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Amazon’s 25th anniversary: A conglomer ate
based on parasitism and exploitation
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Last week, Amazon commemorated its 25th anniversary.
From its beginnings in a garage in Seattle, Washington,
Amazon has grown into a multinational technology
conglomerate with a market capitalization of nearly one
trillion dollars.

In 1994, future Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos left his job at
hedge fund D.E. Shaw to get out in front of the possibilities
opened up by the accelerating development of the internet,
beginning with the modest idea of an online bookstore.
Bezos went on to become the wealthiest man on the planet,
his hoard by one estimate peaking at a record $157 billion
before his assets were divided in a divorce earlier this year.

Now considered one of the “Big Four” technology
monopolies aongside Apple, Google and Facebook,
Amazon controls the largest marketplace on the Internet:
Amazon.com. The conglomerate’s reach extends from
Whole Foods Market, which Amazon purchased in 2017 for
$13.4 hillion, to consumer electronics such as the Kindle
reader and the voice-controlled Alexa. Amazon subsidiary
Kuiper Systems announced in April of this year that it will
spend a decade launching 3,236 satellites into space to
provide broadband internet.

Traditional book publishers were decimated by the arrival
of Amazon, which aggressively pursued them, in the words
of Bezos, “the way a cheetah would pursue a sickly
gazelle.” Using its vast flows of cash, Amazon ruthlessly
undercut its rivals, from neighborhood stores to diaper
manufacturers, accepting losses in order to drive competitors
out of its way. Meanwhile, Amazon demanded and obtained
free money from state and local governments in the form of
tax breaks and other concessions.

Amazon’'s annua revenues reached $233 hillion in 2018,
on which the conglomerate is expected to pay zero federal
income tax. To put this figure in perspective, these revenues
are nearly at the level of the annual tax revenue of Russia,
which amounted to $253.9 billion in US dollars in 2017.
Amazon's revenues are higher than the government
revenues of Turkey ($173.9 bhillion), Austria ($197.8
billion), Poland ($90.8 billion) and Iran ($77.2 billion).

Nearly haf of American households now have
subscriptions to Amazon Prime. The click of a mouse on a
personal computer, or the tap of afinger on a mobile device,
now sets into motion the speedy delivery of commodities
from around the world, or the instantaneous electronic
transmission of a film, song or book. Behind these
deceptively simple transactions lies Amazon’s vast and
complex commercial, logistics, distribution and computing
empire.

Promising advances have indeed been made in automation
and artificial intelligence. These technological advances
carry with them tremendous liberating potential for human
civilization as a whole. Heavy and repetitive toil by humans
can increasingly be mitigated by robots, and possibilities
appear on the horizon for advanced levels of coordination
and integration around the world, assisted by artificia
intelligence.

But under capitalism, new advances in technology have
made possible new techniques of exploitation. Amazon has
become a watchword for a new kind of despotism in the
workplace.

In Amazon “fulfillment centers,” workers are forbidden to
carry cellphones or to talk to each other. They are searched
coming in and out, and minute details of their activity
throughout the workday are tracked. Amazon specializes in
putting constant pressure on workers to move as fast as
possible, with electronic devices constantly prompting and
prodding them to complete the next task.

Workers are instructed to compete with each other to
surpass each other’'s rates, which they are admonished
constitutes “fun.” Arbitrarily high rates are demanded, and
then raised, and then raised again. A worker who takes a
moment to rest, to drink water, or to go to the bathroom can
be criticized for a diminished rate. The workers who are
deemed too slow, or who simply tire out, are replaced.

Amazon is now the second-largest employer in the United
States, and there are around 647,000 Amazon workers
worldwide. Journalist John Cassidy, writing about Amazon
in The New Yorker in 2015, commented: “Behind all the
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technological advances and product innovation, there is a
good deal of old-fashioned labor discipline, wage repression,
and exertion of management power.”

Over the past week, the World Socialist Web Ste
published an article exposing the injury of 567 workers over
a two-year period at Amazon's DFW-7 fulfillment center
near Fort Worth, Texas. In December of last year, the
WSWS reported how Amazon had hired a private detective
to spy on 27-year-old worker Michelle Quinones in an effort
to block compensation for her injury.

Amazon has appeared in the “Dirty Dozen” list maintained
by the National Council for Occupational Safety and Health
(National COSH) for two years in a row. The 2019 report
highlights six worker deaths in seven months, 13 deaths
since 2013, “a high incidence of suicide attempts, workers
urinating in bottles and workers left without resources or
income after on-the-job injuries.”

Amazon's techniques are merely a refined expression of
conditions being imposed on workers around the world. In
March of this year, Ford Motor Company announced the
hiring of its new chief financial officer, Tim Stone, who
previoudy served as Amazon's vice president of finance
and the leader of the Amazon’s acquisition of Whole Foods.
Stone was hired as Ford carries out brutal cost-cutting in the
US, Europe and around the world.

There is no shortage of opposition among Amazon
workers. On socia media, current and former Amazon
workers are contacting each other, looking for ways to fight
back. In Poland, where Amazon workers make around $5
per hour, Amazon walked out of negotiations on July 2 with
two unions over working conditions, setting the stage for a
strike.

To fight for their interests, Amazon workers cannot allow
their struggles to be corralled and smothered by the pro-
capitalist trade unions, which are doing everything they can
to block a fight against inequality and exploitation. The
WSWS fights for the building of independent, rank-and-file
workplace committees to unite Amazon workers throughout
the world with all workersin acommon counteroffensive.

The key to the struggle of Amazon workers is an
understanding that the fight against Amazon is a fight
against the capitalist system itself. In 25 years, Amazon
produced the biggest individual fortune in history, and it did
so on the backs of hundreds of thousands of workers. In the
words of Karl Marx, Amazon's trgjectory represents an
“accumulation of misery, corresponding with accumulation
of capital.”

Not just Bezos, but many others have enriched themselves
or stand to enrich themselves from Amazon's rise. Wall
Street has its fingers in the pie. The Vanguard Group
currently owns $55 billion of Amazon stock, BlackRock

owns $45 billion and FMR owns $30 billion.

The parasitic activities of Amazon, through which it has
sought to appropriate for itsef the surplus value
accumulated by other companies, have been integrated with
the financia parasitism of the American economy.
Amazon's own stock has been buoyed ever higher as part of
the speculative mania on Wall Street.

Amazon is entangled not only with Wall Street, but also
with the US military and intelligence apparatus. Amazon
was awarded a $600 million contract with the CIA in 2013,
followed by a $10 hillion contract with the Department of
Defense last year to move government data onto the cloud.
Meanwhile, Amazon's facid-identification software
“Rekognition” is being marketed to federal and local police.

In 2013, Bezos personally purchased, and now operates,
the Washington Post, which has been a main media voice for
the Democratic Party’ s anti-Russia campaign and the overall
interests of American imperialism.

The increasing integration of Amazon with the repressive
apparatus of the state, while its tentacles stretch into every
corner of society, confirms the Marxist understanding of the
relationship between capitalism and democracy in the
modern epoch. “Finance capital does not want liberty, it
wants domination,” wrote Austrian Marxist Rudolf
Hilferding, in a passage quoted by Lenin in Imperialism:
The Highest Stage of Capitalism.

Amazon must be placed under public ownership and
democratic control. It must be taken out of the hands of the
financia oligarchy and transformed into a public utility. The
technology and infrastructure behind Amazon's meteoric
trajectory and the biggest individual fortune in modern
history must be turned towards the needs and aspirations of
the world' s population as awhole.

This program can only be achieved through the
mobilization of the working class on an international scale
on the basis of a fight to overthrow the capitalist system and
establish a democratically-controlled socialist economy, run
on the basis of social need, not private profit.

To contact the WSWS and the
Socialist Equality Party visit:

wsws.org/contact
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