fitch begged to differ,26 but that was just another news blip that barely made an impact. For tax opponents, this referendum was about voters who’d had enough. They were tired of taxes, tired of ineffective spending on homelessness, finally taking action to keep an out-of-control city council in check.

The Transit Riders Union teamed up with progressive labor groups to mount a last-ditch counter-campaign, urging voters to “decline to sign” the referendum petition, but it was too little too late. As the deadline neared, it was clear they had their signatures. Meanwhile, a labor-commissioned poll seemed to confirm that the narrative battle was lost. Labor leaders consulted with councilmembers, and the odds looked to them insurmountable. The unions didn’t want to throw money at a losing battle; they had other priorities, including the impending Janus v. AFSCME decision. Councilmembers worried that a frenzy of anti-tax sentiment could endanger other upcoming ballot measures and state elections—not to mention that five more months of ugly propaganda war would build momentum to unseat tax champions from the council in 2019. They concluded that cutting their losses and repealing the tax was the less bad of two bad endings.

The Seattle City Council convened on June 12 to an overflowing chambers. Councilmembers tried to convey the reasoning behind their abrupt about-face. Only Councilmembers Kshama Sawant and Teresa Mosqueda opposed the repeal, the latter explaining that she couldn’t support it without another plan to address homelessness, the former decrying her colleagues’ cowardice and capitulation to big business. As the repeal motion passed 7-2, Seattle’s left (angry at the repeal) and the closest thing Seattle has to a right (still angry that the tax was passed in the first place) chanted in unison: “Vote Them Out!” It was, the Seattle Times reported, “a stunning reversal without parallel in Seattle’s recent political history.”27

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

As of 2020, it’s clear that Amazon’s outsized role in Seattle politics is here to stay. Precisely one year after the repeal, a group of large donors including Amazon announced a $48.8 million gift to a local housing non-profit—a number suspiciously close to what the “head tax” would have raised annually, as if to underscore that philanthropy is their preferred mode of contributing to the common good.28 In the summer and autumn of 2019, Amazon contributed an astounding $1.45 million to CASE, in a bold public bid to influence Seattle’s local elections and secure a new city council more accommodating to the company’s interests—a move that backfired spectacularly, as voters chose the more left-leaning candidate in six out of seven district council races.29

At the same time, the rent is still too damn high, the homelessness crisis continues unabated, and Seattle is still the city with the most regressive tax system in the state with the most regressive tax system in the country. Despite some posturing, Amazon shows no sign of reducing its footprint in the Seattle area. In short, not much has changed, and it’s hard to imagine that the tensions produced by Amazon’s omnipresence won’t rupture again. By the time this book goes to press, it’s very possible that the next round of Amazon v. Seattle will already be underway. What can we learn from the “head tax” experience to guide us into the future?

If our only desire is a modest tax on big business, this episode offers some common-sense lessons. Foremost, we must be able to hold public opinion. As much as many people (myself included) wanted to fight it to the ballot, it’s hard to imagine prevailing against Amazon’s functionally unlimited resources given how far the tide had already turned. I believe we could have held public opinion had we done three things differently. First, prevent or minimize the building trades’ defection, by securing stronger labor support at the outset and inoculating against Amazon’s power moves. Second, more effectively shape the public narrative by running a strong public-facing campaign. Finally, narrow and isolate the opposition, for example, by designing a tax measure to affect even fewer and larger corporations and cultivating more vocal business support. In short, we needed to unite our allies, divide our opponents, and reach the “persuadables” first. A better-planned and resourced campaign should be able to win a measure like this in Seattle, as evidenced by the big business tax for homelessness that prevailed in San Francisco in the autumn of 2018, backed by a strong coalition and bolstered by the loud and generous support of one iconoclastic local tech titan.30

But of course, the challenge before us goes beyond this, and beyond Amazon. Over the past fifty years, corporate and financial elites, enabled by the globalization of productive capital,31 have made a concerted grab for political control in the United States and around the world. They have successfully promoted neoliberal policies that lower taxes on corporations and the wealthy, deregulate markets, weaken organized labor, dismantle welfare-state programs, and privatize public services. With federal and state governments in their grip, shifting urban demographics and rising inequality are turning cities into a dynamic frontier where local movements can lock horns with global capital. In this struggle, capital has advantages: the ability to undermine local democracy with large infusions of cash, the leverage that comes with the ability to withdraw investment and jobs—or even, as we experienced in Seattle, merely the promise of future investment and jobs. The challenge before us is to build, against such odds, the people-power to begin winning this struggle.

In this endeavor there really are no shortcuts.32 You can collect every progressive, left, and labor organization in a major U.S. city into a coalition and still its reach into the population will be narrow and shallow. We must figure out how to organize a larger section of urban populations into high-participation mass membership organizations, shrinking the part of the population that absorbs opinions from corporate-dominated media by growing the part that forms opinions through active participation in class-based civic organizations. While we must fight to maintain and increase labor union density, the challenges of organizing on this model in our new twenty-first-entury landscape of precarious work, anemic democratic infrastructure, and disintegrated community should prompt experimentation with a range of new models. Leftists should approach the organizing of workers, tenants, and residents on a geographic basis as energetically and seriously as radicals once approached the organization of industrial unions.

As we become more effective at building place-based movements, we must link these movements together, nationally and internationally. Coordination and solidarity are our only means to neutralize global capital’s ability to pit cities and states against one another. We should also consider local and regional economic development and stabilization strategies to protect against capital flight and other punishments global capital under pressure may mete out. To give the obvious example, it’s risky for a city to be so dominated by a single corporation as Seattle is by Amazon. A more diversified economy would give Amazon less leverage and our movements more opportunities to divide and conquer—even better would be an economy with significant sectors under public or cooperative control. Of course, putting such strategies into practice will depend on local movements’ ability to achieve some degree of political ascendance.

The coming decades will be full of great possibility as well as great peril. It’s up to us and to the generations that follow to learn from history, to experiment, and to draw lessons from our own failures and our own successes. We have a world to win.

NOTES

1. Mike Rosenberg and Ángel González, “Thanks to Amazon, Seattle is now America’s biggest company town,” Seattle Times, August 23, 2017, www.seattletimes.com/business/amazon/thanks-to-amazon-seattle-is-now-americas-biggest-company-town. Accessed December 1, 2019.

2. M. Wiehe et al., “Who Pays? A Distributional Analysis of the Tax Systems in All 50 States,” 6th Edition, The Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, October 2018, https://itep.org/wp-content/uploads/whopays-ITEP-2018.pdf. Accessed December 1, 2019.

3. Andrew Garber, “Ballmer and Bezos Opposing Income Tax Initiative I-1098,” Seattle Times, September 20, 2010, http://old.seattletimes.com/html/politicsnorthwest/2012948586_ballmer_and_bezos_opposing_inc.html. Accessed December 1, 2019.

4. Alex Shephard, “Is Amazon Too Big to Tax?,” The New Republic, March 1, 2018, https://newrepublic.com/article/147249/amazon-big-tax. Accessed December 1, 2019.

5. Amy Martinez and Kristi Heim, “Amazon a Virtual No-show in Hometown Philanthropy,” Seattle Times, March 31, 2012, www.seattletimes.com/business/amazon-a-virtual-no-show-in-hometown-philanthropy. Accessed December 1, 2019.

6. The Public Disclosure Commission, www.pdc.wa.gov (accessed December 2019).

7. SEIU Local 6, “At Stakeholders Meeting, Amazon Urged to Drop Security Firm,” The Stand, June 11, 2015. www.thestand.org/2015/06/at-stakeholders-meeting-amazon-urged-to-drop-security-firm/. Accessed December 1, 2019.

8. Joel Moreno, “Homeless Activists Stage Camp-out, ‘Die-in’ at Seattle City Hall,” KOMO News, November 1, 2017, https://komonews.com/news/local/homeless-activists-stage-camp-out-in-seattle-city-hall. Accessed December 1, 2019.

9. City of Seattle, “Report of the Progressive Revenue Taskforce on Housing and Homelessness,” March 9, 2018, www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/Council/Issues/ProgressiveRevenueTaskforce/Report-of-the-Progressive-Revenue-Taskforce-03-09-2018.pdf. Accessed December 1, 2019.

10. Josh Kelety, “Critics Say Draft Plan from Homelessness Task Force Underwhelms,” Seattle Weekly, April 10, 2018, www.seattleweekly.com/news/critics-say-draft-plan-from-homelessness-task-force-underwhelms. Accessed December 1, 2019.

11. Daniel Beekman, “Seattle City Council Releases Plan to Tax Businesses, Fund Homelessness Help,” Seattle Times, April 20, 2018, www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/seattle-city-council-releases-plan-to-tax-businesses-fund-homelessness-help. Accessed December 1, 2019.

12. Nick Wingfield, “Amazon Pauses Huge Development Plans in Seattle Over Tax Plan,” New York Times, May 2, 2018, www.nytimes.com/2018/05/02/technology/amazon-development-tax.html. Accessed December 1, 2019.

13. Mike Wehner, “Jeff Bezos Confirms Plans to Spend His Billions like a Bond Villain,” New York Post, May 3, 2018, https://nypost.com/2018/05/03/jeff-bezos-confirms-plans-to-spend-his-billions-like-a-bond-villain. Accessed December 1, 2019.

14. Heidi Groover, “Business Groups Blame City Politics for Amazon’s Expansion Out of Seattle Because Of Course They Do,” The Stranger, September 7, 2017, www.thestranger.com/slog/2017/09/07/25400984/business-groups-blame-income-tax-for-amazons-expansion-out-of-seattle-because-of-course-they-do. Accessed December 1, 2019.

15. Danny Westneat, “This City Hall, Brought to You by Amazon,” Seattle Times, November 24, 2017, www.seattletimes.com/business/amazon/this-city-hall-brought-to-you-by-amazon. Accessed December 1, 2019.

16. Monica Nickelsburg, “Seattle Politicians Seek to Renew Relationship with Amazon in Mea Culpa Letter to Jeff Bezos,” Geekwire, October 16, 2017, www.geekwire.com/2017/seattle-politicians-seek-renew-relationship-amazon-meaculpa-letter-jeff-bezos. Accessed December 1, 2019.

17. Vianna Davila, “Outside Amazon Spheres, Iron Workers Shout Down Kshama Sawant Over Proposed Head Tax,” Seattle Times, May 3, 2018, www.seattletimes. com/seattle-news/politics/seattle-councilmember-iron-workers-face-off-over-proposed-amazon-tax. Accessed December 1, 2019.

18. Sarah Anne Lloyd, “Seattle Remains the Crane Capitol of the US,” Curbed Seattle, July 24, 2018, https://seattle.curbed.com/2018/7/24/17608278/seattle-construction-crane-count-report. Accessed December 1, 2019.

19. Paul Constant, “The Case of the Missing Housing Report,” Civic Skunk Works, May 11, 2018, https://civicskunk.works/the-case-of-the-missing-housing-report-edad7c7df1c4. Accessed December 1, 2019.

20. Eli Sanders, “Mystery Solved! Here’s Who’s Behind the Anonymous ‘City Council: Make It Better’ Ad Campaign,” The Stranger, May 18, 2018, www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/05/18/26241533/mystery-solved-heres-whos-behind-the-anonymous-city-council-make-it-better-ad-campaign. Accessed December 1, 2019.

21. Jim Brunner, “Head-tax Plan Should Be Shelved, King County Executive Advises Seattle,” Seattle Times, May 11, 2018, www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/head-tax-plan-should-be-shelved-king-county-executive-advises-seattle. Accessed December 1, 2019.

22. Tim Burgess and Charles Royer, “Tax on Jobs a Terrible Idea, Say Two Former Seattle Mayors,” Seattle Times, May 8, 2018, www.seattletimes.com/opinion/tax-on-jobs-a-terrible-idea-say-two-former-seattle-mayors. Accessed December 1, 2019.

23. Daniel Beekman, “Amazon’s Number: Inside the Battle Over Seattle’s Head Tax,” Seattle Times, May 17, 2018, www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/inside-seattle-head-tax-debate-a-battle-over-amazons-number. Accessed December 1, 2019.

24. David Kroman, “Here’s Who is Funding the Campaign to Repeal the Business Tax,” Crosscut, May 23, 2018, https://crosscut.com/2018/05/heres-who-funding-campaign-repeal-business-tax. Accessed December 1, 2019.

25. Steven Hsieh, “Audio and Video Show Canvassers Spreading False Information About the Head Tax,” The Stranger, June 6, 2018, www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/06/06/27190451/audio-and-video-show-canvassers-spreading-false-information-about-the-head-tax. Accessed December 1, 2019.

26. Casey Coombs, “Ratings Agencies Say Head Tax Won’t Slow Seattle’s Economy; Moody’s Warns of Amazon’s Influence,” Puget Sound Business Journal, May 31, 2018, www.bizjournals.com/seattle/news/2018/05/31/head-tax-economic-growth-amazon-moodys-fitch.html. Accessed December 1, 2019.

27. Daniel Beekman, “About-face: Seattle City Council Repeals Head Tax Amid Pressure From Businesses, Referendum Threat,” Seattle Times, June 12, 2018, www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/about-face-seattle-city-council-repeals-head-tax-amid-pressure-from-big-businesses. Accessed December 1, 2019.

28. Katie Wilson, “Corporate Philanthropy Won’t Solve Seattle’s Housing Crisis,” Crosscut, June 18, 2019, https://crosscut.com/2019/06/corporate-philanthropy-wont-solve-seattles-housing-crisis. Accessed December 1, 2019.

29. David Kroman, “Kshama Sawant Surges Ahead, Paving the Way for Seattle’s ‘Most Progressive Council’ in Years,” Crosscut, November 8, 2019, https://crosscut.com/2019/11/kshama-sawant-surges-ahead-paving-way-seattles-most-progressive-council-years (accessed December 2019).

30. Kevin Fagan, “SF Prop. C Homeless Tax—Measure to Raise $300 Million a Year Wins with 60%,” San Francisco Chronicle, November 7, 2018, www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/SF-Prop-C-homeless-tax-measure-to-raise-300-13369555.php. Accessed December 1, 2019.

31. William I. Robinson, A Theory of Global Capitalism: Production, Class, and State in a Transnational World (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004).

32. Jane F. McAlevey, No Shortcuts: Organizing for Power in a New Gilded Age (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).


10

Lessons from New York City’s Struggle Against Amazon HQ2 in Long Island City

Steve Lang and Filip Stabrowski

For three months between November 2018 and February 2019, the entire world, it seemed, was watching Long Island City, Queens. On November 12, 2018, nearly two years after Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos announced that the company would be holding a contest for its second corporate headquarters (Amazon HQ2), New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio and New York State Governor Andrew Cuomo jointly announced that Amazon had selected Long Island City as one of its two HQ2 locations. The project, outlined in a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between Amazon and New York City and State, would provide up to $3 billion in public (state and city) subsidies to Amazon in exchange for building 4–8 million square feet of office space on the East River waterfront and creating 25,000 jobs averaging $150,000 per year (over ten years).

No sooner had the ink dried on the MOU, however, than fierce opposition to the plan quickly emerged. A press conference at the proposed HQ2 site was convened the following day, and local elected officials joined a coalition of local labor and immigrant rights groups vowed to fight the deal. As the buzz (and controversy) concerning Amazon HQ2 continued to grow, Governor Cuomo and Mayor de Blasio announced the formation of a 45-member Community Advisory Committee to “help shape” the plan through “robust community engagement.”1 The next two months witnessed a series of public events dedicated to the Amazon plan—including meetings, discussions, teach-ins, city council hearings, canvassing operations, Internet discussion forums, and protests. Then suddenly, on Valentine’s Day, in a tersely worded statement that cited the “number of state and local politicians [that] have made it clear that they oppose [Amazon’s] presence,” Amazon announced that it was no longer planning to build its second headquarters in Long Island City.2

The shock waves from this second surprise decision emerged immediately and continue to reverberate today. Amazon’s official announcement notwithstanding, there has been no shortage of blame (or credit) assigned for Amazon’s sudden withdrawal from Long Island City. But while we may never know the true reason(s) for this decision, the struggle over the project and Amazon’s attempt to control and manage community engagement in the planning process are instructive in their own right. From the arguments that emerged both for and against the Amazon plan we can discern the contours of the emerging struggles over urban space between big tech, the state, and immigrant and working-class communities in global cities such as New York City. The Amazon experience in Long Island City also sheds light on the power of organizing across multiple issue areas in struggles against big tech’s designs on the contemporary city.

HQ2 IN LIC

Amazon’s announcement that it would split its second corporate headquarters between Arlington, VA and Long Island City, NY, was the culmination of a nearly two-year-long “selection” process—likened to the “Hunger Games”—involving over 200 American cities, New York included. As part of this competition, cities pitched themselves to Amazon by offering up not just financial incentives (including subsidies and tax breaks) for HQ2, but also—and perhaps more consequentially—vast amounts of city data that Amazon would otherwise be challenged to obtain.3 New York City’s initial application included five potential urban sites (Midtown West, Lower Manhattan, Downtown Brooklyn, Long Island City, Governor’s Island), with Long Island City ultimately winning out.

Significantly, the MOU also stipulated that the project would be designed as a General Project Plan, thereby enabling the state to impose eminent domain and bypassing the local, city council-mandated approval process known as the Uniform Land Use Review Process (ULURP). Bypassing ULURP, according to city and state planning officials, would allow for an expedited planning process that would better suit Amazon’s time frame. It would also, critics emphasized, remove the opportunities for negotiation and compromise between the developers, the city, and local stakeholder groups afforded by ULURP. Instead, like the Atlantic Yards development project before it, the Amazon plan would be subjected to a less onerous approval process under the auspices of a New York State panel known as the Public Authorities Control Board (PACB).

THE CASE FOR HQ2

Though proponents of the Amazon plan emphasiszed the different aspects of the project that they felt would ultimately benefit the city and community, the core argument for HQ2 in Long Island City centered on quality job growth. Amazon’s spectacular growth on a global scale promised further expansion and job creation with its second headquarters. Addressing the New York City Council in December 2019, James Patchett, head of New York State Economic Development Corporation (EDC), captured the logic behind this growth-oriented approach to economic and urban development. The anticipated job growth (“tens of thousands of jobs”) was expected to yield $30 billion in tax revenue to the city and state—an “exponential return on investment” that could be used to deliver public benefits such as improved local schools, libraries, transit, and infrastructure. From this perspective, the multiplier effects of Amazon HQ2 represented a win-win opportunity for all New Yorkers. According to Patchett:


From a jobs perspective, the Amazon opportunity will help real people in concrete ways. From the small business owner who will see an increase in foot traffic at her bodega, to the construction worker who will help build the headquarters, to the CUNY computer science student who will land a life-changing internship at the company, it is clear this deal is about New Yorkers, front and center.4



More importantly, the anticipated new jobs at Amazon were not just any jobs; rather, they were “tech” jobs whose growth would provide a kind of insurance against any future downturn or recession that might negatively affect the finance industry—a sector whose disproportionate power/influence in New York City has been made abundantly clear following the downturns of the early 1990s, the early 2000s (following the terrorist attacks on 9/11), and the Great Recession of 2008. Building HQ2 in Long Island City, Patchett claimed, would create a “reliable financial anchor,” thereby “cushioning the city against slumps we know will come.”5

With Amazon HQ2 firmly ensconced in the city, moreover, local educational institutions such as the City University of New York (CUNY) and the State University of New York (SUNY) would be well-positioned to create “talent pipelines” to employers such as Amazon. Along with the city and state, Amazon would invest into job-training programs focusing on under-represented New Yorkers. Students from nearby LaGuardia Community College, one of the most diverse institutions of higher learning in the world, and residents from the Queensbridge Houses, the largest public housing development in North America, were the intended targets of these new initiatives.

Patchett also lauded the Amazon HQ2 plan for the “unprecedented infrastructure investments in Long Island City” that would follow. In a neighborhood that had witnessed a massive boom in residential construction over the past decade, the Amazon plan for jobs and office space would complement the newly built housing, while reversing the existing commuting patterns that have characterized Long Island City as a bedroom community for workers in Manhattan. Far from taxing further the local infrastructure (such as sewers and subways), the plan would actually improve it by balancing out the live/work ratio in Long Island City and generating tax revenue for infrastructural investment. Amazon HQ2 was thus promoted as an example of smart and “comprehensive” urban planning, an innovative and forward-looking post-industrial waterfront project in the hyper-diverse borough of Queens. Unlike more traditional corporate office parks and technology campuses, moreover, HQ2 would not turn its back on the surrounding city by providing services (especially food and drink) in-house. Instead, limited on-site offerings would encourage Amazon workers to venture out into Long Island City and patronize its shops and restaurants.6

Finally—and perhaps most importantly—Amazon HQ2 would sit prominently, and visibly, on the East River waterfront across from the United Nations. A stone’s throw from the sparkling new Cornell Tech campus on Roosevelt Island, and perched on the western end of the world’s most diverse urban area (Queens), HQ2 would serve as a powerful symbol of the tech industry in New York City. By locating outside of Manhattan, moreover, the world’s most powerful corporation would have space in which to settle and expand, nurturing an ecosystem of start-ups and solidifying New York City’s place as a rival to Silicon Valley in the process.7

THE CASE AGAINST HQ2

Opposition to the Amazon HQ2 plan emerged forcefully and immediately. In fact, the seeds of the anti-Amazon coalition that emerged had been planted well before the company’s announcement in November 2018. More than a year prior, in October 2017, a coalition of grassroots community and labor groups, including New York City Communities for Change, Make the Road New York, the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union (RWDSU), and the Alliance for a Greater New York (ALIGN) drafted a letter to Mayor Bill de Blasio and Governor Andrew Cuomo stating their opposition to any state or local financial incentives for Amazon, including sales tax exemptions, property tax abatements, or corporate income tax credits. The following July, just months before the HQ2 announcement, the same coalition of local labor and community groups organized a protest against Amazon for reportedly selling white-supremacist products on its website. Rallying outside an Amazon-sponsored summit in Manhattan, one protest organizer stated that “Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos wants taxpayer dollars and community resources to bring HQ [headquarters] to here. But we are here to say no … .”8

It was in such a context that Amazon HQ2 in Long Island City was announced. Critics, including city council member Jimmy Van Bramer and state senator Michael Gianaris—both of whom represented districts in which the proposed HQ2 site was located—assailed the plan on several fronts. They expressed outrage that $3 billion in public subsidies would be going to the world’s richest man, at a time when New York City’s own subways were falling apart and its public housing deteriorating. More substantively, critics pointed out that tax breaks rarely if ever make a difference in corporate headquarter location decisions, and were thus perfectly unnecessary.

The much-trumpeted jobs that HQ2 would create also came under fire. For low-income and working-class residents, the $150,000 per year jobs were clearly not intended for them. In place of job guarantees for local residents of public housing, Amazon offered job fairs and resume-building workshops. When pushed by council members and protesters at city council hearings, it offered just 30 customer service center jobs for Queensbridge residents. Moreover, critics viewed the $5 million that Amazon had pledged for tech training programs as a pittance at best, and entirely self-serving at worst—particularly considering how the city and state were also expected to contribute $5 million each to these programs.

Another issue of deep concern for the opposition to HQ2 was the anticipated residential displacement effects of the project. In the midst of an affordable housing crisis, with a spate of luxury residential developments already pushing rents steadily higher, tenant organizers in Western Queens were highly critical of the further gentrification that HQ2 would unleash. The thousands of new high-income individuals working for Amazon would not just be living in the newly built housing of Long Island City, but would be colonizing the working-class and immigrant “frontline” communities of Astoria, Sunnyside, Woodside, Jackson Heights, Elmhurst, and Corona as well. Local anti-gentrification activist groups such as the Justice For All Coalition and Queens Neighborhoods United saw Amazon as, in the words of one activist, a “great neutron bomb of gentrification” in Western Queens.

For the local elected leaders who opposed Amazon HQ2, however, perhaps the most egregious flaw in the plan was the way it sought to subvert the urban policy-making process itself. Specifically, by bypassing ULURP in favor of the General Project Plan, critics argued, vital public input and consultation would be excluded from the HQ2 planning process. This, according to Van Bramer, was nothing less than a state-backed, corporate subversion of democracy:


Bypassing ULURP is a direct assault on community engagement and consultation on a project that would change the face of Queens … It’s outrageous, secretive and the height of corporate Democrats tripping over themselves to provide corporate welfare to the richest man in the world without any community review or votes.9



Reinforcing this argument was Amazon’s track record in Seattle, Amazon’s first and only headquarter city. In a meeting co-organized by RWDSU and Make the Road New York, in the time period between the two city council hearings on Amazon, local elected officials, union members, and community activists heard directly from a delegation from the Seattle City Council. At the meeting, the Seattle delegation discussed Amazon’s impact on local rents and income inequality, as well as the methods and tactics (including threatening to freeze all construction in the city) it employed in battling against efforts by local elected officials to enact a worker tax on corporations to fund affordable housing and homeless services.

Thus, as the debate over HQ2 intensified in late 2018 and early 2019, the opposition mobilized around an expanding set of concerns that moved quickly beyond the local effects of the plan, linking groups across space and issue area in the process. For example, though the plan itself included no warehouse worker jobs, Amazon’s track record of poor and dangerous labor conditions and aggressive union-busting efforts in its fulfillment centers across the country came under scrutiny. Organizers shared Amazon “horror stories” at public meetings and Internet chat groups and drew attention to existing conditions at one of its fulfillment centers on Staten Island, where more than 2,500 workers were employed. This issue emerged most visibly in the two New York City Council hearings devoted to Amazon HQ2 in December 2018 and January 2019. In the December hearings, as a group of Staten Island workers announced their plans to unionize on the steps of City Hall, inside the council chambers Amazon’s Vice President for Public Policy was grilled by council members about Amazon’s warehouse working conditions. During the hearings, the executive stated that he could not guarantee that Amazon’s Staten Island workers would not be required to work more than eight hours per day.10 At the follow-up hearings in January, the same Amazon executive admitted that Amazon would not commit to remaining neutral in any attempts by its workers to unionize. This took several city council members aback, as it presented a clear challenge to the image of New York City as a “union town.” It also brought members of the RWDSU and the Teamsters to join local activist groups on the steps of City Hall to protest the HQ2 plan during the January hearings.11

An even more significant issue serving to mobilize the diverse coalition of grassroots groups in opposition to the HQ2 plan was Amazon’s history of providing products and services, including cloud computing and facial recognition technology, to the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agency. The issue was first highlighted as politically significant at a meeting of some 150 activists, Queens residents, local businesses, and citywide community-based organizations, initiated by ALIGN just days after the HQ2 announcement. It emerged much more spectacularly in the first Amazon city council hearing (December 12), when Amazon’s Vice President of Public Policy implicitly admitted that Amazon had provided ICE with services and products, by simply stating that “We believe the government should have the best available technology.”12

The comment was immediately captured, edited, and re-exported via social media by MPower Change, an online “Muslim grassroots movement” co-founded by Linda Sarsour, and ALIGN. In another video that had gone viral, Mayor Bill de Blasio was asked directly on camera whether he had known previously about Amazon’s relationship with ICE—to which he gave an awkward non-response. In Queens, where an estimated 1.1 million immigrants live, an estimated 138 languages are spoken, and raids by ICE agents have become a regularity under the current presidential administration, these revelations were more ammunition for the fight against HQ2. Local immigrant-serving groups such as Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM) and Make the Road New York mobilized grassroots opposition to HQ2 on the basis of Amazon’s relationship with ICE, among other issues.13

NO NEGOTIATIONS

For a core group of activist organizations fighting against HQ2, Amazon’s well-established track record made any cooperation or negotiation with the company a non-starter. This position was expressed most clearly by the grassroots activist group Queens Neighborhoods United in a statement issued in December 2019. The statement included four “Principles of Engagement”:14


1) We will not meet or communicate with Amazon or any of its representatives.

2) We will not meet or communicate with any politicians who have previously endorsed AmazonHQ2 or have connections to the Real Estate Industry. This includes every politician who signed the statement, dated October 16, 2017, endorsing AmazonHQ2.

3) We will oppose AmazonHQ2 in its entirety—with or without public subsidies—and reject any discussion about concessions or negotiation.

4) We respect the diversity of tactics used in the fight against Amazon HQ2.



Facing intense political pressure (and potential primary challengers) from the left, both Van Bramer and Gianaris also adopted a position of no negotiation with Amazon. Both incumbents had witnessed the shocking unseating of long-time congressperson and Democratic Party boss Joseph Crowley by Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (AOC) just months earlier, and were loathe to test their political fortunes against these same groups (including members of the Queens Democratic Socialists of America, the group most responsible for AOC’s stunning victory) in future electoral contests. Initially staked out just after the announcement, their position of no negotiation with Amazon was put to the test less than a month later, when Governor Cuomo announced the formation of the 45-member Community Advisory Committee (CAC). This group of local and citywide “community stakeholders” was charged with “helping ensure that community priorities and needs are considered throughout the process.”15

Amid the discussions over the value, purpose and legitimacy of the CAC, questions of who actually represented the “community” and what “community priorities and needs” really meant quickly arose. Two local stakeholder institutions that have long represented the poor and underserved in the area—LaGuardia Community College and NYCHA’s Queensbridge Houses—emerged as key players in this debate. Both institutions had representation on the CAC. President Mellow of LaGuardia Community College was appointed co-chair of the Workforce Development Committee, a position she shared with Bishop Michael Taylor, CEO and President of Urban Upbound. April Simpson, President of the Queensbridge Houses Tenant Association, was also a key member of the CAC. President Mellow welcomed the CAC as a way of building “a robust workforce development process that creates the human infrastructure necessary to maintain a vital and equitable workforce for our community,” while Bishop Taylor gushed about how “the arrival of Amazon will revitalize neighborhood businesses and jumpstart young entrepreneurial minds in our communities.”16

As representatives of underserved and disadvantaged members of the Long Island City “community”, Mellow, Taylor, and Simpson constituted the organizational infrastructure that would be required to form an effective “pipeline” connecting the minority and low-income residents of Queens-bridge and students at LaGuardia with local tech employers, chief among them Amazon. Under President Mellow, LaGuardia Community College had embraced the notion that a major function of the institution is workforce development and that the future of employment for first-generation community college students is in the tech sector. LaGuardia was also no stranger to corporate partnerships and workforce training initiatives. Long before Amazon, it partnered with Goldman Sachs on a small business center, the Weill Cornell Medicine for a program in medical billing, and Google for a certificate program to train IT support workers. Within a day of the surprise HQ2 announcement, the LaGuardia home page displayed a banner welcoming Amazon to Long Island City.

Similarly, Urban Upbound, which provides employment services for public housing and low-income residents, figured prominently in the public debate over whether the Amazon plan would bring concrete benefits to residents of Queensbridge Houses. Beyond serving as co-chair of the Workforce Development Subcommittee of the CAC, Taylor issued press statements and organized a pro-Amazon rally at Queensbridge Houses, where he denounced the “people from Connecticut, from other boroughs, from other places … knocking on doors telling people because of Amazon, because of this, you’re going to lose your apartment.”17

The third key member of the CAC was April Simpson, President of the Queensbridge Houses Residents Association. She too chided the hard opposition to Amazon HQ2, likening them to “sneaky thieves in the night” infiltrating Queensbridge Houses and other NYCHA developments in an effort to spread misinformation about the Amazon plan and the role of the CAC. Days after the Amazon withdrawal, Simpson excoriated Van Bramer and Gianaris, calling them “grandstanding politicians” and holding them responsible for New York missing “a generational opportunity to cement its place as the tech hub of the future.”18 Several months later, she continued to lament Amazon’s departure on the editorial pages of the Daily News, claiming that she and other community leaders “had a seat at the table” with Amazon and had been making progress towards concrete benefits when the company, in the face of opposition from political opportunists, pulled the plug on the plan.19

With such high-profile leaders of community institutions such as LaGuardia Community College, Urban Upbound, and the Queensbridge Houses Residents Association serving on the CAC, the refusal of Van Bramer and Gianaris to join the committee was all the more consequential. Facing constant pressure from grassroots organizers to remain committed to their initial position of no compromise, Van Bramer and Gianaris issued a joint statement in which they described the CAC as “a thinly veiled attempt to present the Amazon development as a fait accompli.” Without the participation of local elected officials at both the city and state levels, the CAC’s community bona fides were directly called into question.

Of the two local elected officials to refuse to participate in the CAC, it was Gianaris whose decision was most impactful. As the deputy majority leader of the New York State Senate representing the site of the future Amazon HQ2, Gianaris was a logical choice to serve on the PACB, the obscure state board whose approval was necessary for the plan to move forward. As one of the three voting members of the PACB, Gianaris would wield veto power over the plan. Ultimately, however, the threat of a Gianaris veto sinking HQ2 never materialized; on February 14, 2019, Amazon abruptly announced that it would be canceling its plans to establish its second headquarters in Long Island City.

AFTER AMAZON: LESSONS FROM THE STRUGGLE

With Amazon’s thinly worded withdrawal from the HQ2 plan, proponents and opponents alike were left wondering what killed the deal. How and why did the world’s most powerful corporation fall flat in its New York City debut, and what might this portend for corporate urban futures more generally? While the answer to the former question will have to await future historians, the latter question is worth considering and there are certainly important lessons to be learned from the Amazon HQ2 experience in Long Island City.

First, it is clear that Amazon will seek to bend state and municipal governments to its will. The nearly two-year-long HQ2 “competition” enabled Amazon to play cities against each other, reinforcing the notion that cities need the company—and not the other way around. When Amazon did “select” Long Island City, it did so on the condition—and presumably under the expectation—that it would enjoy an expedited planning and approval process that would bypass local layers of scrutiny and negotiation. When challenged on this (and several other points of its plan), rather than yield to local representatives, Amazon chose instead to replace them with an unelected “Community Advisory Committee.”

Second, the scale and scope of Amazon’s operations—which make it an economic behemoth the likes of which have not been seen since the age of the great trusts—are also, paradoxically, the source of its political vulnerability at the local level. Having inserted itself into our daily lives through its cloud computing, online shopping platform, vast logistics network, and much, much more (including Whole Foods and The Washington Post), Amazon has become the invisible backbone to our everyday economic lives. Yet this very ubiquity has made it an expansive target for the opposition. The inescapability of Amazon has made it an almost impossible-to-miss target, allowing for links to be forged across different groups, campaigns, and areas of concern. In New York City, the Amazon announcement immediately set off a chain reaction among scores of labor and community groups, immigrant rights organizations, and academics at the local and extra-local levels. This concatenation of opposition forces targeted Amazon at various sites through New York City, from its fulfillment center on Staten Island, to its first “brick-and-mortar” store in Manhattan, to its Whole Foods stores, to the very site of the proposed HQ2 in Long Island City. Over a three-month period, from the announcement to the withdrawal, the opposition to Amazon HQ2 presented itself vocally and visibly at every turn.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, in dealing with an adversary of such size, power, and inflexibility as Amazon, it is vital that the opposition contain a kernel that is committed to no compromise and no negotiation. This is particularly important given Amazon’s efforts to manufacture community and consent through bodies such as the CAC, where the price of participation is the legitimization of the process and the acceptance of the (likely preordained) outcome. Significantly, however, in order for this position to stand a chance of success, it must be supported by a credible political threat that would bring with it serious political consequences. In the case of New York City, the volatile political landscape of Western Queens and the rise of an insurgent left following the shock victory of AOC presented just such a possibility. While we will never know if Gianaris would have vetoed the plan or not—and there is no guarantee that a position of no compromise will always succeed—in the absence of such a position, failure is a near certainty.

POSTSCRIPT

In December 2019, less than a year after its surprise withdrawal from HQ2 in Long Island City, Amazon quietly announced that it had signed a lease for 335,000 square feet of office space in the new Hudson Yards development on Manhattan’s Far Westside. While far smaller than HQ2, the space is intended for at least 1,500 employees from its consumer and advertising groups and represents a sizeable increase in Amazon’s corporate presence in New York City. It also comes with no city or state tax breaks—a point that was lost on neither Gianaris nor AOC, both of whom were quick to embrace the announcement as a vindication of their staunch opposition to HQ2. Upon learning of the lease, Gianaris stated, “Amazon is coming to New York, just as they always planned. Fortunately, we dodged a $3 billion bullet by not agreeing to their subsidy shakedown earlier this year.” In a similar vein, AOC quickly took to Twitter: “Won’t you look at that: Amazon is coming to NYC anyway—*without* requiring the public to finance shady deals, helipad handouts for Jeff Bezos, & corporate giveaways.”20

Beyond vindication for two of HQ2’s most reviled political critics, Amazon’s expansion into the Hudson Yards may signal an important shift in the perceived balance of power between cities and tech giants such as Amazon. Whereas the Hunger Games-like competition for HQ2 and the winner-take-all urbanism it represents posit a world in which cities must hand over their keys to court big tech “saviors” such as Amazon, the HQ2 experience (and its aftermath) in New York City suggests the opposite: that it is the big tech corporations that are dependent on cities with their deep talent pools, world-class amenities, and industry ecosystems. None of this is of course a foregone conclusion; what is ultimately necessary is the political will to call the bluff of corporations such as Amazon—and their enablers at the state and local levels.
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What Happens when Amazon Comes to Town? Environmental Impacts, Local Economies, and Resistance in Inland Southern California

Juliann Emmons Allison

Inland Southern California, which includes Riverside and San Bernardino counties, is one of the nation’s, if not one of the world’s, largest logistics clusters1 or geographic concentrations of logistics-related companies and activities, including: transportation and fleet management, warehousing, materials handling, order processing and fulfillment, logistics network design, inventory management, supply and demand planning, third- and fourth-party logistics (3PL and 4PL) management, and other services.2 By 2015, more than 598.3 million tons of freight valued at $1.7 trillion moved from the Los Angeles and Long Beach megaports through the region’s 1 billion-plus square feet of warehouse and distribution center (DC) space annually.3 The region’s rise to prominence is attributable to its spatiality: proximity to the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach, rail freight corridors, interstate highways, and airports; access to Southern California’s large consumer and labor markets; relatively “cheap” land, and weak political resistance relative to increasing collaborations among local political and business leaders to promote warehousing.4

The expansion of warehousing in the region, under way since 1980, has both accelerated and changed due to the growth of e-commerce and the integration of online and brick-and-mortar transactions—i.e., omni-channel fulfillment, which might pair online purchase with in-store pick-up.5 Contemporary logistics operations eschew warehouses designed for long-term storage in favor of spacious DCs, which process frequent, relatively small shipments, often under tight time constraints. The average “warehouse” size more than doubled during the 2007–17 decade to 184,000 square feet6 to provide space for multiple and varied fulfillment activities as well as product storage. In comparison, Amazon fulfillment centers (FCs) are monstrous, ranging from 600,000 to 1.5 million square feet in Inland Southern California. These large facilities foster economies of scale by processing more goods at lower costs due, in part, to extended hours of operations and automation.7

Amazon has opened 15 “warehouses” in the region since establishing its first California FC in San Bernardino in 2012. Amazon facilities include, as noted in Table 11.1: automated “sortable” FCs that process smaller items; “nonsortable” FCs that handle large or bulky items; sortation centers tasked with consolidating orders onto trucks to accelerate delivery; receiving or inbound cross-dock (IXD) centers for redistributing large inventories; delivery stations where orders are prepared for “last mile” delivery, and, at least, one “media on demand” (MOD) center, which publishes and distributes vendors’ video and audio products only when Amazon customers place an order.

Some of these facilities are the sortable FCs featured in typical first-person accounts and Amazon exposés, where robot-assisted “picking,” packing, and shipping occur.8 Among the other facilities are two Amazon “last mile” delivery stations that coordinate independent contractors who hire drivers and lease vans to supplement delivery services provided by FedEx, UPS, and other delivery partners.9 Amazon’s Inland Southern California “push” proved to be a “game changer” for logistics in the region. Half of the nearly 600 million tons of freight that crossed the region in 2015 was processed in Amazon FCs!10

Table 11.1 Amazon facilities in Inland Southern California



	Facility Code

	Location

	Opened

	Type

	Purpose

	Size

	FT Employees11




	ONT2

	San Bernardino

	Oct. 2012

	FC

	Small sortables/Public Tours

	1.5 million ft2

	1500+




	ONT3

	San Bernardino

	 

	MOD

	Content Publishing and Distribution

	 

	 




	ONT5

	San Bernardino

	Oct. 2013

	Sortation Center

	Delivery Consolidation

	 

	Varies




	ONT8

	Moreno Valley

	Aug. 2014

	FC

	Small sortables

	1.2 million ft2

	1500+




	ONT6

	Moreno Valley

	Oct. 2014

	IXD

	Large, high-demand inventory

	800,000 ft2

	Varies




	ONT9

	Redlands

	Oct. 2014

	FC

	Large items

	800,000 ft2

	1000+




	SNA4

	Rialto

	Nov. 2015

	FC

	Large items

	900,000 ft2

	1000+




	SNA7

	San Bernardino

	Mar. 2016

	FC

	Small sortables

	1 million ft2

	1500+




	 

	Riverside

	Apr. 2016

	Delivery Station

	“Last mile” Small items

	36,000 ft2

	500




	SNA6

	Eastvale

	Oct. 2016

	FC

	Small sortables

	1 million ft2

	1500+




	 

	Chino

	Mar. 2017

	Delivery Station

	“Last mile”

	500




	LGB4

	Redlands

	June 2017

	FC

	Large items

	800,000 ft2

	1000+




	LGB8

	Rialto

	Oct 2017

	IXD

	Large, high-demand inventory

	600,000 ft2

	Varies




	LGB6

	Riverside County

	Mar. 2018

	FC

	Large items

	1 million ft2

	600–90012




	LGB3

	Eastvale

	Mar. 2018

	FC

	Small sortables

	1 million ft2

	3,00013




	LAX9

	Fontana

	June 2019

	FC

	Small Sortables

	6,000 ft2

	1,000+14




	LGB7

	Rialto

	June 2019

	FC

	Small sortables

	850,000 ft2

	1,000+15




	 

	Beaumont

	TBA

	FC

	Small sortables

	640,000 ft2

	1,000+16




	PCA3

	Fontana

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 





AMAZON: LINCHPIN IN SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA’S SPATIAL INEQUALITY

Amazon’s dominance among Inland Southern California’s e-commerce companies and logistics operations makes the company complicit in sustaining the spatial injustice that has long plagued the region.17 Attention to spatiality extends social justice perspectives by recognizing that social, economic, and environmental conditions and inequalities have spatial dimensions that both reflect and enable the prioritization of some individual, group, and corporate demands over the needs of particular types of communities and societies.18 Journalist Noah Smith’s19 characterization of Inland Southern California as the Southland’s “back lot,” a vast logistics staging ground and distribution hub that serves the more prosperous counties on its borders is apt. The summary provided in Table 11.2 indicates that, in contrast to these coastal counties, Inland Southern California is younger, browner, poorer, far more dependent on warehousing, distribution, and transportation services, and subject to higher levels of air pollution. Warehousing in Inland Southern California represents over twice as much of the industrial capacity as is the case in Orange County and the San Diego-Carlsbad Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA), 1½ times as much as in the Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim MSA. San Bernardino County experienced nine times as many high ozone days as neighboring Orange County did.

Table 11.2 Spatial Inequality in Southern California



	Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA)

	Racial/Ethnic Diversity

	Ave. Age

	Median Income

	Poverty

	Poorest Social Group

	Primary Employment Sectors20

	High Ozone Days 2015–17c21




	Riverside-San

Bernardino-Ontario

	Latinx/Hispanic: 51%

White: 32%

	35

	$62K

	17%

	Hispanic Women 25–34

	Retail Trade: 13%

Health Care: 13%

Warehouse: 8%

	SB: 161

Riv: 130




	Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim

	Latinx/Hispanic: 45%

White: 29%

	37

	$70K

	16%

	Hispanic Women 25–34

	Health Care: 12%

Retail Trade: 10%

Manufacture: 10%

Warehouse: 5%

	LA: 119




	Orange

County

	Latinx/Hispanic: 34%

White: 40%

	38

	$86K

	12%

	White Women 18–24

	Manufacture: 13%

Health Care: 12%

Retail Trade: 10%

Science-Tech: 10%

Warehouse: 3%

	OC: 18




	San Diego-Carlsbad

	Latinx/Hispanic: 34%

White: 45%

	36

	$76K

	13%

	Hispanic Women 25–34

	Heath Care: 13%

Retail Trade: 11%

Science-Tech: 10%

Warehouse: 3%

	SD: 37d





Amazon’s siting of warehouses, FCs, and delivery stations in Inland Southern California to serve more prosperous regions is consistent with the disproportionate siting of warehouses in socioeconomically disadvantaged communities throughout Southern California.22 This phenomenon reeks of spatial injustice; however, until recently, there was not much research on the processes that relate warehousing, distribution, and associated transportation activities to social, environmental, and health disparities in poor communities of color. Yuan’s23 longitudinal examination of warehouse siting in Southern California suggests that “unregulated logistics expansion” is responsible for environmental disparities across communities differentiated by social and economic factors.

Most of the bases for siting decisions that Yuan24 identifies would be ideal for any logistics cluster—i.e., the affordable real estate; proximity to rail freight corridors, interstate highways, and airports; availability of low-wage labor, and access to a large customer market—previously noted.25 In addition, Yuan26 emphasizes “inexpensive housing,” which may draw low-and lower-middle-income people, often also of color, to neighborhoods near warehouses and DCs, and the political institutions that condition interactions among logistics companies, real estate agents, and municipalities. Local governments develop and implement the zoning restrictions, tax and other economic incentives, and environmental regulations that encourage or discourage proposed developments; once a warehouse, DC, or logistics center gains approval and is under construction, commercial realtors mediate negotiations between the developers or owners of these facilities and prospective tenants.27 Cooper Smith, a specialist in business analytics, argues that Amazon’s interactions with municipalities and developers have been calculated to capitalize on wealthy millennials’ reliance on e-commerce.28 Moreover, a recent analysis by The Economist29 indicates that Amazon’s arrival drives warehouse workers’ wages down by an average 3 percent, deepening the divide between regions like Inland Southern California and their more affluent neighbors.

The warehouses and DCs that are essential to Amazon and other e-commerce companies are distinguished from other “locally undesirable land uses” (LULUs) because their negative social and environmental impacts flow primarily from their appearance and role in traffic congestion, rather than their operations. Some warehouses do store flammable, explosive, and/or toxic goods; however, warehouses and DCs more often degrade (sub) urban landscapes and require hazardous transportation activities outside.30 The movement, operation, and maintenance of freight trucks make neighborhoods near warehouses and DCs louder, more polluted, and dangerous to navigate. Warehousing, distribution, and transportation processes contributed to local warming, increased air pollution and related respiratory illnesses, and road damage.31 The public health consequences associated with diesel truck traffic and congestion pose the greatest threat to Inland Southern California neighborhoods adjacent to, or along transportation corridors connecting, warehouses and DCs in the region. Penny Newman, founding Director of the Center for Community Action and Environmental Justice (CCAEJ), referenced the region’s high levels of deadly ozone and particulate matter to explain why “children born in San Bernardino or Riverside county will be exposed to as many carcinogens in the first 12 days of their life as most people are in 70 years.”32

The magnitude of Amazon FC and delivery operations makes the company complicit in the increasing truck (and delivery van) traffic congestion, air pollution, and incidences of respiratory illnesses in Inland Southern California. In addition to Amazon’s contribution to these impacts from transportation services associated with its warehouse and FC operations, the company is more directly responsible for emissions and related health disparities associated with its deliveries—45 percent of which are handled by Amazon.33 Amazon’s initial investment in delivery centers included dual gasoline-diesel fuel Mercedes Benz Sprinter Vans, an investment which was criticized by more climate-forward competitors, including Walmart and UPS, and its own employees, as well as environmental activists. A year later after “thumbing its nose”34 at climate action and in response to concerted pressure from environmentally conscious high-tech Amazon employees, the company’s 2019 Climate Pledge to have, at least, half its shipping operations carbon neutral by 2030 includes transition from Sprinter Vans to electric Rivians beginning in 2021.35

AMAZON JOBS: LOW-WAGE AND SUBJECT TO AUTOMATION

The primary justification that city and county officials provide for continuing to permit new construction of warehouses and DCs in Inland Southern California is “jobs.” When the region’s (and the state’s) first Amazon “megawarehouse” opened, it was lauded by then San Bernardino Mayor Pat Morris as a “rare and wonderful thing”36 that would put “hundreds of people to work.”37 Jobs remained the story six years later, when Eastvale’s “robotic” FC opened. Responding to fears that automation might cost the region jobs, economist John Husing said, “Well this is a very technologically oriented facility, and there are more than 3,000 employees working ….”38 In addition to employees’ wages—$15/hour minimum, relatively high for warehouse workers regionally39—and applicable sales taxes, Amazon contributed to growth in businesses, such as “hair salons, restaurants, industrial supply firms, and grocery stores generating a secondary [boon] of $2.7 billion” by 2016.40 Amazon’s investment in the region has also included street and traffic control improvements, landscaping and other infrastructure upgrades required for its operations. Considering Amazon’s role in perpetuating the Southland’s spatial inequality, Anthony Victoria, CCAEJ Communications Director says, “that’s not enough ….”41

Job promises are at the heart of Amazon’s impact on Inland Southern California.42 Warehousing, distribution, and transportation were responsible for 20 percent of job growth in Inland Southern California between the 2007–09 recession and the end of 2018, with Amazon providing over 30 percent of the 53,400 “warehouse” jobs recorded by the California Employment and Development Department (EDD) in November 2018.43 There’s the rub. Amazon FC jobs do not necessarily increase overall employment growth. According to Jones and Zipperer,44 each Amazon FC increases warehousing jobs by 30 percent; however, these gains are entirely offset by job losses in other industries. Additionally, the region’s higher employment rate has not been accompanied by increased earnings. Even Amazon’s lauded $15/hour minimum wage barely qualifies as a living wage in Inland Southern California, and then only for a single adult, a working couple, or a family of three in which two adults are employed full time and all year.45 Part-time warehouse workers, temporary employees, or “temps,” and seasonal employees are in a far more precarious position.46 Amazon reports that most of its associates work full time and a 2018 federally mandated pay disclosure indicates that the company’s median employee pay during the previous year was $28,446. In contrast, Amazon managers and executives earned an average $110,000 annually.47

Inland Southern California’s warehouse boosters claim that the region’s warehouses and DCs represent the bottom rungs of ladders to the middle class. Yet, there is little evidence to support this claim.48 The lack of social diversity among managers at Amazon also does not bode well for the region’s predominantly Latinx warehouse workers.49 According to Amazon’s global workforce data, whites make up 39 percent of the company’s employees and 62 percent of its managers.50 The narrative that warehouse work provides a path to the middle class is also undermined by increasing reliance on automation in warehouses and DCs, which reduces employment opportunities in warehousing.51 In the 2014–16 period, Amazon, which leads the automation curve, added over half as many robots as associates to its California warehouses alone.52 While Amazon claims that fully automated fulfillment processes remain, at least, a decade away,53 it has been making rapid advancements in warehouse automation, such as its adoption of Italian CartonWrap machines capable of packing boxes four to five times faster than a manual laborer can.54 Amazon will certainly require a number of highly skilled employees to install, service, and operate its growing robot workforce, but not enough to offset long-term job losses expected in warehousing55 and among retail among Amazon’s competitors.56 Industry-wide, up to 79 percent of warehousing and storage operations and up to 59 percent of fulfillment activities were automated by mid-2019, according to a survey of warehouse operators by Peerless Research Group.57
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Figure 11.1 Slowing growth in warehousing, distribution, and transportation in Inland Southern California

Source: Reproduced from Rafael De Anda, “Year over Year Job Growth Across California’s Inland Empire Hits 2.4%.” CoStar, 21 August 2019. https://www.costar.com/article/173856585/year-over-year-job-growth-across-californias-inland-empire-hits-24 (accessed April 19, 2020).58

GRASSROOTS RESISTANCE TO AMAZON’S ADVANCE INTO INLAND SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA

The effects of Amazon’s rapid rise in Inland Southern California, and growing popular resistance to Amazon in the region provides several important lessons for other communities. First, the rapid expansion of Amazon warehouses has exacerbated traffic congestion, air pollution and respiratory disease, and declining job prospects in Inland Southern California. This situation provides evidence that state and local governments do not receive a “commensurate return” for their investment in Amazon.59 Cities where Amazon FCs are located have returned as much as 80 percent of the California sales tax earned to the company as an incentive for the company to invest there.60 In California, roughly a tenth of the state’s 7.25-percent sales tax is directed to the city or jurisdiction where a retailer operates; the remainder goes to the relevant counties and the state. Until 2012, when Amazon opened its first DC in San Bernardino, sales tax generated by Amazon sales to California residents was shared among all of the state’s cities; immediately afterward, it was shared between San Bernardino and Patterson, where Amazon opened its second FC later that year.61 Amazon designated these two cities as their legal “points of sale,” meaning they earned 100 percent of the tax—about $8 million annually each—collected for Amazon sales in California. That’s a hefty price to pay for the presence of an “aggressive retailer [that grows] at the expense of existing retailers.”62 Yet San Bernardino officials expected Amazon’s first San Bernardino FC to catalyze recovery from the Great Recession, which had badly affected the city’s working-class communities of color and driven the “All America City” to bankruptcy.63 Despite “winning” three Amazon FCs between 2012 and 2016, San Bernardino’s poverty rate increased from 23.4 percent in 2011, the year before Amazon’s first FC opened there, to 30.6 percent in 2019.64

The rise of local resistance to “warehousing,” generally, and Amazon in particular in Inland Southern California also provides important lessons for activists in other communities by demonstrating the critical role that labor-community alliances can play in building a broad-based popular resistance movement. Local resistance to “warehousing” is founded on long-standing collaborations among the region’s environmental justice and labor rights organizations. CCAEJ is Inland Southern California’s most prominent social and environmental justice organization. Long before Amazon arrived, CCAEJ recognized that the pollution associated with the warehousing, distribution, and transportation far outweighed the benefits from potential economic development.65 A 2011 campaign aimed at a project that would have added 1.4 million square feet of storage space adjacent to Mira Loma, a village in Jurupa Valley that experienced 800 trucks passing every hour less than 20 feet from residents’ homes; the campaign included a successful lawsuit against Riverside County and the developer.66 The Warehouse Workers Resource Center (WWRC) is an education and advocacy organization devoted to improving working conditions via collective action and litigation for Southern Californians employed in the logistics sector. For example, with WWRC’s support, 600 workers at the Walmart distribution center in Mira Loma won more than $4.7 million from Schneider Logistics, the contractor that had systematically stolen their wages.67

Amazon’s advance into the region has provided opportunities for intentional, strategic collaboration among CCAEJ, the WWRC and other environmental justice, community and labor organizations. These organizations, together with community members and sometimes also municipalities, have joined in resisting new warehousing developments and logistics centers in Bloomington, a small predominantly Latino community in Riverside County,68 Fontana,69 Moreno Valley,70 and San Bernardino.71 The most recent of these joint initiatives concerns the proposed Eastgate Air Cargo Logistics Center, a 2-million-square foot warehousing and distribution facility adjacent the San Bernardino International Airport that entails a 35-year lease between the developer—Hillwood Enterprises—and its undisclosed tenant, rumored to be Amazon.72 The Eastgate center will purportedly bring as many as 4,000 new jobs, in exchange for, at least 26 additional flights daily—and considerable airport traffic, air pollution, and noise.73

Opposition to the Eastgate Air Cargo Logistics Center reflects the dual strategy that Reese and Struna74 argue was effective in earlier campaigns against warehousing in Inland Southern California. First, this opposition consists of a broad coalition directed at a visible, significant target. Community organizations opposed to the new development include: Inland Congregations United for Change (ICUC), San Bernardino Generation Now (SBGN), Teamsters 1932, Service Employees International Union (SEIU) 2015, the IE Central Labor Council, Sierra Club’s My Gen Campaign, and the Inland Coalition for Immigrant Justice (IC4IJ), as well as CCAEJ and WWRC. Together with community members, they demand a community benefits agreement (CBA), or a contract with Hillwood Enterprises to limit pollution associated with the Eastgate center, require Hillwood to provide air quality monitors and air filters to those living nearest the center and airport, and ensure that its tenant provide living wages with benefits to the center’s employees.75

Second, the coalition’s appeals—for environmental quality, public health and labor justice—are based on moral and legal claims designed to motivate public support and policy change. Inland Southern California residents—individually, collectively, and under the auspices of CCAEJ, the Sierra Club, and other organizations—have added their concerns about the Eastgate center to long-standing demands for policy makers to do something to reduce the air pollution and related health impacts associated with warehousing, distribution, and transportation. Some demands have engendered lawsuits, such as CCAEJ and residents’ challenging the Mira Loma warehouse complex, which yielded air filters for impacted homes among other measures to improve environmental quality and health.76 More recently, the South Coast Air Quality Management District (SCAQMD) rolled out voluntary measures and regulations to reduce hazardous emissions from indirect sources, including the Amazon “mega-warehouses” located throughout Riverside and San Bernardino counties. While logistics industry leaders are worried, critics charge that the proposed rules are weak and unenforceable.77

The potential effectiveness of this strategy lies in its combination of coalitional and institutional power sources78 to leverage the influence of workers, residents, and others marginalized by the financial and political processes spurring the growth of logistics operations in Inland Southern California. So far environmental, labor, ecumenical, immigrant and other organizations opposed to the Eastgate Air Cargo Logistics Center have united in action. Moral and legal claims pertaining to workers’ and residents’ rights to fair compensation and environmental health hold the capacity to elicit broad-based public support for stronger regulation of logistics industries to improve environmental protection, public health, and workers’ safety and compensation. Amazon’s Climate Pledge as well as its wage increase and training programs for warehouse workers threatened by automation represent responses to public criticism and demands for justice. These innovations are commendable; however, redressing Amazon’s complicity in sustaining the spatial injustice faced by Inland Southern Californians will require persistent organized resistance, as well as greater legal and regulatory protections from exploitation.
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Worker and Community Organizing to Challenge Amazon’s Algorithmic Threat

Sheheryar Kaoosji

Since Walmart established its ground-breaking logistics data systems in the mid-1980s, logistics and goods movement has been a key sector where corporations innovate and test technologically derived production standards and rates on vendors, consumers, workers, and regulators. In the past decade, Amazon has established itself as the key innovator in the retail, e-commerce, and logistics sectors, developing a set of interlaced technologies, machine learning, and production systems that can broadly be grouped under the term “algorithmic management.”1 As Shoshana Zuboff persuasively argues, the increasing use of these technologies by corporations and the state is unleashing a new level of surveillance, control and most concerning, data aggregation and artificial intelligence that is breaking down the walls between surveilled worker and data-rich customer, between citizen and surveilled criminal suspect; its influence stretches from workers to customers into the worlds of policing, intelligence, and American empire.2

These models of management have technologized and, to an extent, automated both traditional Taylorist work-flow models and even more traditional forms of workplace management, coercion, and pressure. Amazon is in the process of creating a perfect combination of intense surveillance, never-quite-attainable production rates and quotas, and employment insecurity to squeeze more out of every worker than any company in our economy. This results in a new level of intensity, fear, and pressure on workers, resulting in increased workplace injuries, wage theft, and a variety of other workplace hazards. Amazon’s tools of algorithmic management and control are a key space of contestation for many aspects of our society, from workplaces to law and border enforcement to personal privacy. Without a direct challenge, these tools will spread across the economy and to consumers. Amazon’s centering of algorithmic management, surveillance, and data aggregation make it a threat to communities and workers on a different scale than any other company, one that requires an organizing strategy that similarly centers on this logic. In order to address the broader application of these technologies in our society, challenging Amazon’s rising power and influence through mass mobilization must be a key activity.

THE HUMAN IMPACTS

The human effects of these technologies are predictable but devastating. I speak all the time to seasoned warehouse workers who remark at the speed and constant pace of work in Amazon warehouses. The rates are generally seen as unattainable but for a few of the most productive workers, who either get a lucky assignment or position that day or are just working out of their minds all day. Workers who do not attain the rate for the day are in peril of losing their jobs, sometimes through direct discipline from their managers and sometimes even being terminated by the algorithm itself.

The most direct impact of the algorithm is the fact that the work rate is high and constantly going up. Depending on the job, speed causes different hazards, but in each case, mitigation training or expertise is not enough to prevent injury. If you have a certain number of picks to make from racks in a million-square-foot fulfillment center each hour, you know you must run. If you have to move six boxes off a conveyer each minute, you must pick up multiple boxes at a time, and jostle with co-workers to put them on pallets. If you must deliver 250 boxes to homes every shift, you have to roll through stop signs, park illegally and not bother with the seat belt. There is no way to safely make these rates.

When workers slow down, they face immediate discipline, reminding them of the level of surveillance they are under. Workers can also be disciplined for something observed on camera days later—a conversation, a quick breather, anything that looks like “time off task” (TOT). This constant control of the workplace is the apotheosis of the managerial dream of complete control, keeping workers constantly looking over their shoulders to see where they are being observed. Facing surveillance for half their waking hours has a serious impact on people. Workers report feelings of surveillance after they leave work and they have trouble sleeping. Workers self-medicate to recover from the intensity of the work but also from the feeling of being under intense surveillance. We also see high turnover in Amazon warehouses relative to other warehouses or jobs. Workers tell us that they do not want to stay at a job that has these kinds of conditions, but they must in order to survive.

The effects of these technologies are being tested out in real time on this workforce. After only a few years, hundreds of thousands of people have worked in these warehouses, but we are not tracking the physical and mental impacts of technological surveillance on workers, many of them in their first real jobs. As more and more people begin their careers in these kinds of workplaces, the minimal assumptions of privacy that exist in the workplace will likely dissolve. Workers are routinely called back from or asked about their reason to go to the bathroom, which the company has identified as the last uncontrollable place in the workplace. Workers are deprived of their own technology, namely phones, and cannot track or communicate about their working conditions outside of the workplace. These systems of control are the new normal for a generation of young warehouse workers.

WHERE IS AMAZON HEADED?

These efforts represent a logical but still shocking progression of Amazon and other corporations’ expansion of their control of the workplace, using the tools afforded by technology to establish a new level of surveillance, data collection, and analysis of its workforce. The authoritarian control of workplaces is nothing new, but these tools allow Amazon to expand this control in several directions at once, quickly decimating what little workplace power warehouse workers had before Amazon’s technological innovations.

Amazon is the only big tech company with a significant blue-collar workforce, something that positions it uniquely to have a role in disrupting both industrial relations and the general consumer public. Most recently, Amazon is adding a third leg to this stool, contracting with federal, state, and local government agencies to support police, and surveillance and data collection activities, and to aggregate datasets across these levels to establish massive sets of information on residents of the US and other countries. This includes contracts to provide technology and services to agencies including the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), Border Patrol, and the National Security Agency (NSA). As of 2020, Amazon is challenging its loss to Microsoft of the Department of Defense’s proposed “Joint Enterprise Defense Infrastructure” (JEDI) contract, a $10 billion federal contract to establish a defense-focused dataset that integrates facial recognition, data fusion, and foreign surveillance to establish a global defense dataset. These tools position Amazon as the pivotal player in the transition of the key attributes of the long-established authoritarian workplace to augment and facilitate the growth of authoritarian modes of surveillance and control in the U.S.’s civil society and especially at the U.S.’s borders and ports of entry, and, in the future, its foreign policy and intervention.

Workers in Amazon’s supply chain cross multiple contractors and subcontractors and have highly variant work experiences. Amazon’s business model is to test out each of these models simultaneously and gauge the productivity and cost of each form of work. The data Amazon collects is what helps the company understand how they want to invest future resources in that line of business, and how to treat the workers and communities involved.

In the core logistics and goods movement area of Amazon’s business, this consists of some business activities that have been established as insourced. More than other retailers like Walmart, Amazon operates its core fulfillment and sortation operations in-house, with limited use of third-party logistics firms and staffing agencies. As goods come closer to customers, however, Amazon operates with a variety of models. Much of its delivery is executed through a contract with the U.S. Postal Service. United Parcel Service (UPS) also has a significant amount of the delivery business that Amazon outsources. Further, Amazon operates its own network of delivery stations in urban markets through which they contract with delivery and courier companies that deliver goods in Amazon-branded vans. Finally, they are also testing out the models of independent drivers, operating Amazon Flex as a network of independent drivers and using Uber drivers for delivery.

Each piece of this system has its own level of tracking, surveillance, and profitability. An untrained Uber driver working piece rate is going to be much less efficient than an experienced, professional full-time UPS driver employed with a good salary and pension, but also costs a quarter of what a unionized worker costs. Amazon’s data analysis is testing when each model is most efficient, and when to switch to a different mix of activities.

This variety of employment and contract models allows Amazon to customize its operation constantly. At the same time, the company is collecting a set of data that can be used in multiple ways. They track not only the movement of delivery vehicles but also the activities of delivery drivers, including breaks, delays, driving methods, and safety. This data benefits the corporation by allowing it to determine minute changes in labor and work flows and to constantly test new concepts. This always results in new forms of control of the workforce. While this data could easily be used to benefit worker safety and health conditions or other aspects of work, in reality the benefit only moves in one direction.

CONSUMER SURVEILLANCE IN SERVICE OF RETAIL DOMINANCE

Consumer surveillance is the most commonly discussed aspect of the data collection of the major tech companies like Facebook, Google, Amazon, Apple, and Microsoft. Consumers of these companies’ products are via their consumption sharing vast amounts of data that the companies are using to develop deep and comprehensive customer profiles. Google perfected data harvesting as a business model, one that Amazon is expanding on with its entry into data services, media production, and speculation in dozens of other sectors. The establishment of Alexa and Ring create huge amounts of data flowing back to the company daily, with no regulation of how this data is used or marketed. This core of consumer data represents Amazon’s primary asset, especially in the depth of its relationships to its 150 million Prime members in the United States. This represents a massive and growing liability for customers that could be an opportunity for organizing.

SURVEILLANCE IN SERVICE OF WORKPLACE AUTOMATION

Amazon has explicitly stated that its goal is to automate its warehouse and delivery driver workforces. This is a process to track and map the activities of workers through video footage collection, one that Amazon expects to be able to begin relatively soon, given its recent claim that it will invest $700 million in retraining redundant workers. These tools include camera surveillance in the warehouses, which allows the company’s industrial engineers to understand the movements workers make and identify opportunities for technological assistance or replacement. This process occurs through the collection of thousands of hours of motion studies every day, tracking the movements of over 400,000 workers throughout 8–10-hour shifts around the world. This data can then be analyzed for improvements that seek to maximize workplace efficiency rather than to make the workstations more ergonomically suited to the human body, or to make the work safer or healthier.

Likely, these jobs will not all disappear, but will increasingly be tied to automatic assistance machines and technology. The twinning of human and machine creates a more integrated form of speed-up, where workers must keep up with their buddy robot or scanner, and feel rushed by a machine that can always move faster. Often the machines take the easier, more repeated tasks, leaving more complex and strenuous tasks for humans. The machines that increase productivity are potentially beneficial to the workers—if the work rate is increased and the worker is allowed to benefit from the increased productivity. But when all the benefits of productivity are retained by the company, and the worker must just work faster for the same pay, there is no end to the potential speed-up that technology places on the workers.

SURVEILLANCE AND DATA COLLECTION IN SERVICE OF JOB INSECURITY

The prevalent employment model in the major warehouses of the U.S. and globally is enforced employment insecurity. The sector grew up in the neo-liberal era starting in the late 1980s with little threat of worker organizing or strict employment and labor law. The use of staffing agencies is the most obvious and discussed attribute of this insecurity. Many major warehouses commonly employ half of their workforce through staffing agencies at or close to minimum wage. Elsewhere in the supply chain, the misclassification of truck and delivery drivers is another tool of offloading liability onto workers, often forcing workers to finance trucks, but giving them no authority to decide where and how to use them. Shippers’ (major retailers’ and manufacturers’) use of small logistics and trucking firms creates a middle layer of powerless players contingent on shippers’ whims and demands for survival. Mostly this leads to worsened conditions in the workplace.

While explained by industry as a measure to establish flexibility or, at worst, keep wages low, the use of staffing agencies and, in the case of Amazon in California, direct seasonal employees, has created a much larger and economy-wide problem. The logistics sector and other insecure sectors have created a surplus workforce of thousands of partly employed men and women. Amazon and other warehouse operators use a variety of schemes to keep this surplus workforce loyal—working 20 hours a week creates a hungry, desperate, and competitive workforce committed to cutting out their co-worker to get the next open shift or overtime opportunity, the next permanent job, or the next promotion. Using algorithmic schedule management and data management of freight, Amazon is working to establish a perfect on-off switch for labor, calling people in an hour or two before to go in for a shift, or sending people home as soon as the freight is loaded. This day-to-day insecurity of operating a business is thus offloaded to people least prepared to handle it—young parents, workers with high school degrees, trying to hold onto the only jobs available to them in their communities. Technology does not create Amazon’s decision to operate this way, but it facilitates this push of stress and insecurity down to the workers.

SURVEILLANCE IN SERVICE OF COMMUNITY INSECURITY

Amazon has operated at a loss for almost the entirety of its existence. Venture capital has flowed into the company based on speculation that its business model will eventually lead to the kind of market power that would create dominance of the online retail space, something that is coming true at this time but is still not clearly a profitable business model. While Amazon’s e-commerce operations are its most prominent line of business, the company’s technology services operations are in fact the space where Amazon is growing most rapidly and making a profit. Amazon Web Service (AWS) is the provider of web services to a third of the Internet. The company most recently has moved into contracts with public agencies as a profitable area for growth, marketing surveillance and data systems designed originally for the inside of warehouses, as well as the home, into governmental, and especially policing, activities. This is an especially resonant activity for the Inland Empire region, an area that has become dominated by Amazon in the past nine years. Amazon is the largest private employer in the region, an area with a large and diverse immigrant and Latinx population that depends heavily on Amazon and the rest of the goods movement sector for economic activity. The coordination of Amazon with ICE, which operates two major detention centers in San Bernardino County, as well as local police agencies and the Border Patrol operating 100 miles south is illustrative of exactly how Amazon sees this community—a space to be dominated, policed, and exploited through extraction of resources and labor.

MODES OF RESISTANCE

As always, the most effective form of resistance to consolidation of corporate power is workplace organizing. Amazon has used years of workplace data and designed its warehouses and workplaces specifically to be difficult to organize. They have high turnover and workforces who are insecure and have no job security. They have also staggered breaks and shift changes, which makes it difficult for large numbers of workers to talk to one another. Workers in some workplaces are split among various contractors and staffing agencies. Other workforces are split by race, gender, or national origin. These systems can be overcome but only with strategic and deep organizing that addresses them from the beginning.

Workers in some high-surveillance workplaces are beginning to organize around their work rate and surveillance as the source of the problems they face in the workplace. The work rate is an issue with a long history within both agricultural and industrial labor action, because it is so critical to the basic operation of the company but also because it, along with wage, is the basic unit of negotiation in the workplace. In the warehouse context, the rate, bolstered and turbocharged by surveillance, makes the rate both unattainable and ever present. Because this rate is high and tightly enforced, workers are likelier to rush, to twist, resulting in more injury, resulting in more workers quitting or being let go after an injury. This has implications on the workplace but also is a negative externality to their broader communities. The workers in these warehouses are often paid somewhat better than minimum wage and receive some benefits. Focusing on issues like surveillance and rates and demanding that they be reformed and reduced can be a site of critical resistance.

WORKER-DRIVEN POLICY

Much of the discourse on the issues of data and algorithmic management has landed in the area of technology policy and regulation. While this is a critical area for action, such efforts for regulation are a distraction if they are not generated from affected communities and workplaces. This is for two reasons: first, if the affected workers and communities don’t have a say, the policies will likely not address the issues they feel are most important. Second, if the issues are not things people are willing to fight for in their workplace or the public, they will not be able to overcome corporate money and power in the policy and rule-making space and will likely not be implemented.

Worker- and community-driven policy will have to be a key part of the way we change the way the company operates. As always, Amazon is testing how much it can get away with. In California, the company was using independent contractors for delivery until it faced lawsuits, then changed to employing workers directly. They used staffing agencies to employ many of their workers, until it was clear they were still liable for wage and hour violations and insourced most of their workers, even the seasonal ones. California’s AB 5, which passed in September 2019 and reinforced the Dynamex ruling that first determined a higher standard for independent contractors, will be a test of the Flex and Uber models in California and may push more business toward employee contractors. Policy and litigation are key parts of how to push back against Amazon’s direct push downward on standards, if community members and workers lead.

Another key area of engagement is the question of data ownership. Workers who are being surveilled are a source of valuable information that is related to their activity levels, their productivity, the methods by which they solve problems, even their physical actions. All this information is being stored by Amazon and analyzed to develop solutions to the company’s concerns. When there is a “power hour”—where workers are encouraged to work at a highly accelerated rate for an hour and incentivized with gift cards or recognition—workers are essentially participants in a logistics stress test, where the company can see the result of an operation at maximum effort. The information collected from this data is used to determine opportunities for technological fixes, automation, or movement of labor. If workers could collectively bargain the rates and actions of the company, they could have access to this data to benefit themselves, not just the productivity of the company. The data that is “neutral” is currently only used for one purpose: to maximize productivity with minimal errors and at minimal cost. If workers had access to corporate data as well, they could analyze the path the company is taking with regard to compensation, health and safety, work rates, and other factors and determine their best response. The data should be shared between all affected parties, for the benefit of all.

There is a space for regulation of this data as well. Without anonymization, workers are vulnerable to discipline through electronic surveillance techniques. In Germany, it is illegal to use data to pick on any one worker. The right to relax—the right to be human—is something we must return to the workplace. Amazon and other employers have pushed their mandate for productivity as far as they can get it. Workers and the state have every right to push back, to acknowledge that preservation of human health and life are more important than Amazon’s right to maximize profit. Only with clear and bold demands can we retake the space of the workplace, which has been ceded completely to capital in the United States.

COMMUNITY ORGANIZING

As detailed above, Amazon has a massive impact on people in all sorts of ways, including people who don’t work in warehouses. Organizing Inland residents on these issues gives us an opportunity to establish a mass movement around the various aspects of Amazon. In our region, which is majority Latinx and people of color, the racial justice implications of Amazon’s plans and activities are a core part of our message.

Amazon has rapidly become a leading vendor of surveillance technologies in the public, mostly to police and military agencies like ICE. The use of these technologies is transforming public spaces into areas of surveillance and control. Amazon is adopting its workplace structures to these public spaces. A coordinated resistance, between people inside workplaces and those who are in public spaces, will be a necessary piece of this fight. Americans have mostly ceded workplaces to corporate power. People still believe they have the right to some privacy at home and in public, however. Data collection through phones, Alexa, Ring, and AWS tech in the home, and collection by state agencies through Amazon services are creating massive databases that agencies like ICE join together in “Fusion Centers.” These datasets are opportunities for both state and corporate manipulation, and the increasingly close relationship between Amazon and the state creates an opportunity for seamless merging of the two. Only strong government regulation of how this data is collected and used, and a strong data destruction policy, will prevent the abuse of these unprecedented and massive tools of control that are being built without our consent or knowledge.

Customers must play a huge role in standing up for changes in Amazon’s business model. Over half the households in the United States have Amazon Prime accounts, and half of all online sales originate with an Amazon search. Retail customers face impacts of data gathering and surveillance that impact their pricing, is sold to marketers and governments, and cannot be destroyed or controlled. The public also has a voice in the way public agencies like universities and local government agencies contract with Amazon for goods and services. Customers are ultimately who the company will listen to, and they can have massive impacts through tactics including but not limited to petitions, boycotts, and direct action.

The workers and communities of Southern California are organizing to resist this domination. Even though high turnover, employer surveillance, and permanently insecure work make it extremely difficult for the thousands of workers in the warehouses to organize using the methods laid out in the National Labor Relations Act, there are groups of workers joining together to act and challenge Amazon’s business model. The community has begun organizing actions protesting Amazon’s relationship to ICE, which operates two major detention centers in the area and has a huge impact on the large immigrant community in Inland Southern California.

In San Bernardino, community, labor and environmental leaders have joined together to challenge Amazon’s proposed Eastgate Air Cargo Terminal, an airfreight project expected to establish an Amazon Prime Air hub in San Bernardino, a key part of the company’s growth strategy. The groups, including Warehouse Worker Resource Center (WWRC), Inland Coalition for Immigrant Justice, the Sierra Club, local PICO affiliate Inland Congregations United for Change, Center for Community Action and Environmental Justice, the Inland Empire Central Labor Council, Building Trades Council, and Teamsters Local 1932, have joined together to establish San Bernardino Airport Communities, a coalition organizing with the demand of an enforceable community benefits agreement relating to the impacts of the project on the region. These forms of deep and intersectional resistance integrate concerns about wages and working conditions, job access for local residents, environmental impacts such as noise and air pollution, but also demand that Amazon sever its contracts with ICE and other policing agencies, and establish transparency in its operations in the region. As the largest employer in the region, Amazon has a responsibility to the community. This coalition intends to hold Amazon accountable not just to the local community; it also seeks to contribute to the national and international critique of Amazon, and its efforts to expand its authoritarian employment practices to the market for goods and services and civil society, both in the United States and beyond.

As this chapter was going to press, the COVID-19 pandemic was taking hold in the United States, making Amazon’s dominant presence in our economy even more stark and considerable. Thousands of retail businesses have closed, customers are dependent on deliveries while sheltered in their homes, and Amazon is one of the only companies operating at full capacity— even growing at this time.3 At the same time, worker revolt is beginning across Amazon’s supply chain, as workers deemed essential find that their employer is taking insufficient measures to ensure workers or customers are protected from infection at a time when the company is growing and profiting greatly. If challenging Amazon was a good idea before this pandemic, it is a critical part of any plan to establish democracy and economic justice in the United States.

These efforts represent a community coming to terms with the domination that Amazon has established in the region and drawing a line in terms of how much a community is willing to take. Other communities around the U.S. and the world are organizing in ways that make sense locally but also reflect coordinated strategies around Amazon’s national and global systems. When we educate workers and local communities with information of how Amazon is more than just a retailer, and the potential impacts of its data and surveillance systems, they understand that the effects of standing up to Amazon benefit more than just their workplace and community, but have an impact on the nature of our democracy and workplaces.

NOTES
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Amazon Strikes in Europe: Seven Years of Industrial Action, Challenges, and Strategies

Jörn Boewe and Johannes Schulten

A banner on the Amazon site at the former Westfalenhütte steel plant in Dortmund, Germany announces the elections for the works council. However, it was not the responsible trade union Ver.di that displayed it but the management of the fulfillment center (FC), which opened at the end of 2017 and employs over 1,600 people. “Direct communication and cooperation with the works councils,” says a press spokeswoman, “is the best way to understand and respond to the concerns of the workforce.”1

Many critical observers, who have known Amazon for years for their strict performance pressures on employees, intensive employee monitoring, and anti-union activities, are surprised by this direct support for workers’ representation. For German unionists, it causes headaches. Works councils (Betriebsräte) are a special feature of German industrial relations and are independent of trade unions. While the latter are responsible for negotiating collective rules with employers’ associations, works councils represent employees at the company level vis-à-vis management. To this end, they have so-called statutory co-determination rights, which include, among other things, a say in working-time issues. By recognizing this “symbolic national institution”2—whose establishment is even actively promoted by the printing of flyers for all candidates—the company can present itself in an employee-friendly manner and take the wind out of the sails of publicly omnipresent criticism directed at them by trade unions. Amazon is also taking various measures to ensure that trade unionists remain in the minority on the works council and that the committee does not cause any trouble. This is due, on the one hand, to the combination of a very high number of temporary employees at newly opened locations and an anti-trade union atmosphere spread by the management. Hardly anyone dares to appear openly as a union member. At the same time, the bid for elections ensures that ten or more different lists often appear (which is very unusual in Germany). The chance is therefore high that the votes will be distributed among a large number of candidates, which in turn will lead to a strong political fragmentation of the works councils.

As demonstrated by “the long struggle of Amazon employees”3 that began in the spring of 2013, Amazon has proved to be a company capable of learning. It has been relatively quick to respond to union activity and workers’ desire for a representation of interests with different and flexible methods. But these do not always work in the corporation’s favor. In the 2018 works council elections, trade union lists emerged as winners for the first time at many locations, including Dortmund.

This chapter is divided into two parts. First, we give an overview of the development of trade union resistance against Amazon in Germany, Poland, the United Kingdom, France, Italy and Spain. This resistance has intensified in many countries since the beginning of the strikes in Germany, not least because of the advancement of international trade union networking. Even though Amazon continues to refuse in principle to recognize trade unions as collective representatives of workers’ interests, the balance of power between the corporation and its employees has shifted significantly in favor of the latter since 2013. Second, we use the example of the situation in Germany to formulate two trade union challenges for successful union representation that, in our opinion, extend beyond the specific situation in Germany.

TRADE UNION RESISTANCE IN EUROPE: FROM BAD HERSFELD TO BRUSSELS

Founded in 1994 in the U.S. state of Washington as an online bookstore, Amazon expanded to Europe just four years later. In 1998, the first fulfillment center (FC) opened in Slough, just outside London. In 1999, the first German FC started operations in Bad Hersfeld, Hessen. One year later, the company entered the French market. Further dispatch centers followed in 2011 in Italy (Piacenza) and Spain in 2012 (Madrid). Throughout Western Europe, especially Germany, France, Italy, and the U.K., a significant share of Amazon’s warehouse workers are immigrants. The corporation’s expansion into Eastern Europe is particularly important for the German situation. Amazon more or less openly threatened to relocate jobs from strike-happy Germany to Poland and the Czech Republic beginning in the autumn of 2013.4 Above all, the expansion into Eastern Europe appears to be aimed at supplying the Western European market employing labor that is still much cheaper, while at the same time undermining the successes achieved by trade unions in Germany and France.

Although the operational organization of FCs across Europe is similar, wages, working hours, and work contracts sometimes differ considerably, especially between Western and Eastern Europe.5 As a general rule, Amazon is consistently trying everywhere to exploit the leeway allowed by national laws. This applies to taxes and duties as well as to labor costs and conditions. Collective agreements are only applied where there is a legal obligation. National differences in the state of trade union struggles for humane wages and working conditions at Amazon partly reflect differences in union strategies, as well as national differences in labor laws and trade union strength and influence. Table 13.1 shows the variation in trade union density, the percentage of employed workers belonging to unions, across European countries in 2018.

Table 13.1   Trade union density in European countries, 2018 (percentage of employed workers belonging to a union)

[image: illustration]

Source: “Trade Union Density,” Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2019, https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=TUD. Accessed April 19, 2020.

GERMANY

For years, union resistance played no role at Amazon and unions had hardly taken an interest in the expanding online retailer. However, this has changed since the beginning of industrial action in Germany. When several hundred workers gathered outside the gates of the warehouse known as FRA 3 on April 9, 2013, it was not only the first strike at Amazon in Germany but also the first strike in the almost 20-year history of the online retailer. How did this happen? The strike in Bad Hersfeld was not a spontaneous uprising of Amazon workers. It was the result—albeit probably not intended—of a coordinated development of trade unions’ associational power in the form of a two-year organizing project of the United Services Union (Ver.di).6 By associational power, we refer to the capacity of workers to mobilize in order to act collectively.7 Just two years before the strike, Ver.di, with just 79 members among the more than 3,000 employees of both Bad Hersfeld FCs, played practically no role. Although there was a works council, it, like large sections of the workforce, was “rather distanced” from the union, as one union organizer put it.

With the organizing project, Ver.di succeeded for the first time in maintaining a regular presence in the company over a longer period of time. The two organizers had the necessary time to identify various experiences of injustice among the workforce and to develop solutions. For this purpose, there were various actions in front of the gate as well as work council meetings, which gave the organizers the opportunity to present themselves and their plans to up to 700 workers. At these events, which are regulated by the German Works Constitution Act, the works council (Betriebsrat) has the opportunity to inform the workforce quarterly about matters related to the company and to invite a trade union representative to participate. Interestingly, there was no resistance from the local management to these actions by Ver.di. One of the union officials interviewed at the time described the attitude of the local management as “friendly, American, non-binding.”

Built up over months, these intensive contacts with workers were essential to ensuring that a considerable proportion of the employees identified with the central themes of the campaign and were prepared to take action. Moreover, organizers did not present “trade unions” as “service providers,” but as a tool for company organization, to which everyone has to contribute. Thus, in Bad Hersfeld, an understanding that “We are the trade union” was cultivated that is still decisive today.

Within two years, nearly a thousand workers joined the union, an enormous number given the high proportion of fixed-term contracts and high employee turnover, and it was possible to establish sustainable activist structures that still exist today. This small example from Bad Hersfeld is in a way exemplary of the trade union situation at Amazon in Europe. It shows the importance of direct contact between the trade union and the worker, and the collective experience of being able to carry out joint actions.

Labor Revitalization Studies (LRS) regard trade unions as strategic actors who, even if they act in adverse conditions, always have the possibility of a “strategic choice.”8 After almost 15 years of presence in Germany, Ver.di’s decision to regard Amazon as a strategically important actor that had to be countered not with a strategy based on social partnership but with a conflicting strategy aimed at building workers’ organizational power, must be regarded as such a strategic choice. This includes above all the decision of the Federal Executive Board to support the chronically financially weak state districts in the development of further locations with additional personnel resources or organizers. Over the following years, this was a key factor that helped in significantly improving the trade union position at Amazon and creating structures at most locations. In FCs at older locations, the degree of organization was increased from practically zero to 30–50 percent.

Even though Amazon still refuses to negotiate a collective agreement with the union, organized workers have gained significant improvements in working conditions since the start of trade union activities, such as a significant increase in wages and the payment of a Christmas bonus. Workers have also gained other improvements, such as better workplace safety, or ergonomics like height-adjustable tables, decentralized common rooms, or, at least in some FCs, the abolition of unpopular feedback talks.9 But it is also true that works councils and trade unions have failed to solve key problems for workers. Intensive employee monitoring and strict pressures to perform their jobs quickly and with minimal errors remain high. Moreover, the monotony of work is likely to have increased with increasing mechanization at many locations. In short, many employees still feel like robots.

POLAND

Poland is an early example of how international networking can help to counter Amazon’s attempts to play different locations off against each other. When employees at the Polish Amazon FC in Poznań were told at the end of June 2015 that their shifts would be extended by an hour at short notice, spontaneous protests broke out, resulting in a “go-slow” strike. The protests, however, had their origin not in the Polish industrial city, but some 650 kilo-meters further west, in the town of Bad Hersfeld. The employees had again staged a walkout there. By ordering overtime in Poznań, the workers at that site feared that Amazon was trying to undermine the industrial action in Germany and turn them into strike-breakers. The fact that the staff in Poznań were so well informed about events in Bad Hersfeld was chiefly due to the anarcho-syndicalist rank-and-file union OZZ inicjatywa Pracownicza (IP),10 which is active there and has close ties with the group of Ver.di activists in Bad Hersfeld and Leipzig.

Amazon started its operations in Poland in October 2014 and today operates a total of seven FCs, a software development center and an Amazon Web Services (AWS) site with a total of approximately 16,000 regular employees in Poland. There is much to suggest that Poland will fulfill the role of the extended packing table. Remuneration and working hours differ significantly from the situation in Germany. In 2019, the hourly wage in Poland ranged from €4.12 to €4.36, compared to a range from €10.96 to €13.04 among the great majority of German workers. Meanwhile, as a sales market, Poland has so far not gained the interest of online retailers; as of August 2019, there was still no Polish-language customer website on the Internet.

In Poland, two trade unions, IP (combative and militant) and NSZZ Solidarność (based on social partnership), are seeking to represent Amazon employees.11 This is problematic, since they not only embody two fundamentally different trade union models, but also have a tense relationship with each other. This became clear in the evaluation of the slowdown strike in Poznań in 2016. While the IP actively supported the action, Solidarność subsequently issued a statement indicating that it viewed many of the IP’s demands as legitimate but its confrontational methods as counterproductive.12 At the same time, the trade unions in Poland were able to mobilize relatively quickly. In Wrocław, Solidarność stated that it began recruiting its first members three months after the centers opened, and is still the organization’s geographical focus. In Poznań, on the other hand, the IP achieved organizational success.

In 2016, the IP even felt strong enough to initiate a strike ballot in Wrocław and Poznań. According to the union, more than 2,000 workers voted for a strike.13 However, only 2,150 of the 5,500 workers employed at both locations participated. Thus, participation remained below the 50 percent quorum required in Poland. Even though the strike ballot was not successful, the substantial number of people willing to go on strike indicates a certain mobilization potential of IP. All in all, however, trade union organizing at Amazon in Poland is still weak.

In the recent past, at least a relaxation of the relationship between the IP and Solidarność and a serious effort for cooperation are emerging. In May 2019, for example, both unions jointly called on Amazon to discuss wage increases. Amazon offered to negotiate exclusively with Solidarność—not with the IP. Solidarność rejected the offer. Since 2019, Solidarność and the IP have been running a joint campaign to eliminate feedback talks, which can be seen as a slow departure from the course of social partnership towards a stronger willingness to confront on the part of Solidarność.

THE UNITED KINGDOM

After Germany, the U.K. is the largest market for Amazon in Europe. About 27,500 workers are employed there, of which 22,500 are employed in 17 FCs. However, almost 20 years after entering the market, Amazon is still largely union-free. In addition to the lack of union-friendly British labor laws, this has a lot to do with the vehemence with which Amazon has countered previous attempts to establish trade union representation in its FCs. As early as 2002, Amazon succeeded in forcing the British Graphical, Paper and Media Union (GPMU) out of the company in an unprecedented union-busting campaign. In 2001, the GPMU—which today belongs to the umbrella trade union Unite the Union (know as Unite) founded in 2007— started an organizing project at its Milton Keynes site, about 75 kilometers from London. The aim was to persuade at least 10 percent of the employees to sign on as members, in order to apply for union recognition from the Central Arbitration Committee (CAC). The GMPU succeeded in organizing about 200 employees, but Amazon responded with a classic U.S.-style anti-union campaign. On the one hand, it granted the workforce several wage increases. Meanwhile, it dismissed leading union members and agitated against the union on the shop-floor. In a vote in the autumn of 2001, in which 90 percent of the workforce participated, 80 percent voted against the GPMU, 15 percent in favor, and 5 percent had invalid votes.14 For the union, it was a heavy defeat that still burdens the trade unions, as one former GPMU trade union official told us.

The low wage and poor working conditions have changed little for a long time.15 According to the union, Amazon paid £7.10 per hour for years, slightly more than the minimum wage of £6.70 per hour (€9.10). A substantial improvement did not come until the end of 2018, when the company announced that it would raise the starting wage in Greater London to £10.50 per hour and in the rest of the country to £9.50 per hour (€10.61 and €11.73 respectively).16 In contrast to Germany, employees and trade unions in the U.K. must contend with a high proportion of part-time contracts (so-called “zero-hour contracts”).

Under an agreement within the Trade Union Congress (TUC), the GPMU and Unite are no longer responsible for organizing Amazon workers, and the job falls to the GMB, the third largest trade union in the country. It considers the situation to be “very difficult.” The lack of access to the Amazon FCs is a particular problem for the trade union: “We have enormous problems coming into contact with our colleagues at all because we are only allowed to address them outside the company boundaries.”17 In this context, the GMB’s strategic focus is to influence public opinion by pointing out bad working conditions at Amazon. Meanwhile, the trade union is making efforts to organize truck drivers for inbound and outbound deliveries. According to a trade union official, “If we have control over the last mile, we have a lever to get into [the] FC.”18 At the same time, attempts are being made to sensitize institutional investors to Amazon’s working conditions and rejection of basic trade union rights. For this purpose, a special lobby organization was founded: the Trade Union Share Owners (TUSO). The union’s central political demand, however, remains the right of union representatives to talk with workers at the Amazon FCs. This presupposes a fundamental change in collective labor law, which can probably only be expected under a Labour government.

FRANCE19

After Germany, France was the second country in which there were noticeable strikes against Amazon. In June 2014, the three trade unions— Confédération générale du travail (CGT), Force ouvrière (FO), and Union syndicale solidaires (SUD)—called for a first industrial action, also inspired by the Ver.di strikes in Germany. The aim was to persuade Amazon to talk about wages, working conditions, and respect for trade union activities. Afterward, the employees managed to win a year-end bonus.

In December 2014, CGT members in Saran near Orléans again went on strike for more pay and better working conditions. The protests against a planned labor market reform by the government under François Hollande led to a major wave of industrial action in 2016. The workforces in Lille, Montélimar, and Dijon were involved, and there were repeated blockades in Orléans. That year, the trade unions were able to implement Saturdays off work, a 0.5 percent wage increase, and a doubling of individual bonuses. In the spring of 2018, news of a strike at Amazon at an FC near Madrid triggered a spontaneous strike in Lille. In the politically prescribed regular annual rounds of negotiations, the unions were able to agree on annual wage increases. In 2018, this increase was 2.2 percent.

The last major success of the CGT union was the enforcement of a €500 bonus payment for French Amazon workers at the turn of 2018/19, based on a proposal by President Emmanuel Macron, who, following protests by “Yellow Vest” women entrepreneurs, called for bonuses to be paid to their workers.20 In general, Amazon was one of the targets of protests by the “Yellow Vest” movement in various locations. After Germany and the U.K., France is the most important market for Amazon in Europe. Today there are five FCs in France. The degree of unionization at Amazon France is very low, as is generally the case in France (see Table 13.1).

ITALY

Since Amazon’s market entry in 2011 with the construction of an FC in Castel San Giovanni near Piacenza which has 1,600 employees today, the company has increased the number of its distribution centers to a total of six. In Italy, many collective agreements are generally binding, applying even without the consent of the employer. However, Amazon’s rejection of any trade union cooperation for years prevented trade unions from verifying its correct application.21

Trade union presence at Amazon in Italy is generally weak. According to trade union estimates, there are a total of 250–400 members, mainly organized in the three main trade unions, the Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro (CGIL), the Confederazione Italiana Sindacati Lavoratori (CISL), and the Unione Italiana del Lavoro (UIL). Cattero and D’Onofrio have come to the conclusion that Amazon in Italy does not even have to apply specific defence strategies against trade unions, as the high proportion of temporary workers “already works as an effective deterrent to enrollment in the unions.”22 Despite this, on “Black Friday” in November 2017, employees in Piacenza participated for the first time in strike actions coordinated with Germany’s Ver.di.

It caused an international sensation when the CGIL negotiated an in-house collective agreement in Piacenza in May 2018 to regulate weekly working hours. The agreement was considered “historic” by the UNI Global Union, as it was the first collective agreement par excellence negotiated at Amazon.23 However, the agreement regulates content “which, although very important, does not significantly affect some of Amazon’s most obvious problems in terms of work organization and human resources management.”24 Overall, there has been little evidence since then that the Piacenza Agreement marks the turnaround that unions hoped for in terms of Amazon’s attitude towards collective agreements and trade unions. A traditional approach to proxy politics still seems to predominate. There are no pronounced shop-floor activist structures like those in Germany, and apparently there are hardly any serious attempts to build them up. An additional problem is that in addition to the three major trade unions, the Unione Generale del Lavoro (UGL), has close ties to the right-wing populist Lega Nord.

SPAIN

Besides Germany, Italy, Poland, and France, Spain is the country in which Amazon employees regularly take part in strikes. Also, they have succeeded in achieving certain successes in union representation. In September 2015, three union representatives were elected to the factory committee for the first time at the FC in San Fernando de Henares. The Confederación Sindical de Comisiones Obreras (CCOO), a trade union close to the Izquierda Unida party, won two seats, and the moderately anarcho-syndicalist Confederación General de Trabajo (CGT) won one seat. The remaining 10 of the 13 seats on the panel were held by an “independent” list, but according to the CCOO’s assessment, the list was closer to the management.

In autumn 2018, a factory committee was also elected at the El Prat fulfillment center at Barcelona Airpor, which employs around 1,500 employees. The CCOO emerged as the strongest list and won eleven of the 23 seats. The third Amazon plant with an elected representation of interests in Spain is the much smaller site in Castellbisbal, also near Barcelona, with around a hundred employees. According to the CCOO, the rest of the now 27 Amazon facilities in Spain have no collective representation of interests.25 In March 2018, workers at the FC in San Fernando de Henares suspended their work for two days.

At that time, 1,100 permanent employees and 900 temporary workers were working there.26 The strike was a response to attempts by Amazon to worsen existing conditions, such as wages. This was followed by another three-day strike around Amazon Prime Day in July 2018, coordinated with simultaneous work stoppages in France, Germany, and Italy. Further strikes followed at the end of November on Black Friday, on four days in December, and at the beginning of January 2019 before Epiphany.27 The San Fernando de Henares site is the only Amazon strike operation in Spain to date. So far it is only in Spain that unions are capable of mobilizing an overwhelming majority of workers of a FC for the strikes; according to trade union figures, around 60–70 percent of workers took part, and shut down at least large parts of the work process.

INTERNATIONAL NETWORKING

We have seen that since the beginning of the strikes in Germany, a slight trade union offensive has gotten under way in various European countries with Amazon locations. The conflict at Amazon has now taken on a transnational dimension. This takes place on both activist and institutional levels. In 2015, UNI Commerce founded the Amazon Alliance, which initially brought together trade unions active in European Amazon logistics centers. Meetings usually take place every six months. Trade unions from overseas have been participating for about a year now. In spring 2019, in Berlin, 70 delegates (mainly union officials) from 15 countries participated, including from the U.S., Latin America and Australia. Increasingly involved in networking are also trade unions from countries in which Amazon is still little represented or not represented at all, but where expansion is expected, such as Austria, Sweden, Ireland, and the Netherlands.

Unions have successfully coordinated various joint protests and strike activities across nations. In September 2016, workers and trade union representatives from eight European countries demonstrated in front of the Amazon headquarters in Luxembourg for the improvement of working conditions in their countries.28 Since 2017, with the help of the Amazon Alliance, trade unions in Germany, Italy, Poland, and Spain went on strike together regularly on occasions such as Amazon Prime Day or Black Friday.

A problem is the lack of commitment in the formulation of common strategies. An example of this is the establishment of a European Works Council (EWC). In 2017, the Alliance decided not to pursue this goal any further but to expand the alliance beyond Europe—with a clear focus on building organizational power. Nevertheless, some of the unions involved continued to pursue the EWC project on their own initiative, including the Spanish CCOO, the Italian CGIL, and the French CGT. Amazon gratefully takes up this special path, as it offers the opportunity to present itself as an employee-friendly company and at the same time play off the national trade unions against each other.

AMAZON IN GERMANY: LESSONS FROM SEVEN YEARS OF STRIKE

With nearly seven years and over 300 days on strike,29 Amazon employees not only hold the “dubious record for the longest dispute in the history of industrial action in the Federal Republic,”30 but their strike is also one of the most innovative and certainly most exciting disputes of recent years. This has resulted in a wealth of experience that is also of interest to other countries. We believe two key challenges for successful trade union representation should be addressed here.

KEEPING PACE WITH AMAZON

Twenty-five years after its foundation, Amazon’s growth remains rapid. In Germany alone, the company opened four new FCs since the beginning of 2017, and numerous other logistics centers, its own delivery services, etc. A trade union official summarizes the problem for Ver.di thus: “As soon as we have organized a site, Amazon opens the next one.”31 So far, trade union organizing at Amazon in Germany has shown that the potential number of Amazon workers who are willing to organize is huge.32 However, building of workers’ awareness of the necessity to assert their interests collectively through trade union action must always be developed through patient persuasion. In addition, there are new challenges, such as the fact that since around 2016 Amazon has been increasingly recruiting refugee workers at the new sites, who for various reasons are more difficult to organize and predominantly have fixed-term employment contracts. In short, a strategic master plan is needed. Without additional resources that go beyond “regular care,” no breakthrough will be possible in the conflict in the long run.

EMPOWERING SHOP-FLOOR ACTIVISM

The second challenge concerns the well-organized Amazon sites, where union members make up between 30 and 50 percent of the core workforce. Such degrees of organization are unique to Amazon worldwide. But it is still a minority strike. On average, in a typical single FC affected by strikes, between 300 and 800 workers take part in the work stoppages. To measure the effectiveness of the strikes, we compared the units settled in one day (Amazon calls it “throughput”) during a five-day strike at a well-organized German FC in 2017 with those of the weeks before and after. We found that in the weeks before and after the strike week, the throughput fluctuated at 620,000 and 650,000 processed units. In the strike week, the throughput dropped to 540,000 units (a 14–17 percent decrease). However, these effects and related financial losses are likely to be acceptable for Amazon, taking into account that during 2017 workers went on strike for 43 days, so worked more than 260 working days.

To really harm Amazon economically, even at well-organized locations, associational power must therefore be increased.33 The fact that Ver.di was able to become so strong at all is primarily due to the strong shop-floor activist structures. It is shop-floor activists who credibly represent their union in the workplace, who are available as competent contacts for employees and who take over a large part of the strike organization. However, volunteer structures at many locations tend to be overburdened. Here, too, the trade union is called upon to provide more assistance to adequately support the few activists under pressure—especially in training activists and imparting organizing skills. Cross-site workshops for the training of one-to-one interviews, the creation of company maps, and concrete campaign planning could be helpful tools in such a process. Shop-floor activists are the backbone of this enduring struggle with Amazon; they are the real aces in the hands of unions worldwide. Unions should play wisely and not gamble them away.
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Bursting the Bubble: The Emerging Tech Worker Movement at Amazon

Spencer Cox

In early March 2017, a large swath of the Internet hosted on Amazon Web Services (AWS) went offline for several hours, costing S&P 500 companies over $150 million in lost revenue and $160 million in losses for U.S. financial-service firms.1 The cause? A mistaken keystroke by an Amazon engineer in Seattle.

Tech workers, in particular those at FAANG (Facebook, Amazon, Apple, Netflix, Google, and Microsoft) firms, are uniquely positioned in today’s capitalist economy that depends on their labor to make industrial processes run. When they stop, so does everyone else. For the majority of the past 40 years, tech workers aligned themselves with the capitalist class, building a shared political project and ruling bloc that dominated U.S. politics. This political alliance is coming undone, and the opportunity to transform the world may depend on further shifts in tech workers’ politics.

THE BUBBLE

In the late 1970s, capitalism was in crisis. Profit rates in the advanced industrial economies had been falling for decades, leading to declining rates of investment, slow growth, high inflation, and dwindling power among the capitalist class. Facing this crisis, the capitalist class unleashed a brutal era of economic, political, and social reforms that sought to restore profitability and capitalist-class power. The capitalist class introduced automating technologies into the production process, reorganized work around increasingly “flexible” employment relations, and spatially relocated production to low-wage areas in the global periphery.2 These transformations—often understood through the bracket term of “neoliberalism”—radically transformed production relations in advanced capitalist economies, temporarily restoring falling rates of profits and driving a short but sustained period of economic growth in the late 1990s.

During this period, information and communication technologies became central to automating work and coordinating vast global supply chains of transnational corporations. Investment in information and communication technologies during the 1990s and the early 2000s reached up to one-third of all non-residential fixed capital investment in the United States, leading the prominent economist David Autor to claim “It’s hard to think of a prior historical episode where a single category of capital investment came to rapidly dominate all others.”3 Tech hubs in Silicon Valley and Seattle grew at a rate far outpacing other urban regions, transforming the relatively small manufacturing regions into high-growth hubs of the new economy.4

The tidal wave of investment into information and communication technology led to a historic burst in demand for skilled workers who required substantial education to master the skills for the information technology (IT) economy.5 The term “tech worker” became synonymous with the rapidly expanding information and computing technology sector, with a broad array of jobs—software engineers, data scientists/analysts, systems engineers, user-experience designers, product managers—increasingly crucial to a wide array of labor processes. Because these skills were essential to the competitive advantage of capitalist firms but rare in the labor market, tech corporations viewed the retention of particular skills to be essential to their core competencies. Tech corporations piloted stock-based compensation as a means of tying the financial interests of tech workers to the broader interests of the corporation, turning tech workers into owners.6 The historic burst of market power afforded tech workers high salaries, luxurious workplaces, and relative control over their own labor relative to other layers of the working class.

This process solidified tech workers as a global labor aristocracy. Much like how Lenin used the term in the 1920s, during the recent IT boom, tech workers emerged as a privileged segment of the working class who benefited from monopoly capital’s imperial expansion into hyper-exploitable geographic peripheries.7 Super-profits generated from exploited FoxConn or retail workers in China and Amazon warehouse workers were captured by tech corporations, and selectively redistributed to particular workers, managers, and venture capitalists as a means of producing political alliances. Much like the spheres on Amazon’s downtown Seattle campus, tech workers were brought under the “bubble” of tech wealth, while the majority of the working class were left on the outside looking in.

This alliance was not just economic. On the political terrain, tech workers in Silicon Valley and Seattle become enrolled in a political project called the “California Ideology.”8 The California Ideology articulated a vision where information technologies, combined with entrepreneurial smarts and free markets, could emancipate individuals from the hierarchies and stagnant intellectual terrain of the post-WWII order. This ideology was rooted in the venture capitalist offices of Sand Hill Road and the tech campuses of Apple, Bell Labs, and later, Google, Amazon, and Facebook. These ideas were broadcast to the world through magazines such as Wired, TED Talks, and spectacles of the California counterculture such as Burning Man. Tech workers could see their work as a truly transformative project, bringing new products to a global market that made business faster, sparked human connection at the click of a mouse, and made the world’s information accessible in your living room. Technology became its own force of liberation; “make information free” became the dogma of a new world order. Google’s ideology of “Do No Evil” and the promotion of “mission-based work” enshrined tech corporations as a place where a social project of emancipation and the logic of capitalist accumulation could be aligned. Here, you could “make a difference” and get rich in the process.

In a sense, the California Ideology was a pillar of what Nancy Fraser calls “progressive neoliberalism,” a hegemonic ideology that dominated U.S. politics in the thirty years prior to Trump.9 Progressive neoliberalism legitimated brutal neoliberal economic reforms with a veneer of progressive language. Forging itself around emerging environmentalist, feminist, racial justice and LGTBQ+ rights movements, progressive neoliberalism reinterpreted these movements through a language of individual meritocracy and social mobility:


The progressive-neoliberal program for a just status order did not aim to abolish social hierarchy but to “diversify” it, “empowering” “talented” women, people of color, and sexual minorities to rise to the top. And that ideal was inherently class specific: geared to ensuring that “deserving” individuals from “underrepresented groups” could attain positions and pay on par with the straight white men of their own class.10



This ideology includes not just an ethical evaluation of right and wrong (discrimination around individual opportunity), but more importantly a set of tactics (market-based, technocratic, and individualistic) to address oppression. This ideology emerged from the specific class experiences of the higher-skilled strata of the working class and the professional-managerial class, for whom a progressive political agenda was not incompatible with neoliberal capitalist reforms. In stark contrast to low-income workers, such as subcontracted Uber drivers or warehouse workers, who failed to benefit and often experienced oppression from liberal institutions, liberal social institutions worked in the favor of tech workers, producing a sense that if one followed the rules and the rules applied to all, opportunities for the good life abound.

The progressive neoliberal ideology found its concrete expression in Bill Clinton’s “New Democrats” agenda, consolidating power upon a base of skilled workers, the professional and managerial class, and segments of the capitalist class. What Clinton pioneered, Obama mastered. Obama became a spokesperson for big tech, advocating an agenda of open borders, free markets, and innovation with a rhetoric of opening up middle-class aspirations to all who work hard, regardless of race or gender.11 Many of Obama’s staffers and campaigners filled the ranks of tech’s political relations teams, infusing the progressive ideology of the Democratic Party into the DNA of the tech industry, while also using these connections to lobby for the interests of tech.12 Tech workers are disproportionately Democrats. A Wired study documenting campaign contributions from tech workers at Facebook, Apple, Google, and Amazon indicates that tech workers overwhelmingly support Democratic candidates, with campaign contributions of $15 million for Hillary Clinton outweighing $2,400 contributions to Trump.12

THE BUBBLE WEAKENS

Tech workers are structurally part of the working class: tech corporations have an interest in maximizing the productivity of tech-worker labor, while in the long run weakening the market power they possess. This process operates across a broad array of terrains, including non-compete clauses that lower inter-firm mobility, the increased use of lower-waged subcontracted, temped, gigged-out, and immigrant workers, increasing the supply of labor through funnelling tech dollars exclusively into computer science programs, deskilling work that allows for less skilled (and often younger) workers to complete tasks, outright collusion, and spatial relocations of skilled work to lower-wage locations. As a consequence of tech’s efforts to suppress wages, tech-worker wages increased at a slower rate than deskilled workers since the 2008 recession.13 With the average salary in IT hovering at $81,000 but now matched with a soaring cost of living in a tech hub and burdensome loans from exploding costs of higher education, the financial benefits returning to tech workers are dwindling.14

If the economic prospects of tech workers as a broader group are dimming compared to the 1990s boom, tech workers at the heart of FAANG firms—an elite layer even among tech workers—are largely not driven by the bread-and-butter union issues of wages, job security, or benefits. Rather, it is their enrollment into unfulfilling, meaningless, and ethically dubious work, and ongoing sexism and racism in the industry that drives their political action.

Due to the vast amount of wealth captured by monopoly firms in the tech industry, the capitalist class commands the trajectory of science and technology with an iron fist. FAANG corporations dictate what technology gets produced, and the “entrepreneurial” wing of the technology industry largely reinforces and compliments the power of FAANG firms rather than driving growth through innovation and new firm formation.15 Rather than redirecting investment and our social capacity for reason, science and technology to address the largest-scale crises facing humankind, capital largely aligns scientific knowledge for the pursuit of monopoly profits alone. What might appear as the rational use of science and technology from the perspective of the capitalist class is, from the perspective of those who labor to make these corporations run, a deeply irrational, immoral, and ultimately inhumane social project.

This irrationality is not lost on tech workers. In daily life, the contradictions between what corporations proclaim and the subtending reality workers observe produce a disjuncture, a sense of cognitive dissonance between what one ethically holds to be right, and the reality of one’s own complicities of contributing labor to a banal and morally bankrupt project of private wealth accumulation and mass oppression. Caught between being complicit with furthering oppression and holding an ethical commitment for the greater good is not a matter of personal choice; it is the structure of capitalist society that compels one to sell one’s labor, and skills, to the capitalist class in order to survive. The more tech workers engage in production on behalf of the capitalist class on capital’s terms, the more the objects of their labor appear as a force that confronts the humanity of the person. The result is alienation from one’s own sense of self, from others, from the product of one’s work and from the broader environment. This drives not only social anomie and a lack of personal fulfillment, but a crisis around depression and anxiety that permeates all levels of the industry.16

Further, tech workers confront historic forms of oppression that operate within racialized and gendered capitalism. Capital benefits from a racial and gendered division of labor that devalues black and brown lives and so-called “women’s work.” The tech industry is notoriously a white male club, with white men over-represented at all levels of the industry, but even more so in managerial and executive positions.17 As of late 2019, Amazon’s overall workforce is 58 percent men and 42 percent women, managers are 73 percent men and 27 percent women, and Amazon’s top executives are 86 percent men and 14 percent women.18 Sexual harassment and gender-based discrimination are common, leading women to exit the industry at a faster rate than their male counterparts.19 In conjunction, racialized forms of exploitation, oppression, and violence devalue black and brown lives and exclude them from institutions that act as gateways to working in tech, resulting in workplaces that are far from reflecting the racial composition of the U.S.20

For tech workers, the growing contradictions of their class position are becoming untenable, leading to new forms of political expression. Many joined tech in pursuit of meaningful mission-driven work, but find themselves disillusioned, working on optimizing food delivery apps, or new ways of surveilling and punishing workers. Many care about climate change and understand it as an issue of social justice, but are frustrated working for firms that further entrench consumerism, waste, and carbon emissions. Many recognize that automation has the capacity to free people from grueling work, but find themselves haunted by the inhumane conditions of warehouse work and the stark poverty and oppression bearing down on working-class lives. Many tech workers desire to live in culturally rich, diverse, ecologically resilient cities, but are repulsed at a housing crisis that force thousands onto the street and displaces all but the elite from the urban core. Many experience racism, sexism, and heterosexism but are furious at the inability of firms to develop real accountability to transform workplace culture.

Until recently, however, tech workers have largely stuck to the class playbook of the professional and managerial elite. Within companies, tech workers have often put faith in the corporation to address the concerns of tech workers, as if they and their bosses are on the same team. Open forums, town halls, and relatively free political speech on the tech campus produce space for political dialogue. Within Amazon, Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) or Affinity Groups provide a moderated but nonetheless real outlet for under-represented and historically oppressed groups in tech. Tech corporations maintain substantial departments, such as Amazon’s Sustainability Team, directed towards addressing the concerns of their progressive workforce. These company-run unions channel righteous anger into digestible channels, often repackaging and co-opting tech worker concerns through a HR-friendly language and strategies that reinforce power structures while precluding collective organization. Real change remains elusive.

Tech workers also express their politics through the myriad non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the tech-industry bubble. Often corporate backed and led by industry insiders, NGOs articulate the class interests of tech workers through individualistic, meritocratic, and technocratic frames. NGOs recommend professional women to “lean in,” a means of contesting gender inequality by bargaining harder and climbing the corporate ladder, or to foster mentorship programs that help professional women and/or people of color advance their careers. Political problems are often reduced to a technical problem; designing the right technology or algorithm substitutes for democratic debate and an analysis of power.21 Further, and more damning for those outside the bubble, they circumscribe solidarity to a small ring of professionals interested in advancing their own career interests rather than a more radical feminism or anti-racism that seeks to fight oppression in all its forms. The Black Employee Network at Amazon or the Anita Borg Institute may care about the issues facing black, brown, queer, and/or women tech workers, but are silent about the oppression of the predominantly black and brown workforce in the warehouse, queer and/or women warehouse workers, or those displaced from their homes in the San Francisco Bay Area or Seattle.

BURSTING THE BUBBLE

Trump’s election was a catalyst for dismantling the hegemony of progressive neoliberalism. Trump’s patriarchal, white, economic nationalism challenged narratives that economic neoliberalism and an elite’s interpretation of social justice could persist as a ruling bloc. Once neglected from the progressive neoliberal agenda, the working class mattered again. While many U.S. tech workers and the NGO apparatus fled into the machinery of the Democratic Party to optimize elections, many tech workers protested at the Womxn’s March or the March for Science and attended political meetings for the first time.22

Not long after the election, a pledge circulated through the tech community called “Never Again.”23 The pledge, citing IBM’s collaboration with Nazi Germany to make genocide more efficient, argued tech workers have a responsibility to ensure technologies tech workers build are held to an ethical standard. The Never Again pledge articulated a new strategy. The argument was simple: tech users, although numbering in the billions, have no power to transform tech companies. Policy makers, especially in a conservative government, neither had the political will nor a shared analysis to push tech corporations along an ethical path. Consequently, it was only workers, in particular collectively organized workers, who could hold companies accountable. Organizations such as Tech Solidarity and the Tech Workers Coalition sought to carry this momentum into workplace organizing.24 Tech campuses became spaces of heated debate, often with CEOs leading the charge.

As Trump’s presidency carried on, the progressive rhetoric of tech leaders persisted but changes did not come. Contracts with the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and the federal government were vigorously and unquestionably pursued, accountability for sexual harassment and gender/racial discrimination was nonexistent, and efforts to address the climate crisis negligent.25 New tactics were necessary. At Amazon, new tech-worker organizations emerged around two specific campaigns. In the first campaign, Amazon Employees for Climate Justice, workers organized internally to push Amazon to lead in addressing the climate crisis. Starting with smaller petitions and a shareholder resolution, their actions escalated to a game-changing 3,000-worker walkout in September, 2019. A second campaign, part of a broader tech-worker movement called #WeWontBuildIt, is challenging Amazon’s tight relationship with the military industrial complex, demanding Amazon cease selling facial recognition technologies to ICE and the police.

These two campaigns are just part of a growing tech-worker movement taking collective action to address political problems. In 2018, Google workers organized more than 20,000 of their co-workers to walk out in protests against gender-based discrimination and sexual harassment; as of 2019, a similar fight was brewing at Amazon. Today, this movement—often heralded as the emergent “Tech Left”—is conjoining with activists around climate change, spilling over into fights around the social use of technology, and buttressing struggles around temping, subcontracting, and the exploitative use of restrictive H1B visas. Each campaign focuses on the heart of the alienation and forms of oppression experienced by tech workers. Tech workers are demanding that their labor serve people and planet, rather than just the financial interests of the capitalist class. Through collective struggle, the Tech Left is also demystifying the fundamental class relation between tech workers and their employers, leading tech workers to rediscover that they are, indeed, working class. Scrapping the individualistic and meritocratic progressive neoliberal playbook, the Tech Left is putting into practice democratic structures, determining demands through deliberation and debate, and articulating a broader politics of emancipation that extends beyond the interests of tech workers alone.

Unlike the March for Science and Womxn’s March two years prior, the climate walk-out demonstrated the specific power tech workers in FAANG corporations have to make broader demands for the common good. Tech-worker power stems not from their capacity to swing elections, but rather their decisive and growing position in the technical division of labor. The power to stop production and therefore create a crisis for the capitalist class (structural power) is historically concentrated in the tech industry. One could imagine strikes in key chokepoints that leverage the ability of engineers to shut down key aspects of the production process. Shutting down websites, access to the cloud, or monkeywrenching logistical systems can shut down not just the fulfillment logistics network, but the entire economy. Demands could link together the issues of warehouse, community organizations, and tech workers alike, using the structural power of tech workers to advance the interests of the working class as a whole. It is no surprise tech bosses are terrified, brazenly firing activists and hiring anti-union firms to quell the political self-expression of their workforce.

While tech workers in major corporations are organizing around their own self-interest, a broader question of how tech workers relate to the rest of the working class persists. A politics of alienation and the pursuit for self-fulfillment of tech workers does not necessarily align with the disempowered and exploited workers in Amazon’s fulfillment centers. It is an open question whether the economic and political interests of the labor aristocracy and broader layers of the working class align. A politics of altruism or sympathy for the oppressed are weak bonds relative to the power of capital to divide and conquer.

Capital is capable of appealing to the interests of particular demographics while oppressing others. Led by Jeff Bezos, capitalists are responding with a “new era” of capitalism that moves beyond shareholder value, with Amazon’s Climate Pledge a shining example of corporations attempting to solve problems they created.26 This renewed platform could easily co-opt current tech movements into a superficially benevolent capitalism. Currently, the majority of tech organizing orbits accountability: for example, ensuring corporations divest from fossil fuels and set standards for carbon emissions, establish better protocol around sexual harassment and gender-based discrimination, or limit the development of technology for the surveillance of marginalized people. This does not fundamentally challenge the power relations of society. It plays back into the hands of capital, reinforcing the legitimacy of corporations and the capitalist class as the agents of transformative change who now, at the least, must bargain with organized but still fragmented collectives of workers. Tech workers may accept this bargain, giving up a project of emancipation rooted in deeper solidarity with broader layers of the working class for the benefits tech capital can continue to bestow upon the aristocracy, encapsulating them in the bubble once again.

Another trajectory is possible. Halfway across the United States from Seattle’s headquarters, workers have been protesting Amazon’s inhumane working conditions in warehouses in Minneapolis. In late January 2019, a vicious cold spell hit the upper Midwest, sending workers home without pay. During a later protest, Amazon Employees for Climate Justice reached out to warehouse workers, and wrote in a statement of solidarity, “We cannot create a sustainable, long-term approach to addressing the climate crisis without addressing structural racial and economic inequities that are part of our system of extraction—of energy, material, and human labor—that have caused the crisis.”27 The Tech Workers Coalition was founded to demonstrate solidarity with unionizing ‘tech-adjacent’ workers on tech campuses. These projects, while meaningful and important points of leverage for unionizing workers, have not consolidated into new organizational forms such as a broader tech-workers union where interests align and demands are shared. This trajectory is a political project dependent on the organization of the working class into formations capable of advancing a politics around their shared self-interest. What must emerge is a politics of solidarity; for the true power of the working class stems from its ability to express compassion and care through empathy, therefore building unity in a shared moral and ethical commitment to an emancipatory political project.

To address the crucial problems of our age, the movement must weaken capital and corporate control over the future of working-class communities and workplaces.28 The movement must aim to put more social wealth under democratic or national control, while articulating a strong moral and ethical commitment to our shared humanity and collective flourishing. This looks like funnelling investment away from self-driving cars into public mass transit; moving app design away from producing impulsive consumerism towards facilitating meaningful connection; shifting the work of economists away from exploiting tax loopholes into long-term industrial planning; developing robotics that free the working class from work rather than furthering their impoverishment, and radically empowering skilled and technical workers to work in conjunction with communities to design eco-friendly and liveable cities.

A transformation of this magnitude will require power, including new class organizations along the economic terrain of struggle through tech-industry unions and new political formations capable of producing a ruling and governing bloc. The working class, united across skill, must develop a shared vision, and a shared organizing bloc, to move us toward a more just world and towards new political formations capable of challenging the meaningless and cruel rule of capital.
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The CEO Has No Clothes: Worker Leadership and Amazon’s Failures During COVID-19

Dania Rajendra

The COVID-19 pandemic and concurrent economic crisis have put a global spotlight on the ruthlessness of Amazon’s business model—in particular a total commitment to profit, market share acquisition, and a subsequent reliance on “spin” to paper over the company’s near-total disregard for human health.

Athena, a coalition of worker, community, policy, and other non-governmental organizations was launched in November 2019, only six months before the COVID-19 crisis took hold in the United States.1 From our inception, we have consistently focused on both the physical and political dangers, to workers, their neighbors, and democracies as a whole. With most upper-and middle-class members of almost all societies sheltering at home, demand for Amazon grew into levels described as “unprecedented.”2 In the midst of a cratering stock market—as well as a crash in the real economy—Amazon’s stock continued to rise. Jeff Bezos, despite selling off US$3.4 billion in stock in March and April 2020,3 became $24 billion richer by the middle of April.4 With independent and community businesses shuttered, Amazon became, too often, the sole source for essential and non-essential goods. The result? Tightening control over markets, public officials, and customers, despite the promise of the HQ2 pushback. The one place we may have begun to loosen some of Amazon’s control, as of this writing, is the workplace.

LABOR SHORTAGES, RISK, AND EXPOSURE

A month into the COVID-19 crisis, Amazon appeared to be facing a severe labor shortage in the face of up to 25 percent in increased demand. The corporation announced hiring as many as 175,000 new workers in the U.S. alone,5 raising the base wage by $2 to $17 in the U.S. (and the equivalent two units in pounds and euros) and offering double-time for overtime hours worked.6 One would think in this employment situation—where in late March and early April some 22 million people7 filed for unemployment—the pay raises would be enough to keep the packages moving. It appeared not.

Workers reported massive absences8 by people who feared exposing themselves, their families, and neighbors to the virus. Working-class communities, especially communities of color, bore the brunt of the pandemic: exposure, illness, and mortality follow the same socio-economic disadvantages they faced before the crisis. Those include disproportionately suffering from underlying conditions like diabetes, asthma, and heart disease generally due to deprivation of health care, healthy food, and—especially—clean air.9 The latter has long been the grounds of a prolonged fight with Amazon in Southern California10 and outside of Chicago,11 where the trucks and trains that move the goods12 choke the air with particulate matter.

COVID-19—both the pandemic and the economic crash it unleashed— revealed these deep connections between workers, families, neighbors, and consumers, who found new ways to demonstrate and unite against the threat to public health that Amazon posed. Phillip Ruiz, who worked at JFK8, told Athena leaders that he was as worried about being someone who “brought COVID-19 to my block” as he was about his own health.13 Similarly, workers distinguished between the relative social benefit of risking their own health and the health of loved ones to deliver truly essential items, with what they often found themselves packing.14 Throughout the corporation and the geographies it inhabits, workers were vocal about their simultaneous identity as family and community members in talking about their work for Amazon, and Amazon’s treatment of them. Their solidarity and public-spiritedness was a dramatic counterpoint to the singular focus of corporate executives: keeping operations going to meet demand, no matter the worker, community, or even public health costs.15

With the news in March 2020 that the virus was viable on non-porous surfaces up to 72 hours and on cardboard up to 24, workers focused their attention on the corporation’s failure to keep the facilities clean16 and to change its punitive “time off task” regime, which means workers lack the time—in the unlikely event they have the supplies—to wash their hands. Strikes and walkouts began over just those concerns—and the repeated allegations that the company hid17 the number of COVID-19 cases among Amazon workers, which prevented people from making meaningful risk analyses about whether to come to work. “I’m scared and feeling like they’re trying to hide health risks from the workers. And we’re not being kept in the loop about our safety,” Terrell Worm, a worker at Amazon’s Staten Island warehouse who participated in our April demonstrations told CBS News. According to Worm, after workers were informed that someone had tested positive on Tuesday, the building continued operating as usual: “It was just business as normal.”18 Amazon offered the entire United States—and in particular, the elite media—a real-time lesson in corporate propaganda.19 As the company continued to tout its two weeks of pay in the case of diagnosis or quarantine, workers reported that, even with documentation, their claims were rejected.20 Because of overwhelming first-hand worker pushback, Amazon chief spokesperson Jay Carney came under fire on Twitter21 and on air22 from journalists about the credibility of his statements. This invited much-needed public light to be cast over Amazon’s vast private power.

In France, where, as in many other places, Amazon promised to stop shipping non-essential goods (but, according to workers, didn’t), a French court mandated the company to do so—leading to Amazon shutting down all French operations (with full pay for workers).23 In a much smaller example, the governor of the state of Kentucky, Andy Beshear,24 ordered the shutdown of a non-essential facility after a COVID-19 outbreak. Unfortunately, the shutdown lasted only for a week, and upon re-opening, the company announced additional exposure.25

Overall, the company failed to account for the consequence of its own policy decisions. Workers began to track the COVID-19 exposures—and rumors—on their own, furnishing journalists and the public with facts the corporation should have revealed. Hence the widespread absences, and a new, even more punitive approach to labor relations, including high-profile firings of four workers who had been outspoken about the company’s failure to protect worker and public health alike. More firings were expected even as workers creatively collaborated to make up for the corporation’s own failures with maps, counts, news searches, and private communications— another example of workers checking in on one another as the corporations and top management failed to do so.

As workers demanded protection for not only themselves but their family members, and via Athena’s efforts and others, tens of thousands of people backed their demands in the ensuing weeks. The firings, occasionally, caused federal and state officials to react with approbation, and, at least in New York, an investigation was initiated. Workers not only appealed to the public at large. In California,26 in Minnesota,27 and in Pennsylvania,28 workers filed charges with both worker and public health authorities about Amazon’s failure to protect their own and public health. While in some places, local officials publicly decried Amazon’s lack of transparency, for local officials like Staten Island Borough President James Oddo, a high-profile backer of projects like the Amazon facility there, support included championing public financing and tax breaks for Amazon.29 This left Oddo and similar political figures beholden to Amazon and with little leverage over needed information, let alone the will or support for political actions that would protect public health. As the pandemic continued to spread unevenly across the United States, there was simply not enough information for advocates and public officials to know whether the corporation was a vector of the disease.

Though Amazon is a data company, it refused to divulge comprehensive or even aggregated information. In a recent CNN interview, Jay Carney himself stated he didn’t know how many people had contracted COVID-19—a claim difficult to believe on its face from a company that prides itself on its commitment to tracking every minute aspect of its operations. Forty-some years of neoliberal governance, including the curtailment of state and federal regulatory capacity and authority, meant that stressed public systems struggled to meet the additional pressure of Amazon’s inaction or compliance failure. Amazon reaped all the profits, while its workers and the broader public were left holding all the risk.

This is one reason the Amazon workers’ protests and whistleblowing electrified the United States. To tell the truth, to tell it baldly, to tell it with a clear view of the consequences and to do it anyway—was a shocking and thrilling development in an otherwise deeply anti-democratic moment. But the truth is, low-wage workers in America were exceptionally attuned to burgeoning authoritarianism, living through a version—and not only at Amazon—each and every day. After all, it is they who live under the constant surveillance, the blatant disregard for well-being, the Animal Farm-style pronouncements, and the corporate despotism, so that they can make ends meet. Amazon’s employment regime was already especially punishing throughout the corporation, including white-collar workers.30 The algorithmic management was already severely taxing workers’ physical and mental health.31

WORKERS’ RESISTANCE AMIDST THE PANDEMIC

During the pandemic, Amazon executives smeared whistleblower Chris Smalls32 with racist insinuations and incendiary language. For his part, Smalls, a member of Make the Road New York and New York Communities for Change, remained unbowed. Inside the facilities, executives announced they’d further automate the surveillance of the workers, promising disciplinary procedures—up to and including firing—for anyone caught violating newly mandated social distancing rules.33 This followed new policies mandating temperature checks. People who failed were sent home without pay, until journalists covered the scandal. Even after that, workers were now promised only part of a shift’s pay.34 As late as the week before, the company had still been text messaging workers to encourage them to “try” to stay up to three feet apart. Fulfillment and distribution facilities are busy places, full of people—especially as they come in and out during breaks and shift changes.

Worker protests—especially by workers like Chris Smalls and Jana Jumpp,35 who were open about their previous success and satisfaction in their Amazon employment—shifted the national conversation. Before COVID-19, there had been a reflexive trust in the company. One poll showed it was among the most trusted institutions in American life.36 That trust clearly began to shatter as the reality of Amazon became all the more apparent, as workers, backed by their families, friends, neighbors, and communities spoke up. Nonetheless, it did feel like a race against the clock.

Amazon continued to grow—particularly into “essential” infrastructure, expanding deals with the U.K. government from use of National Health Service (NHS) data to providing COVID-19 testing,37 and inking new agreements in Canada to deliver medical supplies.38 As the economy cratered, the American political establishment failed to provide even the most threadbare safety net for working people—there were simply no provisions or protections for workers at the largest firms. Similarly, small business relief was anemic at best. The “relief” that was passed had already been distributed (as of this writing in mid-April 2020), with hedge fund managers39 first at the trough. Meanwhile, small businesses with little cushion have already been closing down permanently across the United States.

The vision that haunts Athena members isn’t only the preventable exposure, illness, and death—it is also the way that Amazon exemplifies a neoliberal economy’s fundamental incompatibility with democracy. The way Amazon treats the people who work there is important unto itself. It’s also important because it provides the best view into their governance philosophy. As Athena leader Stacy Mitchell, co-director of the Institute of Local Self Reliance says, “If we don’t regulate Amazon, we are effectively allowing it to regulate us.”40

In addition to the workplaces, another site where Amazon has dominated less powerful people is on their marketplace. For example, Amazon’s big, international pronouncements that it would “slow” or “suspend” the shipping of non-essential goods,41 ostensibly to protect workers, seem far more focused on market share and control. French inspectors, American workers, and others all said, simply, it didn’t happen. Non-essential goods continued to move. What did happen was that Amazon has arbitrarily changed the rules about what shipments they would accept from third parties42—cutting off the ability of those people to get their goods to market, because their goods are “fulfilled by Amazon.” After yet another investigation,43 the company walked back the change, reinstating the previous policy.44 Much like the dangers to workers (though of course, much less dramatic), the sellers’ damages from delay, disruption, and uncertainty, however—were unacknowledged and uncompensated.

THINKING BIGGER, TOGETHER

The intricacies of the rest of the Amazon business model—including Amazon Web Services (AWS), the corporation’s cash cow—are too far afield for this chapter, but suffice to say Amazon appeared to be refusing to reduce fees45 and costs46 to other, smaller businesses throughout its operations, despite their pleas, as the COVID-19 crisis intensified worldwide. In February 2020, Bloomberg reported that Amazon’s HQ2 negotiating strategy was “internally summarized” as “Fuck you, we’re Amazon.”47 That strategy seems to still be in evidence as it relates to the needs of smaller or less powerful partners—from workers, to sellers, to customers—and arguably, government institutions themselves.

As Amazon is further embedded into public-private partnerships of providing essential services, calls to regulate and oversee the infrastructure, including a suggestion from antitrust scholars K. Sabeel Rahman (director of Athena member Demos) and Zephyr Teachout to borrow the publicutility model for addressing Amazon’s role in contemporary commerce and society, become more commonplace. As Rahman and Teachout argued in a paper pre-dating COVID-19, platform corporations, including Amazon “should be viewed as essential infrastructure and regulated as public utilities.”48 Those aspects of the corporation that might serve the public good should perhaps do so more directly. More assertive calls for nationalization dated back at least to the HQ2 fights, for the obvious reason that public dollars should be for public needs, not private gain. On a press call in April, Athena member For Us Not Amazon in Northern Virginia made the point that had Virginia not “donated” $803 million to Amazon, they’d have that money to address residents’ community health, economic, and other needs. They demanded Amazon forgo the cash.

In 2018, journalist Sarah Jaffe called for nationalizing Amazon in a piece in The Outline which condensed the problems of private power succinctly: “Amazon gets to do basically whatever it wants because the fact is Amazon doesn’t have competition.”49 In the pages of The Nation, Mike Davis made a similar pitch, especially around saving the U.S. Postal Service, to which Amazon poses a particular threat.50

As the fifty-plus organizations that make up Athena begin to chart demands and a strategy for the moment beyond the first crisis, we’ll be relying on the fact that the people who best know what they need are the ones directly harmed by the company—at work, at home, online, and in our communities. That’s, quite frankly, most of us. What COVID-19 made evident is that we truly are in this together—workers, neighbors, customers—everyone but executives. The pandemic and the economic crash created a moment in which it was a necessity to practice solidarity and we had permission, in a way to rethink so much about how our economy, society, and health intersect. It was an invitation to think bigger, together. Surely we can have moratoriums on abusive data regimes, robust public utilities, and an economy oriented around a democracy, instead of the other way around. Everyone’s health depends on it.
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Think Big: Organizing a Successful Amazon Workers’ Movement in the United States by Combining the Strengths of the Left and Organized Labor

Peter Olney and Rand Wilson

Amazon is truly the twenty-first-century equivalent of the Octopus, a manyarmed monster, vividly portrayed by Frank Norris in his fabled 1901 novel of the same name.1 The many tentacles (which included politicians and the police) of the Southern Pacific Railroad monopoly, the Octopus, squeezed the life out of wheat farmers in California who relied on the giant railroad to get their product to market. Like Norris’s Octopus, Amazon’s oppressive working conditions and impact on local, regional, and even national labor markets are already well documented.2 While these conditions are familiar to regular working-class folks, the fact that so many people have engaged Amazon as online customers helps to amplify the outrage and greatly enlarges public support for what is now a growing number of Amazon workers’ uprisings.3 It’s not just the back-breaking work in warehouses that has provoked workers to rebel. Increasingly, the highly skilled tech workers who program the algorithms that drive Amazon’s just-in-time, next-day delivery systems are also engaged in high-visibility social protests.

In this chapter, we explore the prospects for U.S. workers at Amazon to unite in unions, transform their jobs through collective bargaining, and win the good-paying jobs with healthcare and retirement benefits that all workers deserve. How could a substantially weakened U.S. labor movement support such an ambitious effort? What role could the growing number of American socialists play? And what is the potential of these two groups—labor and the left—to work together on this project and how might that collaboration result in success? We believe that if the labor movement ever hopes to exercise significant influence over the U.S. economy, success at Amazon is critical. There needs to be a concerted effort by organized labor with a large investment of resources to help Amazon workers organize. Clearly not an easy task, but a necessary one. Further, Amazon workers themselves must be the agents of any successful workplace organization. And if that is both necessary and desired, it will require a large number of socialists to deliberately enter the tech, warehouse, and delivery workforce. These deliberate workplace organizers must be backed up by the latent power, expertise, and resources of the labor movement. This is hardly new: most large-scale labor organizing in U.S. history has involved a combination of left-wing activism in the workplace and support from the union hierarchy, a melding of political idealism with the strategic chops of union veterans.

Today, organizing at Amazon needs to similarly be conceptualized as finding a way to weld these two forces together in a creative dynamic— determined to actually win prosperity, security and justice for workers and their communities across the American landscape and around the world. Already much has been written on the structure of the company’s operations and its vulnerabilities to community and workplace power.4 Our contribution, based on our experience in workplace organizing and working for powerful supply chain unions, is to further an understanding of the process of melding youthful left-wing enthusiasm with the needs of the existing membership of unions and their elected leaders.5

THE CHALLENGES

Amazon’s retail model is based on managing logistics in the supply chain better than any other company, and overwhelming competitors with its size and reach. But its high profile and influence brings new vulnerabilities that can be broken down into two categories. First, the public face of Amazon makes the company sensitive to public pressure on many fronts. This vulnerability lends itself to a “metropolitan strategy” involving community, religious, and civic organizations and elected officials. The battle over citing a second headquarters in Queens, New York City in 2019 demonstrated that political and community mobilizations can be very effective (see Chapter 13 in this volume).6 Further, on Election Day in November 2019, Amazon’s attempt at further dominating the Seattle City Council was rebuffed when six out of seven candidates opposed by Amazon were elected—even after the company dumped $1.5 million into the campaign.7

Beyond the pressure of public opinion and consumer choices, Amazon’s second vulnerability is its supply chain management. The company’s business model is based on the sophisticated coordination of product inventory and transportation logistics. That makes it highly susceptible to strategic action by workers—whether in its vast warehouse and sortation centers, shipping its products, or on the technology side. There’s really nothing new here: traditional retail has always been susceptible to strikes by delivery drivers bringing merchandise from warehouses to stores.8 Similarly, manufacturing has been susceptible to work stoppages on an assembly line or at supplier plants that are relied upon for just-in-time delivery of parts to assembly plants.

Amazon is a logistics giant directly supplying the consumer needs of millions worldwide. Its retail home delivery business is guided by the information technology functions of ordering and locating customers, and by immediate delivery from warehouses sited in or near major metropolitan areas. The warehouses rely on the stocking of inventory from far-flung supply chains using air, truck, and water-borne cargo transport. The company employs a complicated system of fulfillment centers, sortation centers, delivery stations, and hubs using over-the-road delivery services ranging from United Parcel Service, FedEx, the U.S. Postal Service, third-party small and medium carriers, and their own Amazon drivers. Since 2013, the company is increasingly using its own delivery services and USPS for the last mile as well.9 To dominate the supply and delivery of a wide array of products, Amazon is also moving to garner business and capacity on its air and ocean supply routes. Amazon recently bought a cargo airline company,10 and gained a license as a Non-Vessel Operating Ocean Carrier (NVOOC) to handle ocean-bound freight to a large fleet of trucks, warehouses, and sortation centers close to urban hubs. It may even buy some ships soon.11

Amazon’s business model is highly reliant on information technology, but is still wedded to human capital. These linkages in the logistics chain offer opportunities for smart strategic organizing. Amazon cannot withstand even short interruptions in service or delays in deliveries. In the auto industry in the 1930s, there were key production facilities crucial to operating the assembly lines. Today, there are junctures in Amazon’s system, like its urban-based sortation centers, that have the potential to effectively interrupt the whole flow of product to the end user. The company’s own promotions highlight how its sortation centers are crucial to the “everyday and Sunday deliveries that customers love so much.”12

LEARNING FROM EXPERIENCE AT WALMART

What is the labor movement’s recent experience taking on giant retailers? In 2010, Walmart was viewed as the new “Ford”13 and an imperative for labor to organize. The United Food and Commercial Workers’ Union (UFCW)14 represents tens of thousands of grocery and retail workers whose pay and working conditions were endangered by Walmart’s low-wage, no-benefits, business model. UFCW’s strategy against Walmart had been to use its local political clout to deny Walmart entry to its unionized markets. As that strategy began to fail, the union stepped up and funded a plan to organisze the competition. UFCW enlisted union strategists with experience in the Service Employees International Union’s (SEIU’s) successful Justice for Janitors campaign to create an organizing plan for the giant retailer.15 It embraced a strategy to build an alternative union model—the Organization United for Respect at Walmart (OUR Walmart).16 OUR Walmart made significant strides spotlighting the company’s negative business and employment practices. However, despite spending tens of millions of dollars, it never gained sufficient traction with enough workers for a sustainable on-the-ground organizing force. One major weakness of the campaign was that it never fully engaged UFCW’s own membership. Instead, the effort was basically contracted out to OUR Walmart and its team of mostly SEIU-trained organizers.17 However, organizers missed an important opportunity by never attempting to build support at Walmart’s proprietary warehouses, a lynchpin in the company’s operations. These warehouses are direct employers because the company recognizes their strategic value and the importance of cultivating stable and loyal employees. Although located far from urban centers, and in that respect more difficult to find workers receptive to forming a union, the effort would have been more strategic.

The campaign did enlist the aid of warehouse worker organizations in both Southern California and Chicago to target third-party logistics providers like Schneider and Excel which handled Walmart products, which led to various successful legal complaints and hefty fines for the companies involved, and new state regulations aimed at protecting warehouse workers. There were work stoppages with community support that briefly gummed up the operations.18 But the campaign principally relied on low-participation public relations strikes at Walmart stores, designed to tarnish the company’s reputation. The campaign overly relied on social media as the principal way to spread the organizing message, with limited effect.19 If the membership of a union is asked to bankroll a massive campaign, but is not informed, consulted, and organized to support it, then it is only a matter of time before a few leaders and members say, “Why are we spending millions on this quixotic external adventure when we cannot successfully defend our own members?” Ultimately, OUR Walmart fell victim to the UFCW’s internal politics, and a new union administration defunded the campaign.20

A DIFFERENT ORGANIZING ENVIRONMENT?

Today, Amazon confronts its workers and union organizers with a dilemma very similar to Walmart: a company with massive market and political power—and committed to being “union free.” How can Amazon workers, even if supported by seasoned organizers, even dream of success? Yet only a few years removed from the failed Walmart campaign, we are in a new historic moment. Bernie Sanders, running as an open socialist in the 2016 election garnered 13 million votes in the Democratic presidential primaries. Inspired by his campaign and his identification as a democratic socialist, tens of thousands of young idealists swelled the ranks of Democratic Socialists of America (DSA),21 and many thousands more now identify themselves as socialists. Even old socialists emerged from under the “progressive” label, joined DSA, and carried a red banner for the first time since the ’70s. This would not be the first surge in the growth of U.S. socialism. Two major waves occurred in the early 1900s and then again in the ’30s. The first led to a new vision of industrial unionism, the second to a new wave of organizing and collective bargaining. We emphatically believe that the distinct challenges and opportunities at Amazon will lead to new organizational innovations of comparable magnitude.

WORKPLACE ORGANIZING GAINING GROUND

In 2019, a thousand Amazon tech workers walked out in Seattle to demand the company do more on climate change. Some of them had previously flown to Minnesota to show their solidarity with warehouse workers who walked out during the company’s “Prime Day” sales blast in mid-July. Amazon warehouse workers in Chicago and Sacramento who don’t have a formal union have banded together under the banner of local “Amazonians United” groups. Through petitions and marches on the boss, they forced the e-commerce giant to pay them when the warehouse shut down during a heat wave, improved health and safety, and got fired workers unfired. The inside cadre is enhanced by the growing sophistication of a broader movement seeking to challenge Amazon’s impact on small businesses, housing, and the environment. On Prime Day in July 2019 in eight cities, there were community labor protests against Amazon for its collaboration with Immigration Control Enforcement (ICE) and the deportation and detention of undocumented immigrants.22 There is even a movement to break up the company by applying anti-trust laws.23 Clearly, Amazon affords new organizing opportunities at both the tech and warehouse level that go well beyond collective bargaining.

Most impressive has been the organizing by Amazon workers to pressure the company to support stepped-up action on climate change. Amazon Tech workers have been challenging Amazon with job actions over the environment.24 On April 10, 2019, 8,215 Amazon employees signed a letter proposing that “Amazon has the resources and scale to spark the world’s imagination and redefine what is possible and necessary to address the climate crisis. We believe this is a historic opportunity for Amazon to stand with employees and signal to the world that we’re ready to be a climate leader.” While the shareholders rejected their proposal, such a large group of tech employees stepping forward on these issues shows the strong potential for internal organizing at Amazon.25 Later that year, activists got over 900 Amazon employees to sign an open letter with a commitment to walk off the job in support of the worldwide climate change strike on September 20, 2019. These employees were organized under the rubric of “Amazon Employees for Climate Justice” and demanded that the company get to zero emissions by 2030.26 The internal movement to get the company to address climate change culminated in CEO Jeff Bezos pledging Amazon to reach net-zero carbon emissions by 2040, a decade before the international target date set by the Paris Agreement. Actions over climate and immigration demonstrate the power of employees to influence broader social questions because of the company’s vulnerable public profile, but the question for labor organizers is what will it take to bring Amazon workers together in order for them to take action for each other?

THE LEFT AND LABOR: SALTING AND AMAZON

There is a long tradition on the American left of socialists going to work in large-scale enterprises to organize workers. Often called “salting,” the origins of the term are ascribed to two metaphors: “pouring salt into the wounds to bring out the festering sores of capitalism,” or “salting the mine to surface valuable ores.” There is no more powerful organizer than the embedded class-conscious worker who identifies other leaders in the workforce and agitates with their comrades about their on-the-job injustices.27 Without question, the presence of organized leftists whether from the Communist Party (CP), the Socialist Workers Party, or other ideologically left formations had a significant effect on the successful union organization of mass industries in the 1930s.

Labor historian Joe Richard has chronicled the left influence in labor formations:


In Detroit, the CP [Communist Party] had been building up strength in auto plants across the city since 1927, with 350 party members working in 12 shop units. In Milwaukee, a CP unit worked for years to unionize the massive Allis-Chalmers works—first by taking over a company union and making forceful demands on the company, then by forming AFL craft unions, then amalgamating them together into a factory-wide Federal Labor Union (FLU), and finally winning affiliation with the new United Auto Workers (UAW). In St Louis, a CP concentration unit in the unorganized electrical appliance manufacturer shops would lead to the creation of District 8 of the United Electrical Workers. A similar pattern prevailed in many of the newly created unions.28



A more contemporary example is in the Teamsters union from 1992 to 1998 when it was led by Ron Carey. His election, and subsequent administration, was formed through a center-left coalition with the reform caucus Teamsters for a Democratic Union (TDU). During Carey’s two terms, thousands of left-leaning rank-and-file members helped lead five national strikes and dozens of major organizing campaigns.

The 1997 UPS strike was a near-perfect example of what an organized left working with progressive union leadership can accomplish with a large employer. The strike lasted 15 days and involved 185,000 workers who carried signs proclaiming: “Part Time America Won’t Work.” The strike victory forced UPS to create 10,000 new full-time jobs by combining part-time positions, improve safety and job security for full timers, and drop its concessionary pension demands. It captured extensive support from a broader American public by relating to workers’ growing sense of insecurity from the threat of contracted-out, part-time, and temporary labor.29 The contract campaign and strike never would have been successful without the Carey administration controlling the vast resources of the International Union.

Another important difference between Amazon and Walmart is that either by choice or necessity, there is a growing cadre of socialists working at Amazon and Whole Foods. There are nearly limitless opportunities for young and idealistic organizers to work in the warehouses and sort centers that Amazon relies on. This work can be back-breaking and mind-numbing, but such internal organizing is fundamental to any large-scale plan to organize Amazon.

Salting can be romanticized by doting on glorious histories, but it is a tough road without networks of cadres supporting each other. That is the glue that DSA and other supportive outside groups can provide. But while salting by leftists is necessary, it’s also insufficient. Meaningful organization will not take place without the resources and guidance that experienced trade union leaders and organizers can provide. Of course, this is not a new feature of the labor movement. It will be precisely this collaboration between left forces within trade union leadership working closely with Amazon salts that could lead to successful organization of workers at Amazon.

WHAT’S ALREADY WORKING

There already are some successful organizing models at Amazon. The Awood Center, founded by a partnership between the Council on American-Islamic Relations’ Minnesota Chapter (a civil rights advocacy organization) and SEIU organizers in Minnesota’s Minneapolis-Saint Paul region is a good example. There, Somali community organizers organically connected Somali Amazon workers with the larger immigrant community to conduct the first U.S. work stoppages at Amazon. These stoppages, and sustained protest activity, have led to an array of shop-floor improvements; including worker-community-management negotiations in November 2018 over respect for Muslim prayer rights and other working conditions. The SEIUCAIR-MN initiative emerged from the progressive leadership of a Twin Cities building services with a large Somali membership. This approach, a “metro” strategy, uses the resources of unions and community groups to wield broad-based support for worker organizing. Ilhan Omar, one of two Muslim women in the U.S. House of Representatives, has been a speaker at their Amazon job actions.

Organizers in the Twin Cities have skillfully framed the struggle around East African community issues and built a fight to make immediate improvements for these workers. This is a base-building model that could be replicated in other areas where local unions see their self-interest in aligning with Amazon workers. It is also a good example of a strategy that acknowledges local conditions; whether it be divisions in the ruling class, the composition of the workforce, and the willingness of particular unions to fund and support Amazon organizing. Inevitably, there will be uneven development in local metro campaigns. Strategies must take different forms in different areas, dictating different tactics. SEIU’s national Fight for $15 is an example of a campaign knitting together a wide variety of local struggles into a national consensus for increasing the minimum wage. Under that banner, the campaign adapted its tactics and objectives to very different local conditions. The same opportunity exists to forge a consensus for major improvements in the working lives of Amazon employees.

Direct action at the workplace—coupled with broad community support—is the formula for advancing the Amazon project. If these initiatives are supported and funded by a national union (as in the Twin Cities), the chances of success grow and the skepticism of the broader labor movement and sympathetic foundations diminishes. Inspired by the indigenous activity of the workforce and left-wing supporters, union resources can provide essential support to sustain good organizing both in the short term and over the long haul. SEIU’s modest “seed funding” of the Awood Center helped raise an additional $250,000 in funds with significant support from the Teamsters union and several foundations. It set the stage for multiple union funders to share the “risk” of investing in a local Amazon campaign. Multiple sources of funding also ensure that the campaign won’t fall prey to the internal politics of one union.

By nesting worker centers in both the community and the workplace, the model of Minneapolis could be replicated in different areas around the country. If more efforts like the Awood Center blossom, we will see labor’s commitment to organizing grow—especially with unions like the Teamsters, SEIU and UFCW that have sufficient resources to support a national effort. The recent formation of Athena holds out the possibility of spreading the lessons and practice of the Awood Center. Over forty community-based organizations including Awood and other immigrant rights coalitions and worker centers came together in November 2019 to launch this ambitious effort.

IS THERE A ROLE FOR INTERNATIONALISM?

There have been inspiring moments on the international front. A strike in Italy at a giant distribution center on Black Friday in 2017 was conducted by the main Italian labor federation, the Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro (CGIL). On Prime Days, July 15–16, 2019, Ver.di, the German industrial union federation, led a two-day strike by 2,000 warehouse workers across seven facilities (see also Chapters 8–10, this volume).30 Much can be learned from these and other exciting examples to inspire workers everywhere. Certainly, mutual aid and solidarity on every level will always be needed. Such solidarity must certainly extend beyond warehouse workers to the delivery drivers and software engineers worldwide. Just as the labor movement has been successful in organizing on the waterfront by employing internationalist strategies to slow the flow of marine cargo, similar strategies can block or delay the flow of Amazon deliveries.31 However, and most importantly, any strategy to win at Amazon must focus on the “Belly of the Beast”—the corporation’s home country, where the bulk of its workforce is employed.

A LONG VIEW NEEDED

There won’t be any quick fixes or easy victories at Amazon. The road to successful organizing and workers’ power will inevitably be long and hard. If we are serious about the Amazon organizing project, we should create benchmarks and prepare to measure success (or failure) accordingly. For example: how many supportive community-based workers’ centers are in place? How many worker committees have formed at sort centers? How many work stoppages and strike actions occurred this year versus last year? Future technological change in warehouse and delivery logistics may also have important implications for any long-term organizing strategy. The automation of warehouse jobs, driverless vehicles, and drone delivery could put workers on a very different organizing terrain. At the same time, increased automation could magnify the power of the remaining workforce—but only if organized to do so through collective bargaining.32

By its very nature, the eventual success of organizing Amazon is inexorably linked to achieving wider political and labor law reforms. The immense structural and political obstacles that Bezos and company throw at worker organizing and empowerment are legion: use of temps, contracting out, automation, and anti-union repression. These obstacles will be overcome by smart base building and organizing—but legal and political reforms will be needed too. While the future is unpredictable, a vibrant political movement has created dramatic shifts in the electoral arena that show real promise. As Luke Elliott-Negri recently wrote, “We need an open-minded approach to developing left labor strategy commensurate with the new moment and the new conjuncture.”33 With the support of Senator Bernie Sanders and former Communication Workers of America (CWA) President Larry Cohen, new, more radical visions of labor law reform are being proposed that embrace sectoral organizing and bargaining approaches.34, 35 If other mainstream Democrats embrace this approach, it could make for a very different organizing terrain. What’s imperative now is to have organizers in strategic Amazon workplaces prepared to seize opportunities as they arise. Finally, organizing at Amazon will help build broader support for winning these much-needed reforms in labor and employment law. Conversely, if reforms are achieved, they would change the nature of the struggle and the likely success of workers at Amazon. The more the project is embraced and supported by the left and institutional labor, the more it will lead to a movement for workers’ power at Amazon. Because of the size and scale of Amazon, it would, in turn, be a key part of any movement for systemic reform or political revolution.

Amazonians United is one of several worker-led groups that has organized at Amazon’s delivery stations. In July, a group of workers in Chicago came forward demanding healthcare benefits and air conditioning on site. In Eagan, Minnesota, workers walked out over demands related to time off. And Amazon workers in Sacramento campaigned to get two colleagues rehired after they were fired for taking more unpaid time off than allowed. “We’re doing back-breaking warehouse work,” said a delivery station worker in Chicago:


So whether it’s someone working 40 hours a week who gets injured or somebody working 24 hours a week, it doesn’t matter. We just wanted to be treated equally as all of Amazon’s other part-time workers. This is what the economy is, part-time work is all we can get. This is the reality of our economy, and we deserve paid time off.36



“The fact is that Amazon is a trillion-dollar company run by the richest man in the world,” the Sacramento workers wrote in a public petition, “and they intentionally give workers less benefits than regular part-time workers so that they grow the company at our expense. We’ve had enough.”

Inspiring strikes and protests over pay and working conditions, particularly among part-timers at the deliver stations close to urban areas, are occurring somewhere in Amazon almost daily. With support from unions and a broad network of socialists in the workplace, each action at the local, national, or international level is more likely to succeed. As the level of militancy and organization grows, our challenge is to make sure that each action strengthens the movement and builds workers’ confidence in the power of collective action.
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Amazonians United! An Interview with DCH1 (Chicago) Amazonians United

DCH1 Amazonians United

This interview was conducted via email on April 19, 2020 by Jake Alimahomed-Wilson and Ellen Reese with ten Amazon warehouse workers from Chicago, Illinois. All of the workers featured in this interview are core members of DCH1 Amazonians United.

Introduction by DCH1 Amazonians United

This chapter was conducted in the same way we confront our bosses: collectively. We wrote this in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, and at the beginning of our international anti-retaliation campaign against Amazon. Our ancestors descend from five continents and yet we met through the process of building our union while waging struggle within the belly of the largest capitalist beast. We honor the legacy of those who came before us by organizing within Amazon and in the process rebuilding an international labor movement.

Interviewers: What is Amazonians United and when did it start?

Response #1: Amazonians United is an organizing worker-based movement, fighting for workers’ rights, and improvement of working conditions in our workplaces. We started in 2019 after we won our first organized action: the water demand. Those of us who participated realized the power we had as workers.

Response #2: Amazonians United is a movement of workers organizing to protect ourselves, democratize our workplaces, and advance the interests of all working people.

Response #3: Six of us came together in April of 2019 because we were fed up with so many things at Amazon. Our pay was low, we were talked to like children, we didn’t have health insurance. DCH1 was filthy and we didn’t have regular access to clean water. The water issue was actually not the issue we were most pissed about, but it was the most ridiculous issue and the one we thought most coworkers would support. The issue is that the 5-gallon water stations were often left open to the dusty air without a 5-gallon water jug. They were never cleaned, there were never any cups, and there was only one water fountain that was either broken or had the “replace the filter” light on. We decided to do a petition about it … Doing an online petition was good because then we got our coworkers’ phone numbers or became Facebook friends, but only about 30 co-workers actually signed it … We were nervous about going around the break room collecting signatures, but got over our nervousness once we started talking with co-workers because they all agreed and would talk about how ridiculous it is that we have to do a petition to get some water. It took us a few weeks to get to 150 signatures, but that felt like a good number so we decided to turn it in. We decided that we would type out all the petition signatures into a Word document and print it out with our demands at the top so that we could keep the original petition sheets. We decided to turn the petition in during stand-up, which is the time when every worker, about 120 on that day, is circled around the manager which is leading us in stretches, telling us we need to get our scan rates up, and asking questions like “what’s the safety tip?” and “what’s the standard work tip?”

We went in having decided that one person would turn the petition in, and multiple others would vocalize their support in some kind of way. When the manager asked for a safety tip, the designated person spoke up and said “I have a safety tip. In fact 150 of us do. We need water! And we have our petition right here.” The manager said: “I’ll take care of it,” then another co-worker said, “When are you going to take care of it? We need it now,” and the manager exclaimed “I’ll take it care of it right away.” The manager tried to move on to another subject, the “standard work tip” and a co-worker raised his hand and said: “My standard work tip is we need water.” The manager, exasperated, said “I’ll take care of it right away.” He quickly ended stand-up and was frantically texting someone and flipping through the petition signatures. Then, within two hours, Ambassadors (which acted like supervisors even though they’re Tier 1 workers like everyone else) came around giving everyone bottled water which the manager had gone out to buy from the local grocery store. It had never felt so good to drink water! And everyone saw that when we do something together we can make things happen. After this, six of us (there were some new co-workers that showed up and some that didn’t show up) met up again to talk about how things had gone and we decided that we needed to address other issues. But we figured that we should name ourselves … that was how DCH1 Amazonians United was born.

Interviewers: Can you describe the working conditions at DCH1?

Response #1: In general, Amazon’s working conditions are like most other jobs. If you’re good at your job, most management and associates who think they can, move up, if they “yes, man it up.” They will try to work you into the ground without giving you anything of value in return. Favoritism is rampant. Management spreads misinformation as well as targets co-workers and the most prevalent issue is general incompetence on management’s part. Currently, the biggest issue is the lack of care for human life [by] the management (the lives of our fellow co-workers, the lives of our drivers, and the lives of innocent customers) via an unclean facility, improper distancing, and withholding of coronavirus cases within said facility.

Response #2: Since my first day, I was able to tell how much professionalism and organizational skills some leads and managers lack. From cursing with employees to playing favorites. The warehouse itself needs to be more organized physically and with more adequate managers.

Response #3: The working conditions at DCH1 can be quite harsh. It’s warehouse work that requires intense physical labor, extended hours on your feet, and working in close contact with others. Also the work culture is far from being professional … A large number of those in management and people who aspire to become management seem to lack professionalism in dealing with issues at the job. I have witnessed a learning Ambassador cursing out an employee because the woman moved her cart because it was in the way … Even I had an experience with an Ambassador in my early days at the company. I was still learning the job. I had been sent to an area for an advanced worker to handle. She did get me some help, but the matter in which she told me to hurry up, I felt disrespected and felt the problem could have been handled better.

Response #4: Working too close even before the pandemic. During pick and stage it can be up to seven people in a cell picking. Some cells … need to be reset to allow more space in them. With several workers, bags, and boxes, it’s really tight.

Response #5: During or before the [COVID-19] pandemic? Because before the pandemic was even here, we fought for PTO [Paid Time Off] at the time and that was I believe during peak season. The warehouse was already falling apart. There was a lot of things not being handled like not having enough working scanners for stowers, issues with the boxes coming down the conveyor belts because of unknown leakages that stopped them from coming down, actual leakages from the ceiling parts of the warehouse during and also after it rained/snowed, etc. … There’s still a lot of toxic management from Peak season there to make our lives a living hell.

Response #6: One of the main ongoing issues that I’ve noticed also is the amount of VTO [Voluntary Time Off] they give out before the shift has even started. When that happens, the people that do show up to work get swamped with having to work at a faster pace to cover being short staffed and later on in the night having to do another job assignment because of the same reason of not having enough people. Another issue is the whole conversion process from a white badge to a blue badge (temporary to permanent employee). They keep giving the runaround on when this conversion will be possible.

Response #7: I’ve seen plenty of co-workers face issues with co-workers on the same level as them with the fear of management taking the wrong side based on favoritism. I think the biggest issue in our facility is our site leader; under his care this culture of favoritism, targeting, and incompetence has festered … He targets any associates trying to fight for their rights, care for themselves or their co-workers, and most recently, the safety of the general public. He incompetently handles associates fighting for what’s rightfully theirs. He does this by lying to us for what we’re entitled to, withholding information, or when all else fails, by threatening us, while stating we’re more than welcome to take his statements as threats.

Interviewers: Describe the workforce at DCH1

Response #1: The workforce at DCH1 is majority African American and Hispanic/Latino. The age of employees here range from early 20s and we have employees that are as old as their early 70s.

Response #2: At DCH1 there’s a variety with [sic] race, age, gender and sexual preferences.

Interviewers: What are some of the things Amazon workers can do to improve their working conditions?

Response #1: Get together with their co-workers, have conversations about what needs to change at work, and fight together against the management to get those needs fulfilled. Fighting can look like signing and presenting petitions to management, coordinating and agreeing not to work at unsafe rates, walking out, striking, and much more. A lot of good ideas can come from just getting together with your co-workers and talking about what to do.

Response #2: Standing together as a unit is the only way to improve our work conditions. For some reason there’s a bevy of associates who don’t realize that without them Amazon would lose a facility. Without us, the richest man in the world would be out of his riches. As such we should show him what we’re capable of beyond our stow rates.

Interviewers: What have you won so far and how?

Response #1: So far, we’ve won:


• Clean drinking water

• Pay when the warehouse was too hot to work in safely

• Pay when the lights went off in the warehouse

• Pay when the volume of goods was too low and management tried to force people to take unpaid time off

• Paid time off (PTO) for every part-time worker in the U.S.

• Some COVID-19 safety measures like masks and cleaning supplies (not adequate though)

• Full-time jobs

• Health care

• Retraining Ambassadors

• Changed disrespectful behavior from managers



We won these things by talking with our co-workers; building relationships, community, and unity; coming together on issues using petitions; taking action; marching on our bosses, and going on strike.

Interviewers: What do you think is the key to building worker power at Amazon?

Response #1: The key is building a team of solid people at every Amazon facility that gets together, talks regularly through some sort of messaging app, has meetings in person and/or virtually, talks about workplace issues together, decides on what the biggest issue is that would resonate with the most people, writes out a demand together with the small crew, and makes a plan for taking action on that demand in a way that involves other co-workers and in a way that seems reasonable to other co-workers. Most important is that our co-workers see what we’re doing and agree that we’re in the right. It’s key to not seem like crazy unreasonable people, because if you do, then co-workers won’t support you and the boss can divide and conquer your teams until it’s destroyed. These teams usually start small, and with solid people … It takes consistency and perseverance … Once these Amazonians United teams form, they connect with Amazonians United at other Amazon sites and continue growing the movement together ….

Response #2: Standing strong in our convictions, management will attempt to divide whenever possible. However, supporting our own facility as well as others across the globe will prove our wins are consistent. It starts at our own facilities, being educated on our rights and standing strong together.

Interviewers: What are some of the biggest challenges you and your fellow workers face? What have you done to try to overcome those challenges?

Response #1: What makes this tough is the constant nitpicking and nagging the management engages within the warehouse. Throughout the entire shift, we have this sense of paranoia and urgency combined. I feel like I’ve done my best by maintaining a solidarity standpoint and mutual acquaintanceship among some of my co-workers on my shift. We work together to get through our shifts.

Response #2: Most in charge don’t care for our well-being, the well-being of drivers/cleaners or our customers. During this pandemic, we’ve been shown a management that claims to care, prefers their paycheck versus our safety or the safety of others.

Response #4: Our biggest challenges are capitalism, structural racism, and the resulting poverty that denies our freedom of self-determination including our freedom to control our own lives, bodies, and labor. To overcome these challenges, we have built community and solidarity with our co-workers to organize and build our power to transform our workplace and society.

Response #5: Management constantly tries to individualize and atomize us, to keep us weak, divided, and at each other’s throats. We counter these efforts by management by getting more organized, extending solidarity to co-workers who are mistreated, explaining that we share common interests as opposed to management’s interests. Management is tyrannical and highly organized. We need to be democratic and highly organized to counter them.

Response #6: Amazon manages us through stress. They individualize us, put us at odds with each other, and do everything they can to prevent us from socializing. We do everything we can to build community. For several months, we were organizing a potluck during lunch every Monday. Sharing food does a lot to build community! We make an effort to look our co-workers in the eye and have real conversation, laugh at management’s ridiculousness with our co-workers, seek to understand who our co-workers really are, share ourselves with our co-workers, and build meaningful bonds of trust and friendship. We give each other rides, throw kickbacks, go bowling, go to marches, create group texts, form Facebook groups, organize cookouts and sometimes just hang out to talk about whatever is on our mind. We overcome management’s structural attempts to divide us by building community between us, and it’s fun!

Interviewers: Can Amazonians United help lay the foundation to finally unionize Amazon in the United States or beyond?

Response #1: Yes, and we’re working hard to form a worker-run organization in the United States. We also know that there are workers outside of Amazon who are interested in the types of struggles and victories that we’ve had, and hope to engage them as well. Beyond our borders, we know that Amazon workers have already been organizing and taking action together and we have been working with them to form an international organization of workers.

Response #2: Our workplace organizing committees are the foundation, and Amazonians United is our union. Amazonians United is the organizational manifestation of our unity and collective struggle within and between Amazon workplaces. We don’t need the recognition of our bosses or government to be a union. We don’t need to file for a union election with the NLRB [National Labor Relations Board] to be a union. We don’t need to have a collective bargaining agreement to be a union. We determine, through our solidarity, strategy, and action, if we are a union. We are a true union of workers, by workers, and for workers. We exercise our power to get what we need, and it works. We are unionizing Amazon every time a fellow worker decides to form a workplace organizing committee which drives issue campaigns with the broad support of their co-workers. That is Amazonians United.

Interviewers: All around the world, Amazon warehouse workers are resisting. In Germany, Poland, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom, and all over the United States, Amazon’s warehouse workers are organizing for better wages and working conditions. How can workers build power across regions, cities, and borders to take on Amazon?

Response #1: In order to take on Amazon, we need to get together, build relationships, and coordinate with one another so that when workers in one region/state/country take action, workers elsewhere take action in solidarity with them. This is absolutely necessary because without that solidarity, Amazon will be able to break actions in any given area by rerouting goods through adjacent areas.

Response #2: As a team not just in our facilities but across the world, unified we have power that management could only hope to replicate.

Response #3: In March 2020, unknowingly flying into one of the centers of the pandemic, we joined Amazon workers in Spain for a transnational convening of workers from Poland, France, Germany, Spain and the U.S. As our plane was descending to the Madrid Airport, we learned that Trump was closing the borders of the U.S. to Europe. Already in Madrid and unable to return, we headed to our international convening and spent three days discussing how we can build international solidarity and organize coordinated campaigns. The situation in each of our countries is unique, because each has its own history and its own legal framework, but the soul-sucking experience of working at Amazon is largely the same. At this tenth international convening, we decided to name our rank-and-file network: Amazon Workers International. We build power by growing organizing committees with our co-workers at every workplace, and then connecting our struggles regionally, nationally, and internationally. It is through our joint struggles that we build solidarity, and it is through this international solidarity between all workers, Amazon and non-Amazon, that we can take on any boss.

Interviewers: How can those not working for Amazon best support the struggle of Amazon workers?

Response #1: Get a job at Amazon and start organizing together with us! Those not working for Amazon can best support the struggle of Amazon workers by keeping an eye out for opportunities to act in solidarity, like showing up to an action when a call is put out and following the lead of the workers; donating funds for workers (make sure that you’re actually donating to workers though); and finally, organizing with your co-workers and communities to build up strong, independent mass movements that can link up with ours. That last one is the most important because it’s hard to support our struggle unless you also have some organized power yourself. Business unions, NGOs, and politicians have all been unwilling to support workers where there aren’t easy dues for them to collect from us, wealthy donors that they can show us off to, or photo-ops for themselves. None of them are coming to save us. We’re all that we’ve got. Without mass movements, we will run into the limits of what is possible within the workplace and stagnate. With mass movements, together, we can create a better world for all of us, one in which the dignity of each and every human being is respected.

Contact DCH1 Amazonians United at: dch1united@gmail.com/www.facebook.com/dch1united.
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The fight against Amazon isn’t just about one company. It is a fight for the soul of our democracy and the future of our economy. Will it work for the richest man in the world or will it work for all of us? I believe that we will prevail if we stick together.—Christy Hoffman, General Secretary of UNI Global1



Amazon is the new corporate symbol of global capitalism. As the 2020 global coronavirus pandemic ushered in the latest iteration of capitalist crisis around the world, Amazon’s power and market dominance expanded.2 As millions of people stayed home during COVID-19 lockdowns around the world, e-commerce orders spiked, straining Amazon’s logistics operations as the corporation processed upwards of 40 percent more packages more than normal.3 As the death toll climbed … so did Amazon’s profits. Amazon Web Services (AWS), for example, saw a massive boost in business—AWS remains one of Amazon’s most profitable operations—and emerged among one of the few “corporate winners” from the coronavirus pandemic. As offices and store closures pushed more activity online, the data cloud storage of Amazon and other big tech firms became an essential link for the world’s major corporations.4

For Amazon’s blue-collar workers in warehousing and delivery, the coronavirus pandemic exacerbated other pre-existing challenges as Amazon’s “extreme high churn model”—described as the continual replacement of workers in order to sustain the corporation’s dangerous and gruelling work-pace demands5—carried on throughout its global warehousing operations. Amazon hired an additional 175,000 warehouse and delivery workers6 in the United States in order to meet what Amazon executives described as an unprecedented backlog of orders due to an increased surge of online purchases.7 As the COVID-19 pandemic peaked in the United States, Amazon warehouse workers engaged in wildcat strikes and protests while Whole Foods grocery workers called for a global sick-out over workplace safety issues and pay.8 In turn, Amazon was accused of retaliation after some protesting workers were fired.9 Across Europe, Amazon’s warehouse workers also went on strike over labor conditions related to COVID-19 in Italy, Spain, Poland, and France.10 While some of the worker rebellions were spotlighted during the crisis, these worker actions were part of a growing wave of popular resistance to Amazon capitalism around the world which was already building momentum.

WE ARE NOT ROBOTS! THE EMERGENCE OF A GLOBAL MOVEMENT AGAINST AMAZON

In 2018, thousands of European Amazon warehouse workers, coordinated by UNI Global Union and other unions, went on strike on Black Friday across the United Kingdom, Italy, Germany, Poland, and Spain, united under the rallying cry of “We are not robots!”11 Formal worker resistance to Amazon in Europe began years earlier beginning in 2013, when 1,100 German Amazon warehouse workers went on strike in Bad Hersfeld, representing the first labor stoppage in the notoriously anti-union company’s history.12 Since then, the struggle to unionize Amazon’s fulfillment centers has become transnational. According to Boewe and Schulten, Amazon employs about 27,500 workers in the United Kingdom, the vast majority of whom work in its 17 fulfillment centers. In the U.K., the General, Municipal, Boilermakers and Allied Trade Union (GMB) has been trying to organize Amazon workers for years and has several hundred members. However, Amazon’s union-busting efforts have so far remained effective and workers still receive poor wages.13 To date, Amazon has not recognized a trade union representing its U.K. workforce, and unionization campaigns are still ongoing in other European nations, including in Eastern Europe.

In other European nations, especially where unions are more institutionalized, worker strikes at Amazon fulfillment centers have been substantial. In June 2014, three major French unions called for the first industrial actions in France against Amazon to start talks over wages, working conditions, and respect for unionization efforts. In the years since, there have been numerous strikes and walkouts, resulting in annual pay increases in 2018 for workers; and securing a €500 bonus for French Amazon workers.14 In addition to growing worker unrest in France, Amazon even became a target of France’s Yellow Vest Movement, a popular rebellion which quickly morphed from an anti-tax campaign into a general revolt against neoliberalism, wealth inequality, politicians, and corporations.15 In Poland, about 400 Amazon workers have joined a grassroots union, Inicjatwa Pracownicza (Workers’ Initiative). The union, formed in 2014, is made up and run by rank-and-file worker volunteers. The workers have engaged in various actions, including several petition drives and a work slow-down in support of striking Amazon workers in Germany. Meanwhile, in Germany—Amazon’s second largest market outside the U.S.—Amazon workers organized through the Ver.di union and have engaged in various short-term strikes, in order to pressure Amazon to sign a bargaining contract with them.16 In December 2019, about 1,200 German Amazon warehouse workers went on strike over pay and working conditions.17 Spanish Amazon workers and unions have also been organizing since 2012, after Amazon opened its first warehouse near Madrid. Workers in Spain have engaged in strikes, including on Amazon Prime day, once again over better wages and working conditions. Italy has also been an active site of resistance. Amazon entered Italy in 2011, when it built its first fulfillment center outside Milan. In 2018, a workplace collective agreement that regulated work on the weekend was negotiated at the Piacenza fulfillment center.18 That same year Italian unions organized a strike of outsourced delivery drivers for Amazon that resulted in negotiations over working conditions.19

As European workers and labor activists organized, they also built transnational alliances through joint meetings and a series of internationally coordinated strikes and actions. Many of these were organized by Transnational Social Strike (TSS), a transnational organization that is working collectively to build unity and solidarity among Amazon workers across Europe. By doing so, labor activists sought to maximize their influence, especially as Amazon expanded across Europe and strategically moved its warehouses across borders in an effort to avoid and undercut organized workers. In 2019, “Strike the Giant!” was the call put out by the TSS, which by then involved workers and activists from Europe as well as the United States.20

Similar to Europe, resistance to Amazon was already rising rapidly in the United States prior to coronavirus. For example, efforts to organize Amazon warehouse employees emerged in Minnesota, Seattle, Chicago, New Jersey, Portland, Sacramento, Southern California, and New York among other places. Many of these organized Amazon warehouse workers are uniting through Amazonians United, which is not a formal union but rather an autonomous network of warehouse worker-organized local chapters around the U.S., concentrating mostly on various local worker initiatives, some of which have been under way for years.21 In December 2018, Amazon warehouse employees in Shakopee, Minnesota made history when they protested outside an Amazon’s fulfillment center. Local activists, Amazon warehouse workers, and politicians attended the protest, which ended with about 250 people marching on the building’s main entrance. The action was organized in part by the Awood Center (“awood” is Somali for “power”), a relatively new worker center representing East African workers in the Minneapolis area. Many Amazon warehouse workers are Somali Muslims who claim that productivity rates infringe upon their need for bathroom breaks as well as their religious freedoms, and their ability to pray. Protesters also advocated for improved working conditions, racial justice, and independent review boards for human resources complaints.22 In Robinson, New Jersey, Amazon workers and supporters, organized by Warehouse Workers Stand Up, held a protest in December 2018 following a workplace accident in which a warehouse robot broke a can of bear repellent and exposed at least 78 workers to toxic gas. The protesters demanded safer and more humane working conditions, including higher pay, “full-time and predictable work schedules, and health care with paid sick days.”23 Meanwhile, Amazon workers organized by the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union in Staten Island, New York pushed to unionize in 2019, and voiced opposition to exhaustion from being over-worked, and unreasonable productivity standards.24 In March 2019, about 30 warehouse workers in Shakopee, Minnesota carried out an impromptu work stoppage in response to a work speed-up; they demanded more reasonable work rates and other workplace safety measures. At that time, stowers were expected to carry out 240–250 tasks per hour and to only have one error per 2,200 items, compared to one error per 1,000 items in 2017.25 Early labor actions such as these, along with eye-opening investigative reporting on low wages and deplorable working conditions at Amazon, bore fruit, providing U.S. Amazon warehouse workers with wage gains, and various other improvements in working conditions, even in the absence of unionization.26

Local worker actions, along with the series of protests that erupted across the U.S. and Europe during Amazon’s Prime Day and Cyber Monday in 2019, inspired Amazon warehouse workers in both continents to take further action during the pandemic. Along with a wave of strikes and actions by workers in Europe, many of which were already unionized, U.S. workers, not yet unionized, were taking bold action. For example, in March 2020, a group of Chicago warehouse workers calling themselves DCH1 Amazonians United, organized in order to get paid time off for part-time warehouse workers. This particular group of Chicago workers, led by women of color workers, was fed up with the company failing to provide paid time off (PTO) or vacation time that it had promised to part-time warehouse workers: “They organized, Amazon resisted—and at last, the coronavirus acted as tiebreaker.”27 Such victories by workers, along with workers’ growing concerns over working conditions and the corporation’s failure to protect workers’ health and safety during the pandemic, inspired Amazon warehouse worker organizing to further spread and become more visible in 2020 across the United States as well as Europe.

High-tech employees have also joined the growing labor resistance to Amazon. In September 2019, Amazon Employees for Climate Justice (AECJ) gathered more than 8,000 signatures from Amazon software engineers, designers, and other workers to sign onto an open letter to CEO Jeff Bezos that demanded the corporation to adopt a comprehensive climate action plan; this action was one of the largest employee-driven environmental initiatives in history.28 About 1,000 Amazon employees in Seattle even walked out of their jobs during the global climate strike. In response, Amazon pledged to become carbon neutral by 2040 and to purchase electric vehicles.29

Indeed, the growing revolt against Amazon has reached far outside the workplace. Amazon became the target of a series of class action lawsuits and legal complaints to government regulatory agencies in the Global North related to antitrust, equal opportunity, and labor laws. Community protests against Amazon, especially dramatic in New York, also emerged. In February 2019, Amazon canceled plans to build its second headquarters (HQ2) in Long Island City, New York in response to fierce resistance from a broad, informal coalition of community activists, union leaders, policy makers, and residents; opponents of the HQ2 plan raised concerns about the lack of protections for workers and residents as well as to the nearly US$3 billion worth of government incentives being promised to the e-commerce giant. This public backlash against Amazon occurred at the end of a yearlong and well-publicized competition through which 238 U.S., Canadian, and Mexican cities competed to be the site of Amazon’s new headquarters by offering the corporation costly tax breaks and other incentives.30 When Amazon decided to move its new HQ2 facility to Virginia, they met with protests there too by members of Virginia Educators United, who decried lawmakers’ decision to offer a “bountiful set of tax breaks” for Amazon rather than investing in public education.31 Joining the chorus of opposition, public officials around the nation and even prominent academics, including Harvard’s Edward Glaeser and Princeton’s Alan Krueger, made public statements and signed petitions against the provision of lavish corporate welfare and tax giveaways to companies such as Amazon.32 Meanwhile, grassroots community and labor activists in other cities where Amazon was located, such as San Bernardino and Seattle, mounted protests and called on the corporation to do more to pay its fair share of public taxes (e.g., Seattle’s “head tax” campaign), as well as to protect clean air, improve working conditions, and address other pressing community concerns.33

On Amazon Prime Day in 2019, a growing coalition of community and labor activists coordinated a series of actions across the nation protesting Amazon Web Services’ practice of contracting with Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and other repressive state and law enforcement agencies. In San Bernardino, for example, workers organized by the Warehouse Worker Resource Center held banners and marched against ICE calling for #NoTechforIce.34 High-tech workers along with immigrant rights activists and even hundreds of musicians also publicly opposed Amazon’s role in promoting surveillance technology used to target immigrants and other groups through statements, threats to break ties from Amazon, and other protest activities.35 Finally, in November 2019, Athena, a growing national network of over 40 community and labor organizations, was launched.36 Athena helped to coordinate a series of lively protests across U.S. cities from coast to coast by workers as well as environmental, housing, immigrant rights, racial justice, faith-based, anti-monopoly, and other community activists on Amazon’s Cyber Monday in 2019. In 2020, it launched petitions and fund drives in support of actions by Amazon warehouse workers.

Resistance to Amazon is also emerging in the Global South. For example, in January 2020, the Confederation of All-India Traders, representing 70 million traders and about 40,000 trade associations, organized a series of sit-in protests and rallies in 300 cities across India, with the largest demonstration in New Delhi, during Jeff Bezos’s trip to their nation; calling Jeff Bezos an “economic terrorist,” they protested the online discounts and other exclusive and predatory pricing practices of Amazon, along with other e-commerce giants, such as Walmart’s Flipkart, that threaten their small, local businesses.37 India’s anti-trust regulator ordered a formal probe of complaints that pricing practices by Amazon and Flipkart violated Indian trade laws, including requirements that e-commerce businesses provide neutral marketplaces.38

Amazon’s immense scale and power make it a tangible site and target to build a global coalitional resistance movement to challenge the many social ills inherent in capitalism. As this book demonstrates, Amazon’s detrimental impact on workers, consumers, the environment, communities, cities, and entire economies has been profound and continues to spread globally. But so has the momentum of a growing coalition of movements confronting the corporate giant, offering new opportunities and possibilities to build a global movement—bridging multiple social justice struggles, workforces, and locations—that have the potential to challenge the destructive economic, cultural, political, and social maladies of contemporary capitalism even as they build solidarity and transformative visions for the future.
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