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In August 2015, I found myself transfixed by a New York Times article that 

appeared on my smartphone: “Inside Amazon: Wrestling Big Ideas in a 

Bruising Workplace.”1 Detailing the harsh workplace conditions at Amazon 

headquarters in Seattle that housed programmers and other white- collar 

employees, as well as reviewing existing reports of abuses in Amazon’s ware-

houses, the article revealed disturbing allegations about the human costs 

being extracted in order to provide a fast, seamless, inexpensive, and con-

venient consumer experience. As a longtime Amazon customer (since 2000, 

my online account informed me), I was suddenly and painfully aware of 

my own complicity in supporting these workplace practices through my 

purchases, and perhaps, even by my behavioral responses to Amazon over 

the years. How many times had I discussed a product with a friend, and 

punctuated the conversation with “you can get it on Amazon.” “It’s prob-

ably on Amazon.” “Check Amazon.” Baby gear, jewelry display stands, left- 

handed spatulas, replacements for lost AC adaptors, and oh yes, books, can 

all be found on Amazon, ordered within seconds, and received often within 

a day or two.

My first encounters with the company were in my final year of my 

university studies, searching for books on what was at the time the new 

Amazon . com website. I wasn’t yet able to purchase them, at least not 

for a reasonable shipping fee, because I lived in Canada, and Amazon 

. ca had not yet been established. Even then, I found the way Amazon (as 

INTRODUCTION: BUY NOW— THE 
BRANDING OF CONVENIENCE
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2 INTRODUCTION

it now prefers to be called, and as most people refer to it) functioned as 

a digital library useful for discovering or learning more about resources 

for school projects, some of which I could then track down from other 

bookstores or libraries. An avid reader from a young age, the online 

bookstore was my favorite corner of the young internet, which I mostly 

accessed via a painfully slow dial- up connection. As I thought about what 

kind of work to pursue after graduation, I looked into employment with 

Amazon— combining my love of books with involvement in the emerging 

digital economy seemed like a dream job— but my citizenship would be an 

obstacle. A few years later, having moved to the United States for graduate 

school, I finally summoned the courage to put my credit card information 

online in order to start buying books from Amazon. About ten years later 

I was in Seattle, attending a workshop for expectant parents, and a fellow 

parent who was an Amazon employee told everyone about a new “Ama-

zon Mom” program— free two- day shipping in exchange for sharing the 

date of your impending birth with the company. I signed up. Baby gear 

from Amazon started to arrive. I even registered for the baby shower on 

Amazon. That was the gateway for using Amazon not just for books any-

more, but all manner of household items, some of which I purchased using 

the “Subscribe & Save” feature. I eventually became a Prime customer in 

order to access the Prime Video content as well as the free two- day ship-

ping no matter the size of my order. When I finally gave some conscious 

thought to my relationship with the ecommerce giant, prompted by the 

investigative reporting by Jodi Kantor and David Streitfeld, I realized that 

incrementally Amazon had become a regular habit for me; I had certainly 

spent thousands of dollars at the retailer over the years. Like other Ama-

zon customers, including many who commented on the New York Times 

article, I stopped buying from the company. Then Christmas came.

The story of my own entanglement with Amazon is far from unique. In 

twenty- five years, Amazon has transformed from an ecommerce upstart, 

puzzling through how to overcome Americans’ hesitation to buy things 

online, to a brand that many people in the United States and beyond inter-

act with on a daily basis. From streaming Amazon Prime Video via a Fire 

TV stick, to reading books on an Amazon Kindle, to interacting with Alexa 

on an Amazon Echo, to receiving smartphone updates about the prog-

ress of the latest Amazon order, Amazon and its sub- brands have inserted 
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BUY NOW— THE BRANDING OF CONVENIENCE 3

themselves into our daily lives. This doesn’t even consider Amazon’s role 

in providing key digital infrastructure to ecommerce, streaming media, 

and businesses of all kinds via its cloud computing arm Amazon Web Ser-

vices. Amazon’s growth and expansion into new businesses have been so 

steady that its market dominance and ubiquity have somewhat snuck up 

on our collective consciousness, just as my own dependence on Amazon 

snuck up on me. It’s almost hard to remember a time pre- Amazon, despite 

the fact that the company was formed in 1994, not long after the internet 

became open to commercial activity, famously run at first out of Jeff Bezos’s 

garage in Bellevue, Washington, and launched in 1995.

Buy Now is about our relationship with Amazon— how this brand grew 

so quickly by obsessing over our consumer experience, and attained a level 

of ubiquity in our lives while hiding in plain sight. By offering in- depth 

accounts of Amazon’s major consumer- facing services including its focus 

on fast and seamless ecommerce delivery, streaming media, book retailing, 

and AI voice- enabled smart speakers, this book offers a cultural study of 

bigness in today’s economy. I present Amazon’s market dominance and 

our increasing dependence on its convenient services in relation to the 

resulting costs— on product sellers, market diversity, labor, and the envi-

ronment, and on our own power as consumers. In this book I explain how 

Amazon’s branding practices and the nature of its services cultivate person-

alized, intimate relationships with consumers that normalize its outsized 

influence on ourselves and our communities.

Especially for Americans, Amazon has become ubiquitous— a mun-

dane part of our symbolic and material environment, in addition to being 

an often unseen source of infrastructure for our digital worlds. Journal-

ist Franklin Foer argues, “We’ve never seen a company that’s become so 

integrated into existence. At a certain point, it becomes unavoidable.”2 

Amazon’s very ubiquity and everydayness can cause it to fade into the 

background, too often evading consideration of what its rise has meant 

for how we access media, learn about and acquire consumer goods, read 

books, listen to music, and access information online— all this, despite the 

fact that Amazon is undeniably big. It’s one of the most market- capitalized 

companies in the world, founded by the richest person in the world, the 

biggest online retailer (by far) in America, the biggest seller of cloud com-

puting services in the world, the biggest seller of books and ebooks in the 
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4 INTRODUCTION

United States, and the biggest seller of smart speakers. Amazon is very big 

in multiple respects, but prefers that we don’t notice.

Political economist of communication Vincent Mosco warns against the 

tendency to allow digital communication, and the companies that facili-

tate it, to become invisible in their ubiquity. Just as the material objects that 

make digital communication possible— the cables, wires, and large devices 

such as desktop computers— disappear from everyday view, so does digi-

tal become more embedded in everyday life, and in so doing, grow more 

powerful. Mosco draws an analogy with the early days of electricity, which 

similarly became more infrastructural just as its network of wires started 

to disappear behind walls: “We once viewed electricity outside ourselves, 

embodied in very material technologies obviously external to people who 

used them.” Similarly, he writes, while “not quite ubiquitous, computers 

are nevertheless increasingly embedded in so many devices and bodies, 

including our own, that they appear to be everywhere, yet nowhere in 

particular.”3 This trend has been identified as a move toward “ubiquitous 

computing,” most fully realized by the Internet of Things (IoT).4

Just as the technologies of digital communication become ubiquitous 

and fade into the woodwork, so do the tech brands— Google, Facebook, 

Apple, and Amazon— that bring them to us. These platform giants blend 

into our homes and lives when we access them through ever- smaller 

devices, or merely through voice, as people now do with speakers such as 

the Amazon Echo, Google Home, or Apple HomePod that are designed to 

blend into home décor. And the giant most likely to be in the living room 

is Amazon, with its leading digital voice assistant, major investments in 

Internet of Things technologies, and natural advantage as the dominant 

ecommerce site selling objects for the home.

I approach the normalization, even the banality of Amazon’s ubiquity 

not as something to take for granted, but as an industrial and cultural 

accomplishment that requires explanation, theorization, and critique. 

This book is an effort to make this ubiquity— which tends toward invis-

ibility very much by design— visible, thereby making it more available to 

challenge and critique. It offers a cultural study of corporate bigness and 

ubiquity, and an investigation of how the rise of such a large company 

laser- focused on serving the consumer with convenience is shifting what 

it means to be a consumer, and beyond that, the self.
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BUY NOW— THE BRANDING OF CONVENIENCE 5

Why focus on Amazon? Other tech giants like Facebook and Google have 

achieved similar levels of everyday usage for millions, if not billions, of peo-

ple worldwide. Facebook, Google, and Netflix have enjoyed rapid ascent to 

ubiquity and achieved unprecedented power in our information environ-

ment.5 Facebook has risen from a dorm room dream to a massive economic 

and cultural force quicker than Amazon. And Google has perhaps an even 

greater claim on everyday ubiquity, as it undergoes “genericide”— when 

a specific brand name starts to be used in the language as a generic term 

for something, in this case to “google” as the widely used term for “doing 

an internet search.” However, Amazon thus far has eluded the extensive 

scholarly critique these other companies have received. The auction- based 

ecommerce site eBay likewise has inspired in- depth scholarly treatment, 

notably in Michele White’s Buy It Now, named after that all- important but-

ton on that site.6 In comparison, scholarly consideration of Amazon as a 

key player in the digital economy and, by extension, our culture may have 

lagged because Amazon’s primary association with something as prosaic as 

retail— and even more quaint, its origins in bookselling— arguably insulate 

it from being taken as seriously as it should be.

However, popular and press investigation of Amazon has burst on the 

scene in recent years, with the Kantor and Streitfeld article heralding 

a turn to greater journalistic scrutiny, Jason Del Ray’s Vox Land of the 

Giants podcast (2019) digging in depth into different parts of Amazon’s 

business model, and James Jacoby’s Frontline episode “Amazon Empire” 

(2020) consolidating many of the critiques of the tech giant among jour-

nalists and activists. With the arrival of the COVID- 19 pandemic in 2020, 

Amazon’s infrastructural pervasiveness has achieved greater social recog-

nition. Seemingly overnight, people all over the world discovered that 

the people who worked in retail distribution systems were “essential,” 

although their level of pay and rights in the workplace might suggest oth-

erwise. Online shopping was no longer just a convenience but in fact 

a necessity for some people, while for most, getting things delivered 

made sheltering in place more feasible and tolerable. Markets formerly 

resistant to Amazon’s charms, notably American seniors who had yet to 

adopt online shopping habits, and Italians, for whom going to shops had 

been an important part of the culture, and cash their preferred form of 

payment, were suddenly won over.7 Amazon’s streaming media services 
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6 INTRODUCTION

similarly played a greater role in people’s lives, as libraries, bookstores, 

and movie theaters closed, and new programming on television dried up. 

As warehouse workers in particular were required to continue going to 

work, under the greatest pressure ever to fulfill customer orders, Amazon’s 

role as one of the country’s largest employers and the way that it consis-

tently seemed to prioritize the delight and satisfaction of its customers 

over the well- being of its workers came to sustained national attention 

in the United States. As Amazon made a public stand in June 2020 in 

support of the Black Lives Matter protests taking place all over the United 

States and beyond, it also announced a one- year moratorium on selling 

its controversial facial recognition technology (called Rekognition) to law 

enforcement, thereby making a rare connection between the values of its 

consumer- facing activities and its business- to- business activities.

As Amazon has developed into much more than an online book retailer, 

the lack of clarity and even knowledge of what kind of company Amazon 

is has also helped it fall under the radar. Ontological uncertainty about the 

very nature of Amazon and its business isn’t limited to observers or aver-

age consumers— it’s a theme that emerges in commentary about Amazon 

from its very core, including founder and longtime CEO Jeff Bezos, who 

has grappled with what Amazon actually is since its earliest days. As Bezos 

tried to explain what kind of company Amazon was in 1999, he said that it 

wasn’t a business that sold things so much as a business focused on “help-

ing people make purchase decisions. . . .  The closest thing that I can come 

to is that we’re not trying to be a book company or trying to be a music 

company— we’re trying to be a customer company.”8

As implied by this comment, Amazon’s business activities and core 

competencies are a rapidly moving target. However, the idea that Amazon 

is a platform business, a particular expression of digital capitalism, offers 

some explanation for how and why one company can move so rapidly 

into new business areas, and not just grow into them, but soon domi-

nate them. This book is about a company called Amazon and how it per-

suades consumers to welcome it into almost every corner of their lives. On 

another level, it’s about what it looks like and feels like to be a consumer 

in platform capitalism.
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BUY NOW— THE BRANDING OF CONVENIENCE 7

DISTRIBUTION MATTERS

For many years, it was tempting to overlook Amazon as a tech giant because 

of its association with retail rather than media, information, or comput-

ing. Similarly, for too long the economic and cultural importance of digital 

distribution companies like Facebook, Google, and YouTube (a subsidiary of 

Google that in turn resides within Alphabet) were underestimated. After all, 

these companies didn’t produce their own content, and wasn’t it really the 

messages that mattered? In recent years that misapprehension has been cor-

rected, with scholars, activists, and eventually, politicians raising the alarm 

bells about how new regimes of digital distribution have disrupted long-

standing economic and cultural norms in news, politics, and entertainment.

While it’s clear that disrupting the distribution of news is of prime 

importance for politics and the public sphere, it may have been less obvi-

ous why we should care about online shopping. However, retail is a key 

stage in the distribution of cultural and informational goods, including 

books, which was Amazon’s first product category, but also music, mov-

ies, and television. While production and consumption have typically 

received the bulk of attention in media studies scholarship, the ways 

that digital has upended dominant paradigms of media distribution has 

inspired renewed interest in media distribution among critics and schol-

ars.9 Related to this development, recent scholarship draws attention to 

the cultural significance of retail as a key aspect of media distribution, not 

coincidentally as our retail environment— especially in terms of brick- 

and- mortar enterprises— is being transformed precisely because of the 

explosion in ecommerce led by Amazon.10

Shopping has long been trivialized due to its association with feminine 

domesticity, consumption rather than production, and the pursuit of 

meaningless, fleeting pleasure. Although shopping and retail might con-

jure the realm of the frivolous and extraneous, in fact the vast majority of 

shopping we do involves the routine provisioning that keeps households 

and lives running.11 Amazon has steadily moved into these household 

categories of consumption, including groceries, as with its 2017 acquisi-

tion of the Whole Foods grocery chain.

As a scholar of consumer culture, my interest in Amazon is because of, 

not despite, its association with retail and shopping. Consumer identities 
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8 INTRODUCTION

are socially and politically consequential; the ways that ecommerce and 

digital technologies reshape consumer identities matter. Rightly or wrongly, 

the things that we buy are important resources in how we construct and 

communicate identities and make everyday culture. Retail spaces have long 

been prominent, if not the dominant, public spaces where people encoun-

ter each other, either directly, or through the products that other people are 

buying. Retail has also shaped our communities, via both infrastructure and 

employment.

The social and cultural value of retail spaces and employment became 

more noticeable as they were taken away with widespread lockdowns in 

2020. Online shopping became not just an option but a seeming neces-

sity, at the same time that the conditions and dangers of the warehouse 

and delivery jobs became much more of a consideration as consum-

ers navigated decisions about what to buy, from whom, and with what 

modalities. As Paul N. Edwards explains, infrastructure is what remains 

invisible to most people until it stops working, and that was certainly the 

case during the pandemic shut downs, with longer shipping times and 

lack of availability for certain products drawing consumer attention to 

the supply chains and labor enabling the distribution of so many goods.12

In recent years, the sheer speed with which Amazon has entered and 

then succeeded in, or even come to dominate new businesses has not 

escaped the attention of business analysts, legal scholars, and legislators. 

Amazon’s business expansions have attracted substantial press attention 

and awareness among the public, including the aforementioned purchase 

of Whole Foods Market in 2017, Amazon’s launch of its own streaming 

channel and production company that competes with Netflix, its invita-

tion to North American cities to compete to be the second Amazon head-

quarters, its testing of drone deliveries, its consumer electronics including 

the Kindle, Fire TVs and Fire Tablets, Echo smart speakers, and Alexa, the 

AI digital assistant.

Other business expansions may be less well known among the general 

public, but are no less noteworthy in terms of understanding Amazon’s 

market dominance: Amazon Marketplace and Fulfillment by Amazon— 

services for third- party sellers; the development of Amazon Web Services, 

a company that provides cloud- based data storage and software services 

to millions of companies, including big players in digital media like 
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BUY NOW— THE BRANDING OF CONVENIENCE 9

Netflix and Comcast and government agencies like the Central Intelli-

gence Agency; its purchase of Kiva, a robotics firm, and its subsequent 

rollout of robotic technologies in its fulfillment centers; growth in its 

logistics, shipping, and delivery services; and Amazon Mechanical Turk, a 

crowdsourcing platform on which people do digital piecework.13

In addition to these discrete businesses, the data analytics side of 

Amazon— the ways it collects data about customers and transactions that 

are then fed into “models, analytics, and algorithms” for both its own 

purposes and to sell information products to third parties— is key to the 

company’s success and ability to grow into new businesses, but is far from 

transparent to the average consumer.14 In sum, while Amazon began as 

simply an online retailer, and remains that in many of our minds, in fact 

it is a type of business that is coming to define the digital economy— a 

platform.

PLATFORMS IN THE DIGITAL ECONOMY

Essential to the digital economy, platforms are often defined, including by 

theorist of platform capitalism Nick Srnicek, as digital intermediaries.15 The 

term “platform” evokes a foundation— some kind of digital space or soft-

ware capability— that allows different stakeholders (consumers and sellers, 

users and advertisers, companies and gig workers) to interact. Amazon is a 

platform company in this sense. More than half of the goods the company 

sells are through the Amazon Marketplace and Fulfillment by Amazon 

(FBA) programs, the former where sellers use the site to sell their goods but 

take care of the delivery themselves, and the latter where sellers also pay 

Amazon to warehouse their goods and arrange their delivery. Amazon is 

also a retailer in its own right, meaning it stocks product and increasingly 

produces items, such as personal electronics, fashion, and beauty products, 

under its own labels. This distinguishes it from ecommerce sites that are 

pure platform, such as eBay, Etsy, and Chinese ecommerce giant Alibaba.

Allowing other sellers— often selling at cheaper price points— to use 

its retail platform to reach consumers might seem counterintuitive. How-

ever, the more product choices that are on Amazon, the more consum-

ers will visit it, which creates network effects. Network effects refer to 

a success- breeds- success dynamic that has been particularly pronounced 
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for the GAFAM (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and Microsoft) tech 

giants: the scale of the company is part of the value proposition for users. 

As more products are available on Amazon, more consumers use the site 

to shop, and as more consumers use the site, more sellers want to sell 

there. Thanks to network effects, platform companies that arrive first or 

achieve early momentum have a tendency toward tremendous market 

dominance, sometimes approaching or achieving monopoly status.16

Amazon reportedly understood from its earliest days the value of being 

the middle man. Business journalist Brad Stone locates Amazon’s first 

efforts to “become a platform and augment the e- commerce efforts of 

other retailers” to 1997 when it launched its first effort at an eBay- like ser-

vice with Amazon Auctions.17 In 1998, one of the newly public Amazon’s 

first acquisitions was an online shopping comparison company called 

Junglee from which it developed its own shopping comparison site, Ama-

zon’s “Shop the Web.” Even though the service would allow shoppers to 

see if a product was being sold cheaper somewhere other than Amazon, 

Amazon still received a commission on delivering that customer through 

the service, and built the brand equity of being a trusted destination for 

online shopping. These early attempts at being an ecommerce platform 

morphed into today’s Amazon Marketplace and Fulfillment by Amazon 

services, through which Amazon collects a cut of every transaction that 

occurs thanks to bringing buyers and sellers together, a revenue stream 

yielding higher margins than selling its own products, and growing all 

the time as Amazon extracts higher commissions from and charges ever 

more fees to its sellers.18 As one of Amazon’s first chroniclers, Robert Spec-

tor, put it, “Amazon . com made it obvious that it intended to be the com-

merce portal of the World Wide Web.”19

The term “platform” is also understood in the digital economy as hard-

ware, software, or a service upon which other companies can build their 

own products and services, typically via APIs, or application programming 

interfaces. As Nick Montfort and Ian Bogost define platforms, they are “the 

underlying computer systems” that “enable, constrain, shape, and support 

the creative work that is done on them.”20 Developers can build games for 

people to play on Facebook, third parties can integrate Google Maps into 

their own websites and services, and companies can create Alexa “skills” 
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so consumers can access their services via voice. Amazon runs multiple 

platforms upon which third parties can develop their own products and 

services, including its retail site, Alexa, the Amazon App Store, and Kindle 

Direct Publishing.

In turning Amazon into a platform company, Bezos was reportedly 

influenced by internet thought leader Tim O’Reilly, who met with the CEO 

in 2002 to convince him of the wisdom of platformizing the Amazon site 

by providing APIs to sales data that other companies, such as book publish-

ers, could use to track trends.21 Opening up the Amazon site to developers 

in addition to consumers and sellers started Amazon on the path toward 

conceptualizing their internal computer storage and software capacities as 

services for third parties, culminating in what is today Amazon Web Ser-

vices, the first- to- market cloud computing service at its official launch in 

2006 and continued leader, estimated to control 32 percent of the global 

market in 2020.22 AWS, as it is commonly known, is one of Amazon’s pri-

mary platform businesses, and its most profitable to boot. In fact, Ama-

zon’s cloud computing arm is largely responsible for the company’s overall 

profitability— accounting for more than half of its profit in the fourth quar-

ter of 2020, for example— allowing the company to subsidize other parts of 

its business that are losing money or still growing.23

The customers for Amazon Web Services are businesses and organiza-

tions. Since AWS is not consumer- facing, it does not get in- depth treat-

ment in this book despite how significant it is to both Amazon and the 

business community. Just as the average computer user has gradually 

moved their data storage and software from their hard drives to the cloud, 

so have businesses. AWS’s cloud computing services allow businesses to, 

essentially, rent data storage, computing power, database infrastructure, 

software services, and data analytics from Amazon on an as- needed basis. 

This arrangement gives businesses the flexibility to grow or shrink their 

usage as needed, and avoid the outlay of overhead and fixed costs on IT 

infrastructure and staff. While Amazon offers dozens of its own AWS ser-

vices, it also allows other companies to produce their own services that 

sit “on top of” AWS, known as “AWS Partners,” as well as “Independent 

Software Vendors” who have adapted their software to work with AWS.24 

In this formulation, it’s the programmability of the service, and therefore 
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the ability of the user to customize it for their own uses that make it a 

platform.25

AWS is used by government agencies, large companies, and more than 

a million small and medium- sized businesses and startups. It’s the plat-

form of platforms, in the sense that it provides the cloud- based comput-

ing infrastructure for Amazon’s own services, as well as for numerous 

other platform businesses, including Lyft, Expedia, Slack, and Zoom, as 

well as more conventional companies like McDonald’s and General Elec-

tric. Its importance to Amazon became clearer than ever when its CEO 

Andy Jassy was named Jeff Bezos’s successor when Bezos stepped down as 

CEO of the whole company in 2021. Similar to so many infrastructures, 

but especially digital ones, Amazon’s cloud services are an aspect of its 

ubiquity far beyond the average consumer’s ken.

A third insight about platforms in the digital economy is that their 

primary business, even with appearances to the contrary, is extracting 

and processing data.26 Market dominance has always meant the ability to 

shape market conditions in order to defeat competitors, through the ben-

efits of economies of scale, or keeping prices artificially low. However, in 

the digital economy the ability to collect data about all your users and use 

that data not only to make your own business activities more competitive, 

but also to sell either the data itself, or products and services informed by 

that data, to third parties is a tremendously powerful and self- perpetuating 

advantage. Amazon collects huge amounts of data about consumer behav-

ior that it can use to create predictive models and algorithms that make 

its products and services ever more irresistible to consumers. As I’ll discuss 

in this book, the breadth and detail in the data that Amazon collects from 

consumers has been key to much of its growth and success, while the drive 

to collect an ever- greater variety and amount of data about us informs the 

design of many of Amazon’s products and services.

In sum, Amazon is a platform in all three senses of the term: it’s an 

intermediary, its platform businesses provide digital infrastructures upon 

which third parties build products and services, and its business is pro-

foundly shaped by the data commodities resulting from its intermediary 

position. There is a politics to the term “platform,” as Tarleton Gillespie 

has argued, particularly in how it obscures the extractive, structuring, and 

enclosing nature of many platforms in favor of the image of a neutral 
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and open foundation.27 Platform companies like to present themselves 

as “merely the platform” that facilitates others’ innovations and accom-

plishments. Today, platform companies like Amazon are among the most 

valuable (as measured by market capitalization) in the world, and are the 

brands that people spend the most time with, and report the greatest 

appreciation for.

BRANDS IN PLATFORM CAPITALISM

There is no small slippage in how the term “platform” is used.28 In addition 

to definitions focused on the technical qualities of digital platforms, brands 

themselves have been conceptualized as platforms,29 a “figurative” usage 

according to Gillespie’s typology for the term.30 In this book, I approach 

Amazon primarily as a brand, and use the case of Amazon to examine how 

brands are changing with the rapid growth of digital technologies and the 

rise of platforms. While focusing on distribution infrastructures exposes 

the structural foundations of Amazon’s market dominance, looking at plat-

forms through the lens of branding draws our attention to the cultural 

and symbolic determinants of its ubiquity. The way a platform brand like 

Amazon has normalized its own ubiquity should be viewed as an accom-

plishment borne of branding, public relations, and relationship marketing.

Why foreground Amazon as a brand, rather than how it is organized 

technically, from a business perspective, or how it functions within cur-

rent law and regulation? While I will consider all these aspects of Amazon 

throughout this book, I privilege branding for a few reasons. First of all, 

centering the brand trains our focus on the relation between the company 

and the public, and the ways in which that relation is made meaning-

ful. A brand is the symbolic aspect of a business that consumers inter-

act with and relate to; it is the “face” of the company, be that in literal 

terms— such as with the Quaker of Quaker Oats, or more figuratively— as 

the identity with which consumers cultivate a parasocial relationship. 

As Sarah Banet- Weiser puts it, a brand is “typically understood as the 

cultural and emotional domain of a product, or the cultural expression of 

a company or corporation.”31 Approaching Amazon as a brand draws our 

attention to consumer experience, affect, and meaning. It is only through 

consumer use, motivations, and meanings that companies flourish. As 
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brand theorist Adam Arvidsson argues, brands depend on the immaterial 

labor of consumers and users who complete and perpetuate brand mean-

ings through their consumption and communication.32

Ubiquity is a goal for all brands. As Arvidsson puts it,

For the big brands, with a lot of resources at their disposal, the ideal is ubiquity: 
To make the brand part of the biopolitical environment of life itself, no differ-
ent from water and electricity, and to thus make life in all its walks contribute 
to its continuous and dynamic reproduction. As Ira Herbert, former marketing 
director for the Coca- Cola Company, described this strategy: “the ideal out-
come . . .  is for consumers to see Coca Cola as woven into their local context, 
an integral part of their everyday world.”33

But for most brands, especially those linked to particular products, like 

Coca- Cola, ubiquity will remain aspiration rather than reality. In con-

trast, digital platform brands like Amazon can achieve ubiquity in peo-

ple’s lives to an unprecedented extent.

It’s well established that the consumer product and services brands that 

dominated brand value and brand affection metrics in the 1990s— brands 

like Coke, Nike, and McDonald’s— succeeded in large part because they 

sold not just stuff that people liked, but lifestyles. To be somewhat reduc-

tive, Coke sells Americanness, Nike sells athleticism, and McDonald’s sells 

family. The strength of these brands is that they can inspire consumers 

with ideas, emotions, and aspirational lifestyles rather than merely tout-

ing their product features. There’s always something slightly new to say in 

advertising and promotional materials about the brand’s meaning, which 

gives these brands new materials for their marketing campaigns, and con-

sumers new reasons to pay attention. The drawback is that no brand image 

or lifestyle can encompass absolutely everyone. Coke’s emphasis on classic 

American fun opens the door for Pepsi to claim youth and irreverence. 

Nike’s brand story about striving through sports allows a brand like Adidas 

to distinguish itself by offering street- ready athletic fashion. McDonald’s 

family- friendly vibe makes space for Burger King to siphon off irreverent 

young men, the most loyal customers for fast food.

Counter to what seemed like the zenith of brand culture in the late 

twentieth century, when every brand had its tribe and the consumer mar-

ket could be sliced and diced finer and finer, tech brands that benefit 

from network effects follow different brand logics. Distribution brands 
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like Amazon, eBay, Facebook, and Google don’t set out to have a market 

segment; they aim to capture everyone. Amazon in particular wants to be 

the “everything” brand for “everyone.” To do so, it avoids telling a brand 

story specific enough to bring to mind a certain kind of consumer. Anna 

Weiner argues in the New Yorker that even compared to other tech giants, 

who “promote idealistic, utopian, or progressive narratives about com-

munity or connection,” Amazon “strives, almost always, to present itself 

as a kind of infrastructure.”34 By not cultivating an elaborated brand image 

(other than the instantly recognizable logos) or offering itself as a lifestyle 

brand, Amazon avoids the semiotic specificity that would open up space for 

other brands to plant a flag on unclaimed semiotic, and therefore, demo-

graphic territory. The understated touch that Amazon uses in its branding 

and advertising is not an accident, as it seeks to be an innocuous, mutable 

brand that achieves maximum familiarity with minimum identity. Ama-

zon is a fragmented, relational brand. Its meaning need not be as coherent, 

stable, or representational as brands traditionally have been. Customizing 

experiences for individuals is what allows brands like Amazon, Facebook, 

and Google to be brands of ubiquity, rather than the traditional brands of 

distinction. Using another conceptualization, many of these tech giants 

are “service brands,” emphasizing a service or overall experience that they 

provide rather than a specific product or image.35 For Amazon, that service 

is defined by the convenience and ease of the consumer.

Platform brands that provide services, like Amazon, are ideally suited 

to marketing and relationship building with consumers in the digital 

age. Today, product brand marketers are trying to emulate the success 

of the Amazons of the world by shifting from traditional marketing log-

ics, wherein you create an eye- catching, memorable, emotional campaign 

and promote it largely through television spot advertising, to digital- era 

marketing logic, wherein you approach people not as potential buyers, 

but as users.36 In this logic, rather than focusing on the brand’s image 

or story, you focus on an experience or benefit you can provide your 

user, also known as relationship marketing.37 You don’t necessarily invest 

all your marketing dollars up front to get that initial purchase; you also 

focus on optimizing the service experience during and after the purchase. 

Based on their survey research with 5,000 consumers, business researchers 

Mark Bonchek and Vivek Bapat summarize the distinction: a traditional 
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brand is “a brand that people look up to” whereas a newcomer brand 

like Amazon is a brand that “makes my life easier.”38 While the Cokes 

and Nikes of the world have long focused on positioning the brand in 

people’s minds, tech brands typically focus on positioning their brand in 

people’s lives. Bonchek and Bapat found measurable benefits for “usage 

brands” over “purchase brands”: “Survey respondents show more loyalty 

to usage brands. They had stronger advocacy in the form of spontaneous 

recommendations to others. And they showed a higher preference for 

usage brands over competitors, not just in making the purchase but in a 

willingness to pay a premium in price.”39

In Advertising Age, Garfield and Levy report on “brand sustainability” 

being predicted both by frequency of transaction and level of consumer 

trust. Brands like Amazon, which ranks high on both measures, “typically 

spend little on advertising— because they don’t need it.”40 In its most 

established markets Amazon has hardly been known for traditional forms 

of advertising such as TV spots, billboards, print ads, or direct mail. In 

its first year, the company did minimal paid advertising, relying instead 

on word- of- mouth and other forms of buzz online.41 Preferring to drive 

traffic to sites via “associates,” or other websites that would link specific 

book titles to the Amazon site in exchange for a small cut of any result-

ing purchase, the company spent only 10 percent of its sales revenue 

on advertising and marketing, compared to the 119 percent of typical 

internet startups in the 1990s.42 In 2001, when Amazon was struggling to 

weather the dot . com bust, Bezos started to question the company’s return 

on investment on the expensive forms of traditional advertising it had 

begun such as TV advertising, and ended up radically rethinking adver-

tising and marketing.43 Bezos decided to reroute those advertising dollars 

into improving the experience of individual consumers, via lower prices 

and fast, free shipping, betting that word of mouth and customer loyalty 

would be the payoff. He said, “In the old world, you devoted 30 percent 

of your time to building a great service and 70 percent of your time to 

shouting about it. In the new world, that inverts.”44 The shift in strategy 

was successful, making Amazon one of the fastest- growing ecommerce 

companies of the twenty- first century.

Starting in 2004, Amazon did start to increase its ad spend year over year, 

with particularly large increases in the late 2010s. With a 34 percent increase 

in spending from 2018, Amazon became the world’s largest advertiser in 
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2019, vaulting from the number 5 to the number 1 spot.45 As Amazon has 

launched new products (Echo smart speakers, Fire TV, Amazon fashion) and 

services (Prime Video, Alexa, Amazon Music), as well as launched a new 

retail “holiday”— Prime Day, a massive sale usually in the summer meant to 

boost sales during a traditionally slow season, the company has had reason 

to address consumers directly about something other than their specific 

purchases. A significant portion, close to 40 percent, of the massive 2019 

ad spend was focused on markets outside the United States, as Amazon 

continues to invest in its international markets.46

Today many companies are trying to figure out how to switch their 

product brands from “purchase” to “usage,” which is not always an easy 

fit. Create an app with household cleaning tips for your cleaning prod-

ucts? Create an online game that consumers can play with QR codes on 

the products that they buy? Creative ideas, but realistically the rate of 

adoption and usage of these features will be modest, if they take off at all. 

In contrast, a brand like Amazon that provides multiple consumer- facing 

services has a built- in reason to be useful to the consumer throughout 

their day. Over the last twenty- five years a loyal Amazon customer may 

have gone from interacting with the brand a few times a year to buy 

hard- to- find books, to several times a day, especially if they use Amazon’s 

mobile app or interact with Alexa via an Echo device. If using the stream-

ing services, they spend extended periods connected to Amazon. It’s hard 

to imagine that kind of exponential increase of consumer touches with a 

brand that produces physical products, or even specific services like hotel 

accommodations, although these brands are certainly trying.

The explosion in smartphone and tablet use is a significant factor in 

increasing the frequency of interactions between consumers and brands. 

Apps and push alerts for mobile, smart speakers, AI- enabled digital assis-

tants, and smart things are all tools of the ubiquitous, convenient brand. 

As Amazon can be reached through more devices, and as it provides more 

products and services, it gets closer to its goal of being always with us.

AMAZON, THE AFFECTIVE BRAND

One day I made an impulsive purchase on Amazon. I bought animal- 

print kitten heels that I was convinced I would rock at extremely hypo-

thetical parties and in particularly confident teaching moments. I bought 
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them on Amazon from a third- party seller, and they took quite a while 

to arrive, unlike products that I buy with some regularity using my Prime 

membership. When they came, they were too big, very stiff, and not as 

cute as I had imagined them to be. I figured out how to make a return and 

put them in the mail within the week, thinking no more about it until 

about six weeks later I received an email from Amazon pointing out that 

I had indicated a return on the site but had not yet received my refund. 

I realized that this was the case, confirmed it with Amazon as instructed, 

and within a couple of days the refund arrived. I’m well aware that the 

prompt was almost certainly automated, likely flagged by an algorithm 

on the lookout for slow refunds of returned merchandise. But I can hon-

estly, and with some embarrassment, report that I felt very “cared for” and 

“seen” by Amazon in that interaction. The company identified a problem 

I didn’t even know I had, and went out of its way to solve it for me. Ama-

zon’s number one principle has always been “customer obsession,” and 

this was a clear example of that orientation.

Amazon is not typically conceptualized as an emotional or affective 

brand, but I argue that Amazon is highly affective, albeit in a subtle way. 

People may not get Amazon tattoos, like they do for beloved brands like 

Nike or Harley Davidson, and you are unlikely to see people wearing 

Amazon- branded gear (because Amazon doesn’t make it), but the attach-

ment is nonetheless there. The evidence is in the repeated purchases, the 

depth of trust, the consumer loyalty, and the brand affection.

Amazon is an affective brand whose techniques for producing strong 

relationships with consumers exemplify broader trends in branding and 

marketing in the digital age, characterized by a shift in emphasis from 

traditional forms of advertising aimed to the masses, or even to niches, to 

highly individualized relationship marketing, made possible by the affor-

dances of interactive, digital communications. Recent years have seen 

increasing interest among scholars in theorizing the affective aspects of 

capitalism.47 Affect captures the idea of intensity or feeling that moves us 

to act or affects our body in some way, even if we don’t have the language 

to explain the experience, or possibly, even if we are not conscious of it. 

Affect is a useful lens for considering how a social relationship, even a 

sense of intimacy, develops between consumers and brands. The analy-

sis of affect brings our attention to brand attachments, trust, and the 
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energy that puts people and things into motion, be it through purchas-

ing, online forms of expression, or seeking out other consumers.48

Amazon is a brand with little explicit emotional content but a powerful 

affective presence. Many successful brands have used emotional appeals— 

Nike’s “Just Do It,” Hallmark’s “They’ll Never Forget You Remembered,” 

Disney’s “The Happiest Place on Earth,” and L’Oréal’s “Because I’m Worth 

It.” Amazon, rather than telling an affective story per se, builds an affec-

tive relationship with its customers through interaction. And a key part 

of that interaction is reliable access to and efficient delivery of goods, 

making the affective relation tangible and touchable on a regular basis 

through goods and the boxes they come in.

Critical scholar Sara Ahmed looks to Marx’s conceptualization of cir-

culation as a metaphor to understand the accumulation of social affects. 

She argues that we misrecognize emotions as “belonging” or “attaching” 

to objects or persons (in her analysis, the case of “hate” toward groups 

seen as “other”), when our sense of this is only produced through an 

“affective economy” created by the circulation of affect, across discursive 

moments through time. Just as the circulation of money- capital- money 

leads to the accumulation of value, so does the circulation of discourse 

create affective accumulation.49 While capital “gains its power through 

circulation,”50 affect also accumulates its power through circulation. What 

does it mean to focus on the accumulation of affect through circulation? 

In the worlds of branding and marketing, it means looking at interactions 

with a brand over time, how a brand seeks to be “with us” on our phones 

or other devices, the “touches” between consumer and brand, and how a 

brand communicates responsiveness by acknowledging and even antici-

pating consumer needs and desires. As Andrew McStay has argued, it’s an 

ecological rather than representational approach to analyzing, and produc-

ing, advertising.51

Representationally Amazon might seem simple. In 2000 the company 

launched its current logo with its brand name “Amazon” in its distinctive 

typeface (see figure 0.1). The orange arrow points from the “a” to the “z” 

of “amazon,” signaling the company’s transition from solely an online 

bookstore where you might purchase titles starting from “a” to “z,” to 

where all products from “a” to “z” can be found.52 The arrow is also a 

dynamic element that emphasizes Amazon as a brand that delivers, from 
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its warehouses to customers’ doorsteps. And the orange arrow resembles 

a smile, an iconic nod to the affective relationship Amazon seeks to cul-

tivate with its customers.

Industry research shows that consumers are indeed very attached to 

the brand. Amazon is consistently at or near the top of lists of Americans’ 

most- loved brands. Amazon topped the 2017 Love List Brand Affinity 

Index produced by Condé Nast with Goldman Sachs, based on a survey 

with millennials and “gen z.”53 It was number 1 on Morning Consult’s 

2019 list of America’s Most Loved Brands.54 The Harris Poll’s 2018 repu-

tation rankings for brands found Amazon . com in the number 1 spot— 

meaning it is both visible and has a positive reputation— and at or near 

the top of most of the components of reputation they measure, including 

Emotional Appeal, for which Amazon was also in the number 1 spot, 

ahead of brands like Chick- fil- A and Nike.55

Trust is one of the most powerful feelings people can have about a 

brand, particularly a digital brand like Amazon where people may never 

interact with a human representative of the company. Organizations 

identify America’s “most trusted brands” using different methodologies, 

but Amazon comes out on top on many of these lists, such as one put out 

by The Values Institute, which found Amazon to be the country’s most 

trusted brand in 2017 based on a survey measuring attitudes to brands 

on the following factors: Consistency, Competence, Candor, Concern, 

and Connection.56 Amazon also came in at number 10 on Forbes’ top 100 

most trustworthy brands, and Interbrand found Amazon to be the fourth 

most trusted brand in 2018.57 Somewhat shockingly, the Baker Center 

at Georgetown University, in their 2018 poll on American Institutional 

Confidence, found Amazon to be the number 2 institution in which 

0.1 Amazon’s logo since 2000. Source: “Images and Videos: Logos,” Amazon Press 
Center, n.d., https:// press . aboutamazon . com / images - videos, accessed May 23, 2021.
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Americans have the greatest confidence, second only to the military, and 

ahead of all other levels of government, colleges and universities, non-

profits, and even major companies in general.58 For Democrats, Amazon 

was number 1.

Like all brands, Amazon is very attentive to how people perceive it 

and feel about it— the heart of its brand value. In 2011, in the wake of a 

scandal about a price comparison app that Amazon had launched that 

seemingly encouraged consumers to “spy” on other retailers and report 

on their prices, Jeff Bezos wrote a memo to his senior executives that 

came to be known as the “Amazon.love memo.”59 Drawing from his own 

observations of what led some companies, like Apple, Nike, and Disney to 

be beloved, while equally successful companies like Walmart, Microsoft, 

and Goldman Sachs were disliked or feared, Bezos generated a list of what 

consumers found to be “cool” or “not cool,” reproduced in part here:

Rudeness is not cool.
Defeating tiny guys is not cool.
Close- following is not cool.
Young is cool.
Risk taking is cool.
Winning is cool.60

Although Amazon tries to control how people see the brand, and espe-

cially how the press covers it, through their public- facing communica-

tions, the company’s most powerful tool for getting people to “love” it 

is the nature of each and every interaction it has with its customers. 

While Amazon is a brand for which explicit promotional content is not 

generally emotional (the reading of the logo’s arrow as a smile notwith-

standing), it creates strong affective connections, even intimacy, with 

consumers through ongoing “touches,” be these virtual or physical. Get-

ting what you want on your doorstep in a short amount of time, in the 

plain brown box with the recognizable tape and the Amazon logo— these 

are all elements designed to produce an affective response. Perhaps the 

response is relief, or gratitude, or joy, or satisfaction, or the comfort in a 

predictable relationship. The response may not have a name, or be the 

same every time, but the repeated touches over time accumulate into an 

affective relation. Given the company’s focus on “customer obsession,” 

our feelings have most likely been carefully calibrated to maximize trust 
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and loyalty and minimize reflection and scrutiny. The way we relate to 

Amazon is crucial to the question of whether and how we will use our 

agency as consumers and responsibility as citizens to grapple with the 

impact of Amazon’s market dominance on our society and our planet.

SCOPE OF THE BOOK AND ORGANIZATION

Given my focus on Amazon as a brand, Buy Now focuses squarely on Ama-

zon’s consumer- facing products, services, and marketing. As such I draw 

on Amazon’s website; the programs, products, and services it offers its 

consumers; its advertising and marketing materials; its press releases and 

public relations efforts; news coverage of the company and other evidence 

of its public image; trade press and industry reporting about its strategies 

and place in the market; industry reports on consumer use and response; 

and fieldwork in Amazon’s consumer spaces, including brick- and- mortar 

store concepts and fulfillment center tours for the public. These inves-

tigations primarily look at the US context, where Amazon was founded 

and where it enjoys its greatest market dominance, but also considers 

Amazon’s activities beyond US borders, particularly in chapter 7, which 

focuses on Amazon’s global ambitions. I consider the “behind- the- scenes” 

of Amazon’s operations to the extent that what we know from reporting 

about Amazon’s infrastructures, labor conditions, and business practices 

conflicts with the image and relationship it presents to customers. Ama-

zon is very active in business- to- business services including Amazon Web 

Services, Amazon Marketplace, and Fulfillment by Amazon— while I con-

sider these for their role in Amazon’s overall business strategy, they are 

not my primary focus. This book does not offer original reporting from 

Amazon employees, current or former (most of whom are subject to non-

disclosure agreements), or proprietary documents and spaces.

This project seeks to contribute to interdisciplinary conversations 

about the relationships among the spheres of technology, culture, and 

the economy. I am careful not to err on the side of saying that the digital 

economy is a source of sui generis disruption that is remaking our culture 

from the ground up. Rather, I aim to show how Amazon, as one of the 

current behemoths of the digital economy, is building on existing trends 

in the commodification of data and culture, as well as driving disruptive 
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change in some areas. Similarly, although founder and executive chair-

man of Amazon Jeff Bezos will get his due, I don’t focus exclusively on 

him as a business genius as a number of other books have done, prefer-

ring instead to see him as particularly attuned to shifts in technology, 

economy, and culture, and the resulting opportunities therein.

The book is organized in three parts that reflect my explanations for 

how Amazon has achieved ubiquity and market dominance with rela-

tively few obstacles and proportionately little pushback on the part of 

consumers or governments. The reasons for this rapid rise of Amazon’s 

platform ubiquity are structural, cultural, and semiotic, and the three parts 

on Distribution, Culture, and Image map onto these. Part 1,  “Distribution,” 

focuses on Amazon’s core function of circulating information and goods. 

Chapter 1 establishes historical context for distribution brands, looking 

back to Sears as a precursor distribution brand, and across the marketplace 

today to Amazon’s distribution partners and competitors USPS, UPS, and 

Walmart. Distinguishing disruption from continuity in the digital econ-

omy is central to this chapter, as I apply Marxist analyses of the circulation 

of capital to Amazon’s business model, and highlight what has shifted 

with the turn to digital capitalism and, relatedly, platform capitalism. This 

chapter also considers how all distribution brands, to some extent, are 

affective brands built on service rather than image- based marketing, and 

how Amazon has been able to use the affordances of digital communica-

tion technologies to achieve that to the nth degree.

In chapter 2 I highlight how Amazon achieves affective connections 

with consumers less through symbolic means than material and interac-

tive ones, beginning with the materiality of the branded brown box. While 

a key part of Amazon’s business model is to speed up the circulation of cap-

ital, by reducing friction in purchasing and time from click to ship to deliv-

ery, the company generally discourages consumers from knowing about or 

reflecting on the labor and infrastructure required to deliver their goods 

in unprecedented short delivery windows. From a Marxist perspective, 

I characterize this consumer relation with Amazon’s delivery capabilities as 

“distribution fetishism.” As Amazon starts to respond to public pressure 

to be more transparent about its warehouse conditions and environmental 

impacts, I consider the optics of Amazon’s public fulfillment center tours 

and public relations efforts around climate and waste, and conclude that 
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rematerializing our understanding of digital distribution means more than 

rendering it visually “transparent.”

Part 2, “Culture,” focuses on Amazon’s media and communication 

services, including book retailing, media streaming, and smart speakers. 

Amazon doesn’t just purvey books, movies, and information; it uses these 

products and services to forge personalized relations with its customers. It 

uses our interest in cultural products to hook us into its Prime “ecosystem.” 

Amazon is converting its early focus on retail sales into the provision of 

cultural “services” so it can collect ever more data about us, with which it 

can offer us the service of personalized convenience. Beginning with chap-

ter 3, I consider Amazon’s origin and evolution as a bookseller, with an eye 

to what platformization has meant for the books business, bookstores, and 

readers. Like the big box retailers that came before it, Amazon has used the 

tools of the digital economy to intensify the commodification of books, 

inspiring anxiety from authors, publishers, booksellers, and readers about 

the commercialization of this revered form of culture. Being more than just 

a large company— a platform— has afforded Amazon the ability to verti-

cally integrate its business in books to an unprecedented extent, and there-

fore achieve a position of market dominance and control in publishing 

and marketing books. This chapter considers Amazon’s development of 

the Kindle and the associated explosion in ebooks, as well as the world of 

brick- and- mortar retail, which Amazon moved into for the first time with 

the introduction of its Amazon Books retail locations in the United States. 

Focusing on these stores, I examine how Amazon uses the techniques of 

online retail to personalize even physical retail spaces for its customers, 

which serves to strengthen the relationship between consumer and brand 

while dividing and discriminating among consumers as a bloc.

In chapter 4 I turn my attention to one of Amazon’s most successful 

electronics products, the Echo smart speaker, and its associated AI (artifi-

cial intelligence)– enabled digital assistant, Alexa. This chapter continues 

my focus on Amazon’s media- related products and services, while turning 

to an issue relevant not just to Amazon but also to other tech brands— the 

commodification of personal data in platform capitalism. I argue that rather 

than obscuring its surveillance capacities, Amazon generally sells surveil-

lance as a service, and uses it to build intimacy with the consumer, borne 
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of domestic familiarity and responsiveness to the self. While personalized 

service has been a longstanding aspect of Amazon’s business strategy and 

brand promise, with Alexa we see an intensified version of personalized ser-

vice that positions the consumer no longer as a choosing subject, the typi-

cal subjectivity of consumer culture, but as a served self, transferring agency 

and decision power from consumer to brand. I posit that the subjectivity 

of the served self is one of the costs of convenience that conspires to limit 

critical reflection and resistance from consumers to Amazon’s intrusiveness 

and market dominance.

In chapter 5 I turn to Amazon’s streaming services and examine how 

ecommerce commodifies culture in new ways. I consider the implications 

of a service brand like Amazon— known primarily in many markets for 

good deals and quick delivery on everything from diapers to electronics to 

groceries— also becoming a media brand. I argue that in many of its pro-

motions for its media holdings, Amazon doesn’t just commodify media, 

but commoditizes it, through its emphasis on Prime Video as a value prop-

osition for the consumer. In fact, Amazon promotes Prime Video in two 

ways— as a commoditized value proposition, and as an irreplaceable des-

tination for exclusive content. By extending its ubiquity and emphasis on 

convenience to the world of media, Amazon presents media content as just 

another service that it can provide, and uses entertainment to recruit Prime 

members and keep them firmly in the fold.

Part 3, “Image,” steps back from specific services in order to examine the 

rhetorical and promotional strategies that Amazon uses to influence how 

people conceptualize and feel about it, considering both consumers and 

regulators as key constituencies. In chapter 6 I highlight the techniques 

Amazon uses to normalize its market dominance and the ubiquity of its 

platforms. In addition to reviewing the legal and regulatory conditions that 

have allowed platforms like Amazon to achieve their market dominance 

relatively uncontested (until recently), especially in the United States, 

I draw attention to the way Amazon has crafted itself as a brand of ubiquity 

through the use of naturalistic metaphors, such as “ecosystem,” “cloud,” 

and the brand name itself. Branding techniques that frame Amazon’s 

ubiquity as natural produce a taken- for- granted invisibility that is politically 

useful as concerns over its conflicts of interest as a platform business, the 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



26 INTRODUCTION

consequences of market concentration, its outsized power in labor markets, 

and the environmental impacts of the digital economy put Amazon into an 

unwelcome spotlight.

I continue stepping out to see the bigger picture in chapter 7, in which 

I examine Amazon’s global activities through the lens of “platform impe-

rialism.”61 I recount Amazon’s efforts to spread across the globe, and how 

different countries have responded to these moves. Considering both Ama-

zon’s successes, like India, and its failures, as in China, the chapter notes 

that Amazon’s goal of achieving global ubiquity is far from complete, and 

that it presents itself differently to foreign markets than at home, in part 

because it comes already marked by its Americanness. Amazon’s efforts at 

localizing its image and services have met with mixed success, but its busi-

ness advantages as a platform company with very deep pockets that make 

it possible to subsidize the investments required to grow in new markets 

make it a formidable competitor.

In the concluding chapter I acknowledge one of the greatest sources 

of pushback against Amazon’s ubiquity and market power— its workers. 

I recount not just what efforts Amazon workers have made and with what 

success, but also why it is among workers rather than consumers or com-

petitors that we see the most visible and effective activism. In this con-

cluding chapter I ask: What do consumer politics and subjectivities look 

like in the age of ubiquitous platform brands like Amazon? What are the 

possibilities and obstacles for resistance and change in the context of 

platform capitalism? This investigation considers how Amazon’s brand 

logic fragments consumers as a political bloc, and forges brand intima-

cies via surveillance and personalization that undermine the subjectivity of 

consumer- as- citizen. While distribution fetishism, cultivation of the served 

self, and naturalistic metaphors all work to normalize Amazon as a brand 

of convenience and therefore its ubiquity in our lives and our societies, I 

point to ways of thinking and acting that people could adopt to reclaim 

some of their consumer power and rights as citizens relative to the power 

of platforms.
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Amazon is one of the most loved, trusted brands in America. It creates 

affective relationships with its customers by connecting them regularly 

and reliably to products, services, and entertainment. Even though it 

creates some of those products itself it is, primarily, a brand of distri-

bution. Amazon is far from the first distribution brand to win consum-

ers’ affections. Like other distribution brands, it has reshaped commerce, 

consumer experience, and even perceptions of space and time through 

innovations in distribution. From the Sears catalogue as a tool for broad-

ening the reach of not just consumer goods but also consumer desires, to 

Walmart’s mastery of logistics, to the United States Postal Service’s his-

toric role as the primary distributor of printed material and packages, to 

UPS as a privately held but ubiquitous delivery brand, the historic impor-

tance of distribution brands to both the economics and culture of the 

United States cannot be underestimated.

In this chapter I consider each of these companies as either partners 

or competitors of Amazon or, in some cases, both. Through these com-

parisons I aim to provide enough historical grounding to establish that 

Amazon is not, in fact, a disruptor company the likes of which has never 

been seen before, as it is sometimes characterized. Rather, there are signif-

icant continuities between Amazon’s activities and strategies and those 

of its precursors that arise from the constraints, incentives, and logics of 

1
A NEW KIND OF DISTRIBUTION BRAND
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capital, and the particular place that brands of distribution inhabit in the 

economy. Like distribution brands before it, Amazon has gained consum-

ers’ trust and affection through its ubiquity and focus on service, coming 

to seem more like a utility than a private company. We’ll see that Ama-

zon’s ubiquity is similar to its fellow distribution brands, in part because 

they thrive on network effects and the efficiencies that come with econo-

mies of scale. But we’ll also see that the logics of digital capitalism have 

launched Amazon into a sphere of market dominance and expansion 

into horizontal and vertical integrations that are unprecedented relative 

to its fellow distribution brands.

We can look to Karl Marx’s discussion of circulation in the second vol-

ume of Capital for tools to theorize distribution. In this framework, capi-

tal must change form in order to accumulate value, and the faster these 

conversions happen, the more rapid the process of capital accumulation. 

In other words, the quicker raw materials are transformed into commodi-

ties with exchange value, the less time they spend in inventory, and the 

quicker and cheaper they get to customers who pay for them (i.e., distribu-

tion), the more money you make.1

Amazon is an ideal case for considering how the rise of digital commu-

nication technologies, computing, and the internet— which have con-

stituted the era of “digital capitalism”— have sped up and transformed 

the circuit of capital to enhance capital accumulation.2 The picture that 

emerges from the brief history offered here is the power that any distribu-

tion brand that is large enough has in the economy. But that power is par-

ticularly pronounced in digital capitalism, where new tools can produce 

heretofore unimagined speedups, and advantages in distribution can be 

parlayed into dominance in other business areas in ways that may be 

truly unprecedented.

Distribution comes in two main flavors— transportation and commu-

nication. The idea that these are separate activities is a relatively recent 

one, dating to the invention of the telegraph, according to James Carey, 

who memorably pointed out that the word “communication” was used 

interchangeably with “transportation” before this mode of instantaneous 

electronic communication conquered space.3 But even before the tele-

graph, the railroad struck observers as both a tool to “annihilate space 

and time” and the engine, so to speak, accelerating industrial capitalism.4 
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Retail and media distribution brands are built on top of these fundamen-

tal modes of distribution. What the stories of these companies make clear 

is that there are multiple types of distribution that need to be in place for 

a distribution brand to thrive. Retail brands, in particular, require net-

worked communication, transportation of goods, and ways for money 

and credit to circulate. As Richard K. Popp puts it, these networks of dis-

tribution come together to form “a kind of infrastructural ensemble” that 

supports the various forms of circulation in retailing.5 As I introduce two 

main kinds of distribution brands— retail brands and delivery brands— 

I’ll connect these consumer- facing organizations to the transportation 

and communication networks they depend upon. With Amazon, we’ll 

see that part of its “platformization” has been to slowly but steadily move 

the purview of its business into these very distribution infrastructures.

COMPETITORS: SEARS AND WALMART, UBIQUITOUS  
RETAIL BRANDS

More than one hundred years before Jeff Bezos started Amazon . com out 

of his garage, another entrepreneur named Richard Sears started his retail 

empire in 1886 from his position as a station agent for the Minneapolis 

and St. Louis railroad in Minnesota, getting into the mail- order business 

in watches. Sears acquired a partner with expertise in watches, relocated 

to Chicago, the railroad hub for the Midwest, and then expanded into more 

products.6 The business that started out as the R.W. Sears Watch Company 

eventually became the dominant force in American retailing, combining 

the catalogue on which it had built its relationship with rural consumers 

with brick- and- mortar stores that reached urban and suburban consumers 

acquiring automobiles. The Sears, Roebuck mail- order business depended 

on the late nineteenth- century rapid expansion of both the railroad net-

works and the postal service into rural communities, just as Amazon would 

depend on a variety of distribution infrastructures in the late twentieth 

century, including the royalty- free, open- access technical standards of the 

World Wide Web.7

The parallels between the United States’ first nationally dominant retail 

brand Sears, as it came to be known, and Amazon are striking. Both found-

ers originally worked in close proximity to a distribution network that 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



32 CHAPTER 1

would be key to their business, Sears being a station agent for the railroad, 

and Bezos working for a hedge fund that was using the new affordances 

of high- speed computing and the internet to transform that business. 

Each started with a single product and expanded to eventually become 

“everything stores”8— in Sears’s case, facilitated by the size and variety of 

its catalogues, and in Amazon’s, by the limitless nature of online shelf 

space. Both began as a mail- order retail business of sorts and then moved 

into brick- and- mortar retailing. Both companies were decried by local, 

independent store owners, particularly in rural areas and small towns in 

the case of Sears, as existential threats to their businesses— and by exten-

sion— a whole way of life.9 Both retailers had to find ways to establish trust 

with consumers via the mail, in Sears’s case, and the internet, in Ama-

zon’s. Richard Sears built up his company’s reputation initially by sending 

watches just for payment of a deposit, as well as with the famous “Satis-

faction Guaranteed or Your Money Back” brand promise.10 For its part, 

Amazon initially gave consumers the choice of phoning in their credit 

card or providing it on a web- based form, and emphasized consumers’ 

data security from early on, facilitated by the encryption technologies that 

reassured users that websites were secure.11

For a good chunk of its history, Sears had the quality of retail ubiquity 

that Amazon clearly aspires to, being the “everything store” for “every-

one,” and thereby fading into the background. As the store’s biographer 

Gordon L. Weil put it, “Many customers look upon the company more as 

a public utility than as a profit- making corporation. It has been around 

for a long time, so people do not consider it an impersonal outfit. They do 

not hesitate to ask it to help them out with their personal problems. They 

look upon it as a friendly neighbor.”12 Amazon’s reputation as an almost 

infrastructural feature of the retail and distribution landscape, especially 

in the United States, has attained a similar level of trusted ubiquity.

Starting out with a focus on the rural customer, in the early days Sears 

understood its customers to be the growing number of working people 

who sought the best possible quality for the lowest prices. However, in 

the postwar period, as urbanization increased and Americans became more 

affluent, Sears gradually morphed into a store for the middle class.13 Weil 

points out that while Sears may have imagined the middle class to be “just 
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about everyone,” in fact by later in the twentieth century that image and 

the associated price points were losing the large segment of the lower 

middle- class being vigorously courted by discount retailers like Kmart and 

Walmart, while on the upper end, the store was disdained by upwardly 

mobile consumers for whom Sears was hopelessly unfashionable.14 There-

fore, while Sears may have still been the “everything store” it was no longer 

for “everyone,” posing a challenge for its competitiveness and potential 

for growth. While Amazon skews toward better- off consumers than retail 

competitors such as Walmart, it otherwise avoids a specific brand identity 

in relation to social class, at least in relation to its core consumer- facing 

brands that include Amazon, Prime, and Fire electronics.

A less well- known chapter in Sears’s history that also parallels Ama-

zon’s is its investment in internet services as one of the co- owners of 

Prodigy, an early portal along the lines of AOL, in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Sears envisioned the strategies of selling users’ eyeballs to advertisers and 

launching an online shopping network, both ideas that turned out to be 

ahead of their time by a few years.15 The Prodigy portal, despite having 

a business model that anticipated many of the ways the internet would 

be used, disappeared by the late 1990s, losing ground quickly to users’ 

enthusiasm for the open web.16 Just as Sears moved into distribution busi-

nesses that paralleled and supported its core retail business, so has Ama-

zon moved into cloud computing, logistics, and media distribution, but 

much more successfully.

The company that owns both Sears and Kmart barely survived a Chap-

ter 11 bankruptcy that initially allowed it to keep 400 stores open;17 as of 

2020 industry observers were in “death watch” mode.18 After shaping the 

contours and traffic patterns of so many communities with the locations 

of its stores, Sears’s decline was a harbinger of the “retail apocalypse” rou-

tinely discussed in the media.

Amazon’s greatest competitor today is the world’s leading retail distribu-

tion brand as measured by sales— Walmart.19 Walmart is also the leading 

retailer in the United States, with close to $400 billion in sales in 2019.20 

Amazon comes a distant second with $193 billion in US sales, a figure that 

includes not only its ecommerce business but also sales at new brick- and- 

mortar store concepts like Amazon Books as well as its Whole Foods Market 
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acquisition.21 When it comes to ecommerce, though, the retailers swap 

places in the rankings, with Amazon controlling between 37 and 52 percent 

of US ecommerce in the late 2010s according to different estimates (with 

the modal estimate in the high 40 percent range), and Walmart only 4.6 

percent (after eBay with 6.1 percent).22 Amazon’s dominance of close to half 

of online sales in the United States still only comprises 5.1 percent of all 

retail sales,23 but Walmart’s focus on ecommerce and its determination to 

try and catch up to Amazon in ecommerce is apparent.

In addition to being market leaders and close competitors, Walmart 

and Amazon have both sought to serve consumers by being competitive 

on price, and each in their own way, like Sears before them, being “every-

thing stores.” Walmart is well known for putting the “discount” in dis-

count retailing. It has also pushed the envelope in terms of the size of its 

stores and scope of product categories. For example, Walmart expanded 

the boundaries of the discount retailer category by introducing groceries 

in 1988, becoming the country’s leading grocer by 2010.24

Similarly, Amazon is well known for being competitive on price, be it 

setting low prices on its own product lines, incentivizing lower price points 

from third- party sellers through the design of search algorithms, disciplin-

ing sellers whose products ever appear elsewhere for a lower price, or offer-

ing its own discounts on third- party products by reducing its cut of sales.25 

All of this is despite the fact that antitrust law forbids Amazon from inter-

fering with third- party sellers’ pricing, a practice the company told the Fed-

eral Trade Commission it would stop doing in 2019.26 Amazon, of course, 

has long had the reputation of having a massive product selection because 

since 1999 it has not just sold items that it actually stocks, but also turned 

its retail site into a platform for third parties to sell their goods.

Both Walmart and Amazon have their own “circuits” that are reminis-

cent of Marx’s circuit of capital, Amazon having developed its “flywheel 

of growth” model inspired by Walmart founder Sam Walton’s “productiv-

ity loop” (see figure 1.1).

Industry observer Brad Stone translates Amazon’s “flywheel of growth” 

in the following way: “Lower prices led to more customer visits. More 

customers increased the volume of sales and attracted more commission- 

paying third- party sellers to the site. That allowed Amazon to get more 

out of fixed costs like the fulfillment centers and the servers needed to 
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run the website. This greater efficiency then enabled it to lower prices 

further.”27 While other retailers might have raised those prices to satisfy 

shareholders, Amazon has long been able to keep prices down and busi-

ness investment way up, with the promise that profits would be forth-

coming, eventually. Through a combination of Jeff Bezos’s persuasive 

zeal, and investors’ belief that an internet- based company had potential 

for growth that traditional retailers didn’t, Amazon was largely success-

ful on the stock market (minus a few notable bumps) from when it went 

public in 1997 to 2003, when it posted its first- ever annual profits. The 

company’s profits remained relatively modest, and even dipped below 

profitability in 2012 and 2014, until 2015 when it became consistently 

profitable. Nevertheless, Amazon became one of the most highly market- 

capitalized companies in the world on the strength of growth that is 

fueled, in no small part, by keeping both product and shipping prices low 

for longer than its competitors can often bear.

The last few decades have seen a shift away from the presumed domi-

nance of the manufacturing sector in a Fordist economy, characterized by 

the rise of mass production by large corporations in much of the twentieth 
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century, and toward what historian Nelson Lichtenstein argues is akin 

to eighteenth century- style merchant capitalism.28 This is a shift in mar-

ket power from companies that produce goods to those that distribute and 

retail them. Large retailers, like Sears, have long been in the driver’s seat 

vis- à- vis their suppliers. By the 1970s, Sears was partial owner of the firms 

that produced 30 percent of the goods that it sold.29 Richard Sears him-

self reportedly discovered that “the company was such a large purchaser 

of other people’s products that it could demand that the goods be made 

to its specifications.”30 In a 1938 Fortune report that sounds like it could 

have been written about Walmart or Amazon today, we learn that “the 

antimonopolists contend that by bringing this massive buying power to 

bear against small manufacturers and threatening to whisk it away once 

they have been ensnared, Sears can force them to submit to prices on 

which a living profit is impossible.”31 The company’s influence extended 

to telling manufacturers where they should locate, in order to minimize 

transportation costs for both raw materials and delivery to the nearest 

Sears distribution center.32 The company developed its own research lab 

to test products and develop innovations to existing products, which it 

then asked manufacturers to produce, known as “specification buying.”33

The history of Sears demonstrates that any retailer that is large enough 

shifts the center of gravity from manufacturers to distributors, when it 

comes to who is calling the shots on product development and pricing. 

It continues to be the case that as retailers get big they start to blur the 

boundaries between production and distribution, whether through actual 

ownership and acquisition of manufacturing companies or the extent 

of influence over their activities. Walmart exemplifies the shift from a 

“push” to a “pull” economy, where it’s no longer manufacturers pushing 

the products they are making onto retailers who must find a way to move 

them, but retailers who have a monopoly on market information and the 

monopsony power to list terms to manufacturers.34 Walmart demands of 

its suppliers “just- in- time” delivery of specific goods, the mass production 

of customized products, particular packaging and labeling specifications, 

and makes specific suggestions on how to cut manufacturing costs.35 Lich-

tenstein argues that while Walmart technically is not a manufacturer, its 

power over its suppliers means that it should be regarded as de facto in the 

manufacturing business.36
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In addition, strong retail brands like Sears, Walmart, or Amazon can 

erode the value of product brands. Retailers generally carry particular prod-

uct brands to bring consumers into their stores. But Sears’s own brand name 

was so strong that, until the 1970s, it emphasized its own brand names, even 

though the products were usually manufactured especially for the chain by 

well- known companies, such as Sears’s brand home appliances that were 

made by Whirlpool.37 Sears reasoned that its hard- earned consumer trust in 

Sears’s value and quality outpaced the attraction of most specific product 

brands.38 Amazon has also leveraged the trust that consumers have in its 

brand to launch sub- brands for various product categories, such as Kindle, 

Amazon Basics, the Fire line of personal electronics, the Echo suite of smart 

speaker devices, and clothing brands such as Amazon Essentials. Amazon’s 

brand identity is service itself. It may have begun by selling books, but it 

has extended its brand farther than business professors and consultants 

thought could ever be possible— beyond consumer items into cloud com-

puting services, shipping and logistics, and media production. Amazon’s 

brand can stretch like taffy because its focus is not the things it sells so much 

as the service relationship it cultivates with customers. As a result, as noted 

previously, Amazon is one of the most trusted brands in America.

Today most product brands feel that they have to sell on Amazon or 

at Walmart, as opposed to the pressure being the other way around. Both 

retailers emphasize low prices, which encourages consumers to shop on 

price rather than brand name; if consumers have enough trust with the 

retail brand, they are less likely to require a trusted product brand name 

to make a purchase. Amazon’s platform characteristics and relationship 

with consumers position it particularly well to erode the value of well- 

known product brands. The ability to sort product searches by price, the 

availability of customer reviews, and advantageous placement in searches 

(at a cost) can all level the playing field across brands.

Since 2015, products that perform well on price, customer reviews, 

return rate, and availability to ship immediately via Prime have the 

chance to be highlighted as “Amazon’s Choice” (although the exact for-

mula and decision process remains a mystery, even to companies whose 

products are chosen).39 In addition, since 2012, companies can pay to be 

a sponsored search result. Sponsored search results have steadily risen 

over recent years, or at least, more of them are appearing near the top 
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of searches.40 Even a well- known name like the luggage brand Samsonite 

finds it has to pay Amazon to appear in searches for its own brand name.41 

At the same time, it’s competing against Amazon’s own branded products 

that, according to both consumer observation and investigative report-

ing, are increasingly advantaged by Amazon’s search algorithm.42

New York Times technology columnist Farhad Manjoo explored the 

power of Amazon’s retail platform to shake up the hierarchy of product 

brands by drawing attention to a consumer technology brand like Wyze, 

which makes smart home devices like motion- sensitive cameras, and has 

massively undercut better- known brands on price in order to establish 

itself in the market through high- volume, low- margin sales.43 As more 

online product searches begin on Amazon (close to half, according to a 

number of industry estimates), the way products appear in search becomes 

more significant.44 Although in theory Amazon’s digital shelf space is lim-

itless, in practice the first few results— especially those on the first page 

of the smartphone screen— are tremendously important. According to 

industry research, more than two- thirds of product clicks happen on the 

first page of Amazon’s search results, with half of those focused on the 

first two rows of products that appear.45 If a new or unfamiliar brand can 

pay for or earn strong placement in search, the trust that consumers have 

with Amazon, particularly guarantees around returns and delivery times, 

as well as its reputation as a source of product information, can rub off on 

them. New York Times tech columnist Shira Ovide notes this happening 

regularly with various fashion trends such as the “Amazon coat” in 2019, 

which was actually from an obscure brand but was available for purchase 

on Amazon’s retail site.46 As much as Amazon can recede into the back-

ground due to its ubiquity, the depth of the relationship that consumers 

have with it increasingly makes it the dominant brand, at least in terms 

of powerful affects like trust, relative to product brands that appear on 

its site.

One powerful brand that dipped its toe into Amazon’s orbit, only to 

retreat again after two years, is Nike. Reportedly motivated to start whole-

saling to Amazon in order to qualify for a “brand registry” program through 

which Amazon cracks down on counterfeit products, Nike changed its 

mind after finding that Amazon’s efforts did not make much of a dent in 

the fake Nikes flooding the site. Nike has now shrunk the outlets that can 
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sell its products to only those that can offer it “distinctiveness” in terms 

of space and signage, signaling Nike’s specialness relative to other athletic 

brands. On Amazon’s site, Nike products appeared cheek by jowl with com-

peting and lesser brands, including “unauthorized sellers” of Nikes offer-

ing them at lower prices, with no distinction in size or appearance of the 

product listing, and favorable search results only coming at a price. These 

issues are why many luxury brands decline to sell on Amazon, recognizing 

that any increase in sales may be accompanied by an erosion in their brand 

equity.47 Nike had confidence in the power of its brand to leave Amazon, 

but as one industry analyst put it, “I don’t think as many brands can be as 

selective as Nike.”48

While Walmart and Amazon have come to occupy a powerful posi-

tion vis- à- vis product brands and manufacturers, their dominance has 

also afforded them considerable political power, not just over the deci-

sions made by those in elected office, but also in terms of how their own 

activities take on the qualities of governance in communities and mar-

kets. Since the late nineteenth century, the US government has sought to 

limit the market dominance of any single company in order to preserve 

the competition thought to be necessary for innovation and consumer 

welfare. However, corporations whose main activity is the distribution 

of goods, people, or information have sometimes been able to argue that 

monopoly, or something close to it, is in fact “natural” for any business 

that requires a comprehensive network. Certainly, that’s an impression 

that Amazon would like to cultivate— that its market dominance in any 

given area is merely a result of the efficiencies that accrue with greater 

size and reach, and a just reward for a job well done.49 The history of dis-

tribution companies that claimed or seemed to enjoy “natural monopo-

lies” reminds us, though, that a concentration of market power almost 

inevitably means a significant amount of power over politics and gover-

nance as well.50 As Lichtenstein argues about Walmart:

No company of Wal- mart’s size and influence is a “private enterprise.” By its 
very existence and competitive success, it rezones our cities, determines the real 
minimum wage, channels capital throughout the world, and conducts a kind of 
international diplomacy with a score of nations. In an era of weak unions and 
waning governmental regulation, Wal- mart management may well have more 
power than any other entity to “legislate” key components of American social 
and industrial policy.51
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Beyond the power of large retailers over manufacturing, the outsized 

political power of Amazon and Walmart can be attributed to the num-

ber of people they employ, or promise to employ if communities lay out 

the welcome mat. As of this writing, Walmart and Amazon are the two 

largest private employers in the United States. Worldwide, Walmart 

employs 2.2 million people and Amazon 1.3 million, with Amazon’s hir-

ing exploding during the 2020– 2021 COVID- 19 pandemic as it seeks to 

keep up with the greater demand for online shopping.52 When jobs at 

this scale are on the line, especially for companies like Walmart and Ama-

zon that have some discretion as to where they locate their stores and dis-

tribution infrastructures, then the distribution brands hold all the cards.

PARTNERS: THE UNITED STATES POSTAL SERVICE AND UPS, 
DELIVERY BRANDS

The famed Philadelphia- based department store Wanamaker’s at one 

time used the slogan “Everything from Everywhere to Everybody!,” but 

its founder John Wanamaker arguably turned that promise into a reality 

more through his service as US Postmaster General from 1889 to 1893 

than through the store itself.53 Certainly, Sears’s approximation of that 

brand promise would not have been possible without existing infrastruc-

tures of distribution, including the railroads where Richard Sears first 

developed his mail- order scheme, but also the Post Office Department of 

the United States’ federal government, as the United States Postal Service 

(USPS) was then known.

The social and political significance of the Post Office far exceeds the 

role it played in facilitating mail- order shopping. Historians have argued 

that the Post Office’s mission to deliver mail to every part of the United 

States was what allowed the nation to “commune”— to be a community— in 

a fundamental sense.54 The history of the USPS illustrates that afford-

able, efficient, content- neutral structures of information distribution are 

not just community making, but nation making, as well as commerce 

making.

Beyond the circulation of news and personal correspondence, the Post 

Office has long been crucial to the market economy. In the late nine-

teenth century, when consumer capitalism was exploding, the low- cost 
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second- class category of mail, intended for newspapers and periodicals, 

also applied to some commercial materials, not to mention the adver-

tising that increasingly appeared in the pages of those publications.55 

Because the mail- order catalogue was deemed “educational material” and 

therefore eligible for the favorable second- class postage rate, Sears con-

cluded early on that the Post Office was in fact subsidizing the circulation 

of his catalogues.56 But the real boon to Sears’s business, which in the 

early days was focused mostly on rural consumers, was rural free deliv-

ery (RFD), which meant that starting in 1902 mail would be delivered to 

all homes regardless of their proximity to towns. The popularity of RFD 

paved the way for parcel post in 1913, which meant that for the first time 

these rural addresses could get packages of more than four pounds also 

delivered right to their homes, shipped via the Post Office for a reasonable 

rate.57 Wanamaker had passionately advocated for both rural free delivery 

and parcel post, although they weren’t ultimately adopted until after his 

tenure at the Post Office. But his experience in retailing made him aware 

of not just the value to consumers of being able to order goods delivered 

straight to their homes in a way that avoided the exorbitant fees charged 

by the private express companies of the time, but also the value to busi-

nesses of being able to deliver marketing communications to the mail-

boxes of the nation’s consumers.58 As USPS historian Winifred Gallagher 

puts it, “Simply by delivering a newspaper to every home, it would draw 

new customers into the national market and benefit businesses from pub-

lishers to the fledgling mail- order merchants and advertising agencies.”59 

According to communication historian Richard B. Kielbowicz, “Parcel 

post formed the capstone in a postal communication and transportation 

system that already promoted marketing on a national scale.”60

The significance of this shift was not lost on the stakeholders of the 

day. As Kielbowicz documents, the extended debate about parcel post 

revealed “all the hopes and anxieties associated with the expansion of 

mass society at the turn of the century” that the seemingly simple act 

of delivering packages to homes unleashed: “Opponents of parcel post 

foresaw a decline of small towns, a centralization of production and dis-

tribution, a disruption of the ‘natural’ relations among labor, retailers, 

and consumers, and the aggrandizement of urban culture. At the other 

extreme, proponents claimed that parcel post would increase consumer 
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choice, reduce the cost of living, and bridge the widening chasm between 

urban and rural life.”61 Rural free delivery and parcel post were key inflec-

tion points in the improvements to the nation’s communications and 

distribution networks that paved the way for truly national retailing and 

branding. Another would be the introduction of 1- 800 numbers in 1967, 

which quickly made “mail- order” retailing actually “shopping by phone” 

most of the time, introducing a meaningful efficiency into the moment 

of exchange.62

Embedded in the debates about rural free delivery and parcel post from 

a century ago are concerns that continue today, as people try to make 

sense of how ecommerce has disrupted shopping routines previously orga-

nized around main streets and malls. At the time, opponents raised con-

cerns about the government’s role in promoting national parcel delivery, 

thereby competing with private companies that had deemed such services 

insufficiently profitable.63 Deep cultural ambivalence about the govern-

ment providing services that could conceivably be privatized continues 

to shape the fortunes and misfortunes of the United States Postal Service. 

Today USPS must be self- supporting (i.e., it is not funded with any tax 

dollars) at the same time that it is operating in the red, largely due to a 

burdensome requirement to pay retiree health benefits into an account 

in advance, a requirement unique among all government agencies. At the 

same time that the United States Postal Service is tasked with acting as 

if it were a private business (minus the tax burden, not that many large 

businesses— including Amazon— are paying much tax these days anyway), 

it is legally prevented from expanding into new business areas, as a real 

private entity would no doubt be doing, while required to operate accord-

ing to its public- service mission— providing mail and package delivery to 

every corner of the nation.

Although the exact numbers are a fairly well- kept secret, it’s widely 

thought that the USPS delivers the greatest proportion of Amazon pack-

ages out of all the delivery services the company works with— 54 percent 

in 2018 according to one estimate.64 While Donald Trump declared loudly 

and often during his presidency that Amazon is ripping off the USPS and 

getting too good a deal on its rates, going so far as to threaten to withhold 

a crucial line of credit and install a new postmaster general tasked with 

raising package delivery rates,65 it’s generally thought that package delivery 
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has become core to USPS’s business model and helped it sustain its shrink-

ing mail delivery operations.66 Even if Amazon is a ruthless negotiator (as is 

widely assumed), the Post Office is required by law to make money on its 

corporate accounts. Whether the profit margins are sufficient is a topic of 

debate among analysts, since the fine print is secret.67

It’s worth pausing to consider the importance of public distribution 

infrastructures, like USPS, for a business such as Amazon’s. Whether it’s 

the United States Postal Service, the research and development of internet 

and telecommunications infrastructure, or even the roads, Amazon is a 

distribution brand that sits atop transportation and communication net-

works that had already made fairly instantaneous home shopping a reality. 

As Amazon significantly ramps up the amount of goods that it delivers 

(delivering 66 percent of its own packages by the middle of 2020),68 and 

increases its distribution footprint accordingly, the support from public 

infrastructures only becomes greater.

Widely thought to be the largest carrier of Amazon packages after USPS 

and Amazon itself is UPS, a company that shares a great deal of brand DNA 

with its biggest client, including its identity as a service brand. The origin of 

the United Parcel Service is founder Jim Casey’s childhood employment 

in on- foot delivery for a department store, a teahouse, and a telegraph 

company (a reminder that the telegraph only partially severed communi-

cation from transportation).69 Forming a new delivery company in Seat-

tle, Casey and his business partners first focused on delivering packages 

for department stores.70

After starting out on motorcycles, by 1913 the then “Merchants Par-

cel Delivery” company acquired a Model T Ford that they adapted for 

deliveries. Three years later they had a fleet of delivery vehicles they ini-

tially planned to paint bright yellow, until one of the company’s part-

ners argued instead for a color that would blend into the background, 

to avoid competing with the brands of the department stores that were 

their clients. This is the origin of the UPS brown that defines this brand, 

originally “Pullman brown”— the color of Pullman train coaches, which 

conveyed sober, established respectability at the time.71

Since then, UPS has embraced the understated ubiquity and ability to 

blend into the background represented by its chosen brown. The com-

pany’s biographer in Big Brown: The Untold Story of UPS certainly sees it 
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that way, writing, “Yet, despite the P.R. . . .  despite UPS’s much increased 

advertising budget, despite the company’s presence on the NASCAR cir-

cuit, despite the 19 million hits on www . ups . com daily, UPS still isn’t flashy. 

Big Brown, though ubiquitous, still feels ‘under the radar.’”72 Common 

across distribution brands is a focus on service, and this is particularly true 

of UPS’s brand story. The same business partner who insisted on brown 

for the delivery vehicles also insisted, when the company was undergo-

ing a name change as it expanded into California, that it should be called 

“United Parcel Service” rather than “United Parcel Company.”73

The idea that the company has “nothing to sell except service” was 

reportedly a focus for founder and CEO Casey as well, who is remembered 

for saying: “Our real, primary objective is to serve— to render perfect ser-

vice to our stores and their customers.”74 Amazon’s own understanding 

of itself as fundamentally a service brand will become more than clear 

throughout this book, but an early hint came from Jeff Bezos in 1999: 

“When we first started Amazon . com, we had very conscious discussions 

where we talked about the fact that we were not a bookstore, but we were 

a book service. I do think that is a better way to think about it. Thinking 

of yourself as a store is limiting. Services can be anything.”75

Although UPS reported in 2018 that no single client comprises more 

than 10 percent of its business, it’s also the case that Amazon’s steady 

movement into the delivery and logistics business is cause for concern 

for the delivery giant,76 and widely attributed to be behind FedEx’s 2019 

decision to no longer deliver for Amazon.77 As a platform business, Ama-

zon frequently blurs the lines between business partner and competitor, 

whether with delivery partners like FedEx and UPS, or the companies that 

sell products on its site. As Amazon moves into more business areas, this 

will only happen more often.

DIGITAL CAPITALISM AND DISTRIBUTION

Beyond the retail fundamentals of offering a large selection at low prices, 

both Walmart and Amazon exemplify how digital communication and 

computing technologies have been deployed to feed capital’s “logic of 

acceleration.”78 Although Amazon is more popularly associated with digital 

capitalism, the way these companies use these tools is a significant point of 
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similarity. Even though the Walmart chain of stores was established in 1962, 

the company’s use of digital communication and computing technologies, 

including the world’s first corporate satellite network in the 1980s, has been 

a significant factor in its tremendous growth and market dominance (along 

with its efforts to keep wages as low as possible).79 In 1998, Walmart already 

was being hailed in business publications for “using computers to trans-

form the entire process of getting products to customers, all the way from 

the warehouse to Wal- mart’s welcome mats.”80

Digital communications and computing have sped up the conversion 

of capital from one form to another in its life cycle, which is key to capi-

tal accumulation— making capitalism “friction- free” in the words of Bill 

Gates.81 Digital communication plays a role in capital’s “logic of accel-

eration” in two ways, according to Vincent Manzerolle and Atle Mikkola 

Kjøsen: “First, it accelerates the actual moment of exchange by reducing 

latency and minimizing ‘wasted moments’; second, it produces transac-

tional data that can be used as a logistical resource to accelerate the circu-

lation of commodities.”82

Starting with the first type of acceleration, a consistent theme of Ama-

zon’s twenty- five- year history is promoting the convenience of its brand 

to the consumer, making consumption ever more frictionless. Amazon 

has dedicated itself to making it fast and painless to find, pay for, and sub-

sequently receive items of all kinds. In terms of accelerating the “actual 

moment of exchange,” or what we might imagine as the front end of fric-

tionless consumption, in 1997 Amazon filed a US patent for the “1- click 

technology” that shaves seconds off each purchase, reducing barriers to 

purchase by removing clicks or seconds during which a customer might 

change their mind.83 “1- click” meant that if you had already created an 

Amazon account and provided a default shipping address and credit card 

number, you could purchase a product with one click directly from the 

product page, a feature that still exists today with the button called “Buy 

Now.” The importance of winning the Buy Now button on a particular 

product page for which there are multiple sellers, also known as the “Buy 

Box” that includes the “Add to Cart” button, is made clear by the cottage 

industry of companies (Tinuiti, Feedvisor, and Buy Box Experts among 

them) that advise sellers on how to earn this advantage from Amazon. 

Given that an estimated 90 percent of sales on Amazon are via the Buy 
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Box, it’s a powerful carrot that Amazon uses to discipline sellers in areas 

such as their order defect rate, customer service quality metrics, price, 

fulfillment method and speed, and seller ratings from consumers. The 

ability to be a sponsored search result also hinges on qualifying for the 

Buy Box.84

Amazon has continued to focus on making online shopping as effort-

less as possible, with the introduction of the Amazon Dash button in 

2015, an app- enabled physical button that you could stick somewhere 

in your house where you would just push it to reorder an item you con-

sume regularly, such as laundry detergent or toilet paper.85 As the ability 

to order items verbally from Alexa reduced the need to even walk over 

to a Dash button and push it with your finger, the program was discon-

tinued in 2019. The zenith of automated, effortless shopping— requiring 

not even the breath required to say “Alexa”— are “smart” appliances that 

automatically reorder supplies such as dishwasher soap or trash bags as 

they sense them getting low, part of Amazon’s focus on the Internet of 

Things.86 And of course, like all e- tailers, the ability to shop anywhere 

anytime, through mobile technologies, makes purchasing a convenient 

24/7 possibility.

Amazon has also opened a hybrid online/offline version of the “friction-

less” shopping experience with Amazon Go, a grocery and grab- n- go store 

to which consumers gain entry using an Amazon Go mobile app. The “Just 

Walk Out” store model uses computer vision, weight scales, and machine 

learning technologies; the store charges the customer for anything they 

take off the shelves via the app on their smartphone.87 The system auto-

mates the processes of checking out and paying, no doubt also reducing 

second thoughts, sticker shock, and buyers’ remorse. This trend in retail-

ing, while still nascent at least in the United States, may prove to be a 

blow to retail workers who will see jobs disappear in the digital, automated 

economy.

Every piece of friction that Amazon removes speeds up the circuit of 

capital, making it more profitable by reducing inventory costs and encour-

aging more spending. Bundling also uses a service logic of convenience to 

capture ever more consumer activity under the Amazon umbrella. With 

the Prime membership, there’s a reduction in friction when an array of 

transactions and activities can take place with one provider that already 
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has your delivery information and payment information, and consoli-

dates all the “rewards” of membership. Whereas the purpose of “flow” 

on television was to keep the viewer on the channel for the purpose of 

selling their attention to advertisers,88 on Amazon the purpose is to dis-

courage comparison shopping on other sites, to purchase what you came 

for in the same visit, to purchase more than you came for (a goal for all 

retailers everywhere), and, similar to television, to expose you to in- store 

product marketing.

Walmart, in the meantime, is making efforts to offer convenience and 

ease to its customers as well. The ability to pick up online purchases in 

store and return them there as well introduces convenience to the regular 

Walmart shopper, and Walmart has ventured into curbside grocery pickup 

for internet- based orders, a development that became all the more relevant 

during the COVID- 19 pandemic, giving Walmart some competitive advan-

tage over Amazon.89 Overall, though, Walmart’s speed at the “moment 

of exchange” remains fairly comparable to all brick- and- mortar formats. 

It’s in the area of logistics and distribution that Walmart has really distin-

guished itself, leading the way in using transactional data to accelerate the 

circulation of commodities by having the right goods in the right stores 

for consumers at the right times, and by using these data as a “logistical 

resource” to shift economic and political power from manufacturers and 

product brands to itself. Relative to Sears’s heyday, digital communication 

and computing have taken much more of the guesswork out of what retail-

ers want to order, and the expectation for the speed of response has become 

much greater, shifting the risk substantially from retailers to producers. The 

ability to track purchases in real- time with SKUs (eight- digit stock- keeping 

units), and to predict future sales via search behavior and predictive ana-

lytics, has put retailers in a position to make much more specific demands 

on manufacturers. Amazon knows more about who buys manufacturers’ 

products and under what conditions than the manufacturers themselves 

do, and will make this data available only to a limited extent and at a con-

siderable price.90

This shift in power between retailers and manufacturers is part of what 

Edna Bonacich and Jake B. Wilson describe as a “logistics revolution” that 

started in the early 1980s, when information technology and computing 

power allowed companies to exert greater control over the entire supply 
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chain, beyond just delivering goods from A to B, but extending to “design 

and ordering, production, transportation and warehousing, sales, rede-

sign, and reordering” in order to “link supply to demand” as precisely 

as possible.91 Before logistics were supercharged by digital communica-

tion technologies, they were, of course, also key to previous distribution 

brands. One of Sears’s most celebrated executives was General Robert E. 

Wood, who drew on his military training in logistics— he was a veteran 

of World War I when he served as quartermaster- general— in his leader-

ship of the company.92 Logistics have been a major focus for Walmart 

and Amazon. Tensions ran high between the two companies in Amazon’s 

early years because of Bezos’s habit of poaching supply- chain manage-

ment executives from Walmart in order to use their expertise to develop 

Amazon’s own approach to warehousing and delivery.93

While both Walmart and Amazon exemplify how digital communi-

cation technologies have supercharged capital accumulation, Amazon 

has advantages as a digital platform that Walmart does not fully share. 

Walmart may have unlocked the importance of logistics and distribu-

tion to retail dominance, but the baton has now passed to Amazon in 

terms of pushing the envelope in ecommerce delivery times and using 

information technology, robotics, and economies of scale to extract more 

efficiency from the distribution process.

CONCLUSION— FROM DIGITAL CAPITALISM TO PLATFORM 
CAPITALISM

This chapter offers historical and contemporary context for understand-

ing Amazon as a distribution brand. What becomes clear when compar-

ing Amazon to other major distribution brands like Sears, USPS, UPS, and 

Walmart is that such brands are among the most powerful in our economy. 

When we think about brands we tend to default to product brands, but 

the economic and political power of distribution brands is tremendous, 

even if their very ubiquity leads us to take them for granted. Companies 

whose primary business is distribution employ the most people; shape our 

communities and consumer identities; hold disproportionate power over 

politics and governance; and wield great influence over the manufacture of 

products even if they don’t actually do it themselves. Distribution brands 
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structure the national and international consumer cultures in which 

we live.

It’s the very ubiquity and routine nature of a distribution brand like 

Amazon that fosters such consumer trust, even affection. A focus on ser-

vice cultivates affection by placing the consumer’s desire, convenience, 

and necessity at the center of every transaction, facilitated in no small part 

by the tools of digital capitalism. The distribution brand’s service identity 

also gives it flexibility, allowing a brand like Amazon to stretch into a 

long list of new products and services without much apparent hesitancy 

or puzzlement on the part of its customers. Like its partner UPS, Amazon 

may not be glamorous, but its very utilitarianism fosters trust and contrib-

utes to the idea that it’s part of the infrastructure of modern life.

What may have set Amazon apart from its predecessors and early com-

petitors was Jeff Bezos’s foresight into how the internet would eventually 

transform commerce, and his timing in getting in on the ground floor 

with a highly customer- focused service. Digital communication and com-

puting allow Amazon, Walmart, and other companies to take the prin-

ciples of capital accumulation and subject them to increased precision, 

greater predictability, and the ability to conquer space and time, in terms 

of the circulation of goods and information, on a global scale like never 

before. But beyond speeding up the circulation of capital, these technolo-

gies render change not just in degree, but in kind, too. This is a distinction 

that Bezos recognized early on in his career, when his experience with the 

internet caused him to seek out an employment opportunity with a com-

pany that not only would take advantage of the “first phase of automa-

tion,” where “you use technology to do the same old business processes, 

simply faster and more efficiently,” but also would embrace the “second 

phase of automation,” where “you can fundamentally change the under-

lying business process and do things in a completely new way.”94

Although this chapter looks at the similarities between Amazon and 

other distribution brands, there are also divergences that arise from the 

ability of primarily digital companies like Amazon to operate as platforms. 

One example of this divergence is that in its early days, Amazon was fun-

damentally a “middle man” between book publishers and distributors 

and customers, just like the Sears catalogue had been in its early days, but 

with the advantage of speed of communication and payment (“first order 
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automation”). However, as the size of Amazon’s customer base grew, and 

the tendency of customers to return again and again due to an emphasis 

on customer service became clear, Amazon realized it had a “platform” to 

vastly extend its product offerings and monetize those “eyeballs” above and 

beyond retail sales. As former employee James Marcus put it, “A crowd that 

big was itself a commodity.”95 In this respect Amazon starts to diverge from 

the principles of distribution brands established by the Sears and maybe 

even the Walmarts of the world, although Walmart is emulating Amazon 

by moving into online retailing and capturing detail about in- store con-

sumer purchases through app tracking and mobile banking technologies.96

Amazon has shown greater malleability with its brand and business 

areas than we’ve seen with previous distribution brands. Although Sears 

became the “everything store” in terms of product categories, it didn’t 

stretch as far into whole new services as Amazon has done, including its 

own brand- name electronics, entertainment, and cloud services. Ama-

zon’s ability to do this demonstrates the multiple ways that a platform 

can function. On the one hand, the consumer and transactional data that 

Amazon has mined— based on sales of not only its own retail inventory, 

but also all its Marketplace sellers— gives it unmatched, time- sensitive 

market intelligence to help it sell targeted advertising and identify new 

business areas. On the other hand, Amazon’s relationship with consum-

ers as a trusted service brand gives it the malleability and reputational 

capital to move into new products and services. Amazon’s rapid rise to 

dominance as a distribution brand, and the ways that it is rewriting many 

of the rules for the distribution of products, advertising, and entertain-

ment, have implications beyond those specific industries, as explored in 

the subsequent chapters of this book.
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Amazon does not have a mascot or image associated with the company 

apart from its logos, which mostly feature the eponymous “Amazon” 

(or increasingly, “Prime”) and the curved arrow that looks like a smile. 

Whereas Amazon’s branding is quite utilitarian, some consumers have 

stepped in to create, circulate, and cherish their own Amazon character— 

Amazon box robot or Danbo (see figure 2.1). Based on a character made 

out of cardboard boxes that appeared in a 2006 issue of a manga comic by 

Japanese artist Kiyohiko Azuma, by 2009 versions of the cardboard robot 

featuring the amazon . com . jp logo were appearing online in meme- like 

fashion.1 The publisher even partnered with a toy company to produce a 

physical version for purchase.2

The many photos of this character online and even published in photo 

books show great affection for this sweet, funny, sometimes melancholy 

robot named Danbo made out of Amazon boxes, vividly illustrating that 

brands are a co- production using the symbolic, physical, and experiential 

materials provided by a company and the affective investments made 

by consumers.3 Danbo draws our attention to the Amazon box itself as 

a powerful way that this ecommerce company connects with consum-

ers through material objects. In 2017 through 2019 the affection that 

Amazon knows its consumers have for the branded smile boxes was 

2
THE BOX: DISTRIBUTION FETISHISM 
AND THE MATERIALITIES OF 
ECOMMERCE
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incorporated into holiday ads, with the people sending, receiving, pack-

ing, and delivering boxes, as well as the boxes themselves via their ani-

mated smiles, singing feel- good songs like Solomon Burke’s “Everybody 

Needs Somebody to Love,” Supertramp’s “Give a Little Bit,” and Michael 

Jackson’s “Can You Feel It.”4 In most of these ads, the people very much 

fade into the background relative to the singing boxes.5

Amazon box robot Danbo and the singing Amazon boxes could hardly 

be better illustrations of commodity fetishism, a concept we get from Karl 

Marx in which he observes that in capitalism we develop social relation-

ships with things, such as a box, and material relationships with the people 

who produce those things through their labor, in this case the hundreds of 

thousands of people who work for Amazon.6 Since Marx was focused on our 

relationships with commodities themselves, and since Amazon is known 

primarily for delivering those commodities to us, I argue that Amazon 

cultivates distribution fetishism. This concept aims to capture how Ama-

zon’s branding techniques encourage a personalized, affective relationship 

between consumer and brand, while discouraging attention to the labor 

2.1 Danbo, photograph by Ravi Shah, 2015. Source: Flickr, May 11, 2015, https:// www 
. flickr . com / photos / ravi - shah / 16986127764 .  Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic 
license (https:// creativecommons . org / licenses / by / 2 . 0 / ).
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and materialities that underlie heretofore unprecedented short delivery 

times. Marx’s concept of commodity fetishism observes that commodities 

are “mysterious things” because we misrecognize their exchange value, or 

their price, as inhering somehow in the thing itself, when exchange value 

is actually a function of the labor required to produce that commodity. By 

obscuring the way exchange values represent a society’s division of labor, 

Marx argues that commodities fetishize the true relations and conditions 

of production.7 In the hands of Amazon, distribution is doubly fetishized, 

not just through the mysterious nature of exchange value, but because the 

costs of distribution are routinely hidden from the customer. Prime mem-

bers don’t pay anything for delivery of millions of Prime- eligible products, 

and nonmembers don’t pay if they spend more than $25.

The very nature of Amazon’s services— it is possible to interact with 

the brand on a daily basis, but never interact with one of its employees— 

paves the way for this fetishism (Mark Andrejevic describes Amazon as a 

“fetishizing machine”), but it’s a mindset that Amazon has also encour-

aged through its branded communications.8 The inverse of the intensity 

that people experience as they anticipate and then receive their pack-

ages is their general lack of awareness of the physical infrastructures 

and human effort that it took for those packages to arrive. The way that 

Amazon encourages consumer engagement with the box rather than the 

human beings who work for the company came into relief during the 

COVID- 19 pandemic when widespread consumer and press attention to 

the risks faced by Amazon fulfillment and delivery workers demanded a 

different promotional approach. The ads running on television in 2020 

focused on Amazon’s workers, particularly in the fulfillment centers, per-

suading the consumer that they were happy in their work and, eventu-

ally, wearing masks and gloves.9 Rather than being relatively anonymous 

people who are only glimpsed as they move an Amazon smile box from 

A to B, as had previously been typical of Amazon ads, the camera lin-

gered on these workers at head and shoulders, with boxes only appearing 

incidentally in shots and not in closeup. In “Delivering Rainbows” from 

April 2020, we see something quite rare for an Amazon ad— an interac-

tion between a customer and an Amazon employee, as a young girl draws 

a rainbow thank- you with sidewalk chalk for her delivery person, and 

then waves to him safely through the window as he drops off a package.10
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COVID- 19 did more to disrupt commodity fetishism, including distri-

bution fetishism, than many a Marxist essay or think- piece. If commodity 

fetishism mystifies the societal division of labor that allows for intensive 

production and distribution, then the pandemic forces the consumer into 

greater awareness and (one hopes) concern for the workers who have 

fallen ill or died due to their work meat processing, cherry picking, or 

packing Amazon boxes. Whereas workers had been the background to the 

ubiquitous Amazon box, now boxes faded into the background as Amazon 

sought to reassure the public that its workers were safe and happy to be 

fulfilling consumer desires (while ongoing reports and allegations attest to 

the contrary). Amazon would rise to the challenge— “doing everything we 

can to get you what you need, and doing everything we can to keep our 

people safe”— presented as mutually achievable goals.11 By October 2020, 

however, Amazon revealed that at least twenty thousand of its warehouse 

and Whole Foods workers had been tested or presumed positive with the 

virus, and as of this writing Amazon is under investigation by at least two 

states for putting its warehouse workers at risk for the virus.12

While a key part of Amazon’s business model is reducing friction in 

purchasing and time from click to ship to delivery, consumers— during 

regular times— are largely discouraged from knowing about or reflecting 

on the infrastructure, labor, and energy that it takes to deliver their goods 

in unprecedented short delivery windows. Sociologist David W. Hill calls 

this a “cognitive injury” inflicted on users, which promotes “a mode of 

unconscious consumption that dislocates buying online from the geog-

raphy of fulfillment.”13 Rather than the materialities and labor of fulfill-

ment, as consumers we tend to focus on what we can see and touch: the 

Amazon smile box. While the box is representationally extremely simple, 

it is central to the interactions and literal touches that Amazon has with 

consumers.

We often focus on the immaterial aspects of tech companies like Ama-

zon. Digital communication is understood to be “virtual,” “in the cloud”— 

its instantaneity and the ubiquity of wireless, mobile connectivity making 

it seem as if it were without weight or form. Scholars have made impor-

tant correctives to the tendency to imagine digital communication this 

way, bringing attention to the necessary hardware; cables, satellites, and 

cell towers; data centers; resources and infrastructure for electricity; and 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



THE BOX 55

e- waste.14 Beyond the physical materiality of networked digital media 

are the other ways that it becomes infrastructural, in the sense of being 

a foundational but often invisible layer of “how things are done” that 

shapes and constrains human activity. Amazon is becoming infrastruc-

tural in the sense of its outsized role in information distribution, be it 

cloud computing or book sales, making many of us dependent on the 

company to get information or stuff. But it’s also infrastructural in the 

way its market dominance makes it a setter of standards.15 Standards are 

an inescapable aspect of infrastructure; as Susan Leigh Star and Geof-

frey Bowker wrote, “Standards undergird our potential for action in the 

world, both political and scientific; they make the infrastructure possi-

ble.”16 From shipping speeds, to packaging specifications, to wages, Ama-

zon’s impact on standards that structure wide swathes of activity make 

its influence more akin to governance than private activity. Building on 

the efforts of scholars of digital capitalism and infrastructure studies, this 

chapter considers physical and labor infrastructures that are necessary for 

Amazon to distribute its digital and physical products.

Given my argument about distribution fetishism, I also examine how 

Amazon does make visible aspects of its distribution process, through its 

fulfillment center tours and its consumer- facing sustainability programs. 

I consider some of the limitations of these efforts at transparency, as well 

as question the common assumption that transparency, particularly visual 

transparency, will be transformative. As Mike Ananny and Kate Crawford 

put it, “The implicit assumption behind calls for transparency is that seeing 

a phenomenon creates opportunities and obligations to make it account-

able and thus to change it.”17 I suggest that, rather than through transpar-

ency, finding ways to rematerialize our experience and understanding of 

digital products and services would be a more effective way of combating 

distribution fetishism.

THE BROWN BOX

Amazon’s branded box has become its most powerful representation, 

symbolizing the primary relationship that most consumers have with 

Amazon as an online retailer. The affective rewards of consistently receiv-

ing personally selected merchandise in a surprisingly short time frame is 
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expressed in the cultural resonance of, and affection for the Amazon box 

itself. In 2000 the smiling arrow became part of Amazon’s logo, and was 

put on its boxes in order to make every delivery a branding opportunity.18

For most consumers, Amazon has become the brand that delivers, in 

both the literal and figurative senses of the word. The box encapsulates 

Amazon’s brand promise to deliver smiles to our doorsteps— something 

the company rarely says with words, but communicates on every branded 

box and envelope. The seeming humility of the brown cardboard box 

belies the scale and nature of the company’s impact on retail, as well as 

the attention and effort that Amazon has put into its packaging, given its 

role as the most powerful “touchpoint” between consumer and brand. 

Amazon’s attention to packaging anticipated the rise of both functionality 

and design in business- to- consumer packaging as ecommerce exploded in 

the first two decades of the twenty- first century. As one observer puts it, 

“In the era of e- commerce, boxes are the new storefront.”19

In order to “delight” its customers in that ever- so important moment 

of box opening (a pleasure for the ecommerce age captured in the You-

Tube genre of “unboxing” videos), Amazon has demanded that its sup-

pliers create packaging that can withstand the stresses of shipping and 

protect the products within, while also optimizing the “user experience” 

as they receive and open the box. Asking for bespoke box dimensions 

that accommodate its most commonly purchased products, Amazon 

has also pushed the packaging industry to provide new “dunnage” 

solutions— materials that can keep products secure within the box— to 

protect items as they travel. The company pioneered the use of gummed 

or water- activated reinforced paper tape, which allows for vivid branded 

graphics to be printed on it, is more hardy and tamper- proof than tra-

ditional sticky tape, and can enter the recycling stream along with the 

box.20 Amazon uses the tape to turn its boxes into promotional material 

for more than just the overall Amazon brand, but specific products and 

services, in particular listing the benefits of Prime such as free two- day 

shipping and Prime Video.

The most prominent program demonstrating Amazon’s attention to the 

box as a significant touchpoint for consumers is Frustration- Free Packag-

ing, launched in 2008 in response to consumer concerns about both the 

frustration and ostentatious waste in the way many goods were packaged.21 
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The program extends beyond the box that Amazon itself uses to pack the 

item to the way the manufacturer packs the product in its own box, with 

the goal that sometimes Amazon doesn’t need to put the item in an addi-

tional box to ship it at all. Product packaging is generally designed to make 

a visual impact on a store shelf as well as discourage store theft, but the 

needs of the online consumer are different.22 Amazon encourages compa-

nies to package their goods differently for purchase online compared to its 

products destined for brick- and- mortar stores, so that the package overall 

will be smaller, use fewer materials (plastic in particular), and be easier to 

open.

Today, Frustration- Free Packaging is just one tier of three packaging certi-

fications that vendors who wish to have their products shipped by Amazon 

must qualify for or, as of 2019, be charged $1.99 per unit. Frustration- Free 

is the top tier, “comprising packaging that ships in its own vendor- supplied 

packaging with no overbox required, is easy- to- open, and is made from 

100% curbside- recyclable materials.” Tier 2 is Shipped In Own Container 

(SIOC), meaning that Amazon again doesn’t have to pack it in a new 

box, but the packaging doesn’t have to be as easy to open as Tier 1 or be 

100 percent recyclable. Finally, Tier 3— “Prep- Free Packaging”— means that 

Amazon will place the item in an Amazon box, but the product will not 

require any extra prep work in terms of wrapping or bagging.23 Sellers have 

to get the Tier 1 and 2 certifications from the International Safe Transit 

Association, an independent organization that nevertheless certifies spe-

cifically for shipping via Amazon, subjecting packaged goods to drops and 

vibrations to ensure that products will arrive intact. Given Amazon’s con-

trol of the ecommerce market, its certification regimes for sellers amount to 

more than just the demand of one client, but rather a form of governance 

for packaging and manufacturing industries as a whole. In response to this 

concentration of power, consumer- packaged goods companies formed the 

E- Com Packaging Council in 2019, a trade group aimed at making the 

“conversation” about ecommerce packaging standards “two- way,” given 

that it was being “dictated in large part by the big retailers” like Amazon.24

Amazon’s focus on the box and packaging is rooted in a recognition of 

the affective nature of the moment when the consumer actually touches 

something from the brand. In chapter 1 I described how Amazon has 

worked to make the act of consumption as frictionless as possible. But 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



58 CHAPTER 2

beyond speeding up the actual act of purchase, Amazon wants to remove 

friction from the back end of consumption— or how goods get to us once 

they are ordered. For Amazon, as well as for many ecommerce companies, 

the circulation of physical matter through space and time still matters, 

even as other forms of circulation— of money, of communication— happen 

virtually. On this point, Manzerolle and Kjøsen write, quoting Marx, “The 

circulation of capital proceeds in space and time. As capital extends itself 

in space and strives to make the earth into a market, capital tries to ‘anni-

hilate this space with time,’ i.e. to reduce to a minimum time spent in 

motion from one place to another.”25 “Annihilating space with time” is a 

fitting description of how Amazon has deployed logistics to deliver almost 

any combination of items to its customers in astonishingly small time 

frames, thereby putting tremendous pressure on the retail industry as a 

whole, both online and brick- and- mortar.

As David Harvey has argued, information technologies have reduced 

the amount of time it takes to make decisions and circulate information 

globally; simultaneously advances in transportation networks and coor-

dination along with their shrinking costs have enabled a “time- space 

compression” that serves capital.26 According to John Durham Peters, the 

forms of media that allow coordination across space and time are “logis-

tical media.”27 Peters argues that since these communicative forms have 

“no content . . .  they often seem neutral and given— something that gives 

them extraordinary power,”28 similar to Paul N. Edwards’s observation 

that the technologies and networks that “are the connective tissues and 

circulatory systems of modernity” nevertheless become invisible to us as 

they become infrastructural.29 Edwards argues that a key term for under-

standing infrastructure is “flow,” and that in modernity it is the increased 

volume and speed of various kinds of flows that we have come to depend 

on and yet find unremarkable.30 Taking for granted the “flow” of a mind- 

boggling array of goods produced all over the world to our doorsteps is at 

the heart of distribution fetishism.

Fast and trackable home delivery is not incidental to an ecommerce 

giant like Amazon— it’s central to the business model and consumer expe-

rience. In 2002, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos essentially canceled the advertis-

ing budget for the company in favor of offering free shipping for orders 

over ninety- nine dollars (at the time; that number went down later), on 
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the assumption— correct, as it turned out— that consumers’ “delight” with 

the reliable, fast, and free shipping experience would drive repeat orders 

and positive word of mouth.31 With catalogue shopping, customers were 

used to a three- to- five- day timeframe for delivery of goods, typically with 

a shipping charge.32 But in 2005, when Amazon launched the Prime mem-

bership with free two- day shipping on many of its items, the ecommerce 

world received a shock, and scrambled to catch up.33 Since then, Amazon 

introduced Prime Now in some urban areas, where goods can be delivered 

in an hour or two, and a standard one- day shipping for Prime members on 

millions of items in 2019. Clearly, Amazon has driven industry standards 

and consumer expectations of unprecedented shipping speeds.

The two- day shipping promise in 2005 was possible only because Ama-

zon had turned its attention seriously to the problem of logistics in the 

early 2000s. Some of the notable moments in this story include: Amazon 

concluding that it would have to develop its own fulfillment centers and 

distribution processes in order to be able to make and deliver on fast ship-

ping promises;34 designing its own software and fulfillment center machin-

ery to speed up packing times;35 using algorithms not just to transform 

packing within warehouses, but also to figure out how products should 

be distributed across fulfillment centers;36 developing productivity soft-

ware for fulfillment center employees in order to precisely monitor their 

speed and movements;37 introducing robots to do some of the fulfillment 

center work;38 acquiring Whole Foods Market, which comes with its own 

brick- and- mortar distribution network, product storage space, and Amazon 

lockers; the 2019 rollout of Amazon Hub Counter, which directs custom-

ers to Amazon lockers or pick- up points at brick- and- mortar retailers like 

Rite Aid;39 investing in its own delivery systems including fleets of planes 

and trucks;40 developing Amazon Flex, an Uber- style, gig- economy deliv-

ery program; and preparing to launch both delivery drones and autono-

mous delivery vehicles, now undergoing beta testing.41 Thanks to being its 

best customer, in 2014 Amazon was able to arrange Sunday delivery in the 

United States with the United States Postal Service— a first.42

While digital communication technologies have played a large role 

in the logistics revolution, capital investments are also required to put 

into place the warehousing and transportation infrastructures necessary 

to deliver millions of packages a year. As of 2019, Amazon reported that it 
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had “110 fulfillment centers, 100 delivery stations, and 20 air gateways” in 

the United States, with many more planned for construction even before 

the COVID- 19 pandemic supercharged demand.43 Whenever Amazon 

builds new facilities or moves into existing warehouse space, that has a 

major impact on the local community, in terms of traffic and employment. 

On the flip side, if the company moves operations and leaves a commu-

nity, as it did in Coffeyville, Kansas, where it leased a warehouse space from 

1999 to 2014, it can be devastating to the local economy and job market.44 

All tech companies have geographic footprints and material elements to 

their products and services, be it in the form of the required devices, tele-

communications connectivity, energy, or labor. But Amazon’s ecommerce 

operations require tremendous infrastructure and logistics capabilities in 

order to execute the activity— swift delivery of stuff— on which it has built 

so much consumer trust. Consumer disconnection from these materialities 

is at the core of distribution fetishism.

DISTRIBUTION FETISHISM AND THE MATERIALITY  
OF ECOMMERCE

I conceptualize consumer preoccupation with short shipping times and 

relative ignorance of the infrastructure, labor, and environmental impacts 

that make them possible as distribution fetishism. This move is consis-

tent with Sarah Sharma’s call to attend to “power- chronography,” which 

refers to “the interdependent and inequitable relations of temporal dif-

ference that are compressed deep within the social fabric,” and involves 

“the structural politics of time and space, specifically the different bodies 

and labor that are reorchestrated to elevate and valorize our media forms 

over most of humanity.”45 Building on Sharma’s view, we should recog-

nize that the online shopper has been granted a “privileged itinerary,” 

the spectacularization of which should not obscure the way others’ time 

and space have been “reorchestrated” in order to make such an itinerary 

possible.46

As the labor of logistics and distribution becomes ever more crucial in 

an economy intent on accelerating the circuit of capital, it is too easy to 

fetishize time— the surprisingly small amounts of time required for online 
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orders to reach us— and mystify space along with the infrastructure and 

labor that it takes to “annihilate” it. The reality and materiality of all 

these goods moving through space arguably has been lost as we experi-

ence them only via the metric of time— “three to five business days,” 

“two- day shipping,” “one- day shipping,” and even “two- hour delivery.” 

Power- chronography, the antidote to distribution fetishism, encourages 

us to resist the normalization of the “time- starved subject” and see how a 

company like Amazon helps to produce such a subject through the very 

services it offers and how it markets them.47 Free two- day shipping is part 

of that subjectification, as are the numerous communicative “touches” 

regarding shipping— the email that tells you your item has been shipped, 

the push alert letting you know when it will arrive, the ability to “track” 

the location of your shipment at any time, and the final push alert indi-

cating its arrival. While most of the distribution processes are invisible to 

the consumer, Amazon increasingly encourages visibility and consumer 

engagement with the “last mile,” sending frequent updates, maps, and 

even images of delivered items in order to build anticipation and satisfac-

tion for a successfully completed purchase (see figure 2.2).

Productivity techniques and surveillance on fulfillment center work-

ers is a “reorchestration” that produces this “privileged itinerary.”48 The 

convenience and gratification of fast shipping is only possible because 

of tremendous pressure on distribution workers to achieve ever greater 

rates of efficiency in picking, sorting, and delivering packages. Amazon 

has developed extensive surveillance and productivity techniques that 

keep intense pressure up for being on time, taking short breaks, and meet-

ing increasingly tough speed targets on the pain of being fired.49 Digital 

tracking technologies that show exactly how quickly and efficiently indi-

vidual workers perform are a key element in extracting maximum value. 

One former Amazon employee reports having a rate of 300 items per 

hour— she was expected to remove an item from its box and stow it every 

eleven seconds, throughout the day.50 Just as Amazon warehouse workers 

increasingly work side by side with robots, so too is the robot becom-

ing an aspirational model for human employment— being programma-

ble and never getting sick, requiring rest, or desiring autonomy or social 

interaction. Journalists who have gone undercover to work in Amazon 
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warehouses, as well as former employees, report that the techniques 

aimed at maximizing workers’ every movement take a tremendous phys-

ical and psychological toll, a trend playing out across low- wage work-

places. A recent investigation by Reveal from the Center for Investigative 

Reporting, based on records from a subset of Amazon’s US fulfillment 

centers, showed that they have more than double the industry- average 

injury rate (Amazon claims this is because it documents injuries more 

than the industry as a whole), testifying to the human costs of the relent-

less drive for productivity, even in the context of strict rules and strong 

internal messaging about safety.51

2.2 Smartphone push alerts from Amazon for a delivery. Screenshots and alterations by 
author.
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Companies and individuals that contract with Amazon to deliver pack-

ages are under similar time pressures and surveillance regimes. Last- mile 

delivery is where Amazon does most of its contracting— with individuals 

through the Amazon Flex program or with third- party contractors through 

the Delivery Service Providers program. Delivery workers have alleged 

a major speedup over recent years in the number of packages they are 

expected to deliver per shift— from between 80 and 150 formerly to 250 

now and, in peak seasons, 400.52 Along with this speedup workers report 

not being allowed to take breaks or stop for meals, feeling pressure to work 

on days off and while sick, routinely needing to drive longer than a nine- 

hour day, and wage theft. Just as fulfillment center workers have reported 

that some workers urinate in a bottle to save time walking to a bathroom, 

so multiple accounts from contract delivery drivers suggest that they are 

also eliminating in bottles or buckets in their trucks in order to keep up 

with the schedule. Similar to its warehouse workers, Amazon tracks drivers 

using handheld devices known as “rabbits,” meaning that these subcon-

tracted workers are given their routes and directly surveilled by Amazon 

just as Amazon employees are.53 In the case of drivers, many of them are 

not directly employed by Amazon, so the pressure on the company then 

becomes to conduct adequate oversight of their partners, to whom they 

simultaneously make high demands in terms of results. Speeding and 

ignoring stop signs have been reported as a common practice. The public 

safety issues associated with Amazon’s fast delivery promises occasionally 

come to prominence with major accidents, such as in 2019 when a driver 

contracted to deliver Amazon packages killed a baby in a car that he rear- 

ended in Maine, attributed to the driver’s excessive speed and inattention 

as he tried to keep up with Amazon’s demanding delivery benchmarks.54 

When incidents such as this occur, Amazon is insulated from legal liability 

since the drivers work for subcontractors rather than the company itself.55 

The subcontracting arrangement as well as the size of the vans means 

that Amazon’s delivery program is not subject to regulatory oversight and 

record- keeping requirements as most of its large delivery partners includ-

ing UPS are.56

Productivity pressures on the workforce are no surprise to those who 

have studied the logistics industry. Bonacich and Wilson complain, “While 

the return of sweatshops in production has received considerable attention 
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at both the global and local levels and critiques are emerging about the 

labor practices regarding their sales workers by the giant retailers, dete-

riorating conditions for logistics workers have mainly gone unnoticed.”57 

Because these positions are framed as low- skilled, often temporary in peak 

seasons, and often located in communities with few employment oppor-

tunities, despite excesses and abuses coming to light with some frequency, 

there has been little success to date in organizing workers, at least in the 

United States. Part of the issue is that workers facing poor or dangerous 

working conditions often are not Amazon employees but rather, they work 

for subcontractors, such as in last- mile delivery operations. A 2019 report 

from the National Council for Occupational Safety and Health, a US- based 

advocacy organization, found that six workers who had died in the prior 

six months all worked for other companies subcontracting with Amazon, 

including a construction firm and an air cargo service.58 The lack of union-

ization among Amazon warehouse workers reflects a broader decline in 

unions. The most prominent effort to unionize American Amazon workers 

to date was the vote to join the Retail, Wholesale, and Department Store 

Union at a fulfillment center in Bessemer, Alabama. Although the vote was 

lost decisively in April 2021, the campaign gained some traction because 

even though the warehouse— which opened in 2020— brought good wages 

to the area, the productivity quotas and working conditions (especially 

during the pandemic) produced interest in greater protections and voice 

for workers.59

Another reorchestration that facilitates consumers’ transformed rela-

tionship to delivery time is the shift in the labor force from retail to ware-

house and delivery- related employment. Although such shifts are often 

presented as benign— merely the inevitable evolution of work in the digital 

economy— the specifics reveals that (a) fulfillment centers are not necessar-

ily in the communities losing retail jobs, and (b) require very different skill 

sets, making it difficult for a laid- off retail worker to merely transition into 

fulfillment center employment.60 Given the scale of retail employment in 

the United States— at 4.3 million people working in retail sales in 2019, the 

largest occupation in the country61— the seeming lack of political concern 

about the steep decline in retail employment is likely linked to several fac-

tors: its lack of connection to particular geographic areas, the feminized 
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nature of retail work, the existing casualization and lack of benefits in retail 

employment, and the relative dearth of organized labor in retail.

Further, there is growing evidence that advances in automation are 

reducing the dependence of distribution companies like Amazon on human 

labor over time,62 despite ongoing public relations efforts from the com-

pany emphasizing the need for skilled human oversight over warehouse 

robots.63 Amazon acquired the robotics company Kiva in 2012. Unlike the 

sweet, anthropomorphic Amazon box robot Danbo, Kiva robots are boxy, 

low to the ground machines— like a large Roomba— designed to move very 

quickly around the warehouse. Instead of employees walking the aisles to 

pick up items, the robot brings the shelves containing those items to the 

“picker,” who selects the correct item for each order while standing in one 

place. In fulfillment centers where the robots are used, they reportedly 

reduce the time it takes to pack an order from an hour and a half to fifteen 

minutes.64 As much as some reporting suggests that work in Amazon ware-

houses can be stressful and dehumanizing, simultaneously other report-

ing raises concerns about the loss of these jobs due to Amazon’s efforts in 

automation, highlighting how the need for jobs in many communities is 

so high that whether jobs are good or safe is a secondary consideration.65

“Distribution fetishism” helps explain the palpable sense of shock, dis-

gust, and shame expressed in responses to investigative journalism that 

pulls the curtain back on Amazon’s labor practices. One such instance 

was in August 2015, when the New York Times published the feature titled 

“Inside Amazon: Wrestling Big Ideas in a Bruising Workplace” by Jodi 

Kantor and David Streitfeld. In contrast to the supposed glamour of work-

ing in tech, and the presumption that well- educated, privileged technol-

ogy workers enjoyed a pleasant, even fun workplace, the broadly sourced 

article detailed a dark side to working at Amazon. “Even as the company 

tests delivery by drone and ways to restock toilet paper at the push of a 

bathroom button, it is conducting a little- known experiment in how far 

it can push white- collar workers, redrawing the boundaries of what is 

acceptable,” the authors wrote. They described a 24/7 work culture where 

evenings, weekends, and family time are not respected; a culture show-

ing very little tolerance for workers who need time off or a lighter load 

due to family or personal illness; and a culture of back- stabbing where 
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people are encouraged to identify and ice out team members they per-

ceive as “weak,” with tools such as anonymous communication channels 

to managers designed just for that purpose. Another memorable insight 

came from a former employee who said, “Nearly every person I worked 

with, I saw cry at their desk.” Just as fulfillment center employees are 

asked to embrace actual robots as coworkers and emulate their machinic 

efficiency, employees in the Amazon offices aspire to be “Amabots,” a 

term that has come to mean “you have become at one with the system.”66

The piece caused a major stir, and was the most commented- on article 

in the history of nytimes . com at the time.67 Many Amazon customers who 

commented were horrified, disgusted, and ashamed about their support of 

a company whose behavior resembled an emotional abuser, to paraphrase 

a number of comments. As one reader wrote, “Why does Amazon treat its 

customers better than its employees? And why do we, as customers, enable 

that?”68 The strength of the affective relationship that people have with 

Amazon made the contradiction between the experiences of its workers 

and the experiences of its customers all the more jarring. Other Amazon 

customers and employees were dismissive, particularly of the naivete of 

people who had not considered what it might take to deliver almost any-

thing to their homes in the (at the time) Prime membership standard of 

two business days. The fallout continued in the press for months, with 

Amazon chief Jeff Bezos first professing his shock at the article and affirma-

tion that the reported practices were not part of Amazon’s culture,69 and 

later denouncing the piece as biased and overly dependent on the accounts 

of disgruntled former employees.70

As Kantor and Streitfeld wrote, “Tens of millions of Americans know 

Amazon as customers, but life inside its corporate offices is largely a mys-

tery.”71 While Amazon will go to great lengths to cultivate loyalty with 

its consumers, their reporting as well as a number of behind- the- scenes 

trade books about Amazon suggest that the company views employees as 

a renewable resource, and therefore, disposable. Former editorial employee 

James Marcus, for example, reveals that his contract contained a Job- 

Related Stress clause that indemnified Amazon against any related damages 

sought by the employee or their relatives as a result of the “high degree 

of job- related stress” that could reasonably be expected.72 A culture of 

worker disposability also comes through in reporting on how Amazon has 
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responded to deaths occurring in its fulfillment centers, such that many 

fellow employees are not informed, or when they are, they’re expected to 

return immediately to work.73 The impression that workers are viewed as 

disposable came to a head during the COVID- 19 pandemic, when Ama-

zon’s secrecy over how many of its warehouse and Whole Foods workers 

were contracting or dying from the disease converged with the surge of 

participation in Black Lives Matter protests.74 Although Amazon’s public 

support for Black Lives Matter, on its website and in statements from Jeff 

Bezos, was laudable, this political support sat uneasily with the possibility 

that the bottom line took precedence over worker safety. Almost half of 

Amazon’s nonmanagement workforce in 2020 were Black/African Ameri-

can and Hispanic/Latinx, populations that have been disproportionately 

harmed by COVID- 19.75

Whereas Amazon’s earlier history arguably saw fairly complete distribu-

tion fetishism, in terms of a lack of public curiosity and engagement with 

the infrastructure and labor of fulfillment and delivery, recent years— even 

pre- pandemic— saw the rise of more consumers, and certainly the press, 

becoming distribution- curious. Amazon is aware of people’s curiosity but 

also their concern given the negative press and word of mouth about work-

ing conditions for Amazon employees. The company has responded by 

offering public tours of its fulfillment centers.

A PEEK THROUGH THE CURTAIN: FULFILLMENT CENTER TOURS

In August 2019 I attended a fulfillment center tour at YYZ4, a facility near 

the Toronto airport in Brampton, Ontario. Toward the end of the tour, visi-

tors were invited to get their picture taken. The device that took the picture 

was a tablet embedded in a standalone pillar about five feet tall. After stand-

ing in a designated spot on an elevated walkway above conveyers leading 

to the loading docks, the picture was taken, after which we approved the 

pictures and had them sent to us.

The picture (figure 2.3) bears a synecdochic relation to Amazon’s 

approach to making its behind- the- scenes processes visible in response to 

bad press about working conditions. The picture does show the inside of a 

fulfillment center, and indexes the fact that I, an interested member of the 

public, entered and toured the facility. In fact, there are a good number of 
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fulfillment centers in North America and Europe offering these tours, with 

an array of days and times that people can choose to attend the seventy- 

five-  to ninety- minute event. I had previously attended a tour at the BOS7 

Fulfillment Center in Fall River, Massachusetts. While Fall River is a non-

sortable facility, meaning that it receives and sorts larger items that require 

human workers to stow and pick them without the assistance of robots, 

the Toronto facility is sortable, meaning that products are sixteen inches 

or smaller, so they can fit into fairly small storage bins, and robotics are 

integral to the stowing and picking processes. Both tours began with a 

welcome from the tour guide and assistants in a conference room custom- 

built for this purpose. After an overview from the tour guide and safety 

2.3 Instagram- ready photo of the author taken by the automatic photo booth at the 
YYZ4 Fulfillment Center in Brampton, Ontario.
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instructions, tour members donned visitors’ badges, headphones, and a 

receiver that would allow us to hear the mic- ed voice of the tour guide 

over the din of the fulfillment center.

Both tours were fact- filled. For example, the BOS7 Fulfillment Center is 

1.3 million square feet, or more than twenty- four football fields large, car-

ries 400,000 distinct items, fulfills 40,000– 50,000 orders per day, and has 

1,300 employees. The YYZ4 Fulfillment Center is 850,000 square feet with 

2,000 employees; it has 50,000 yellow totes that transport products from 

inventory to packing. We also received a lot of information about the 

benefits of Amazon employment: starting wage of fifteen dollars an hour 

($15.75 CAD), immediate access to health insurance, 95 percent of educa-

tion costs paid in predefined “high demand” careers such as nursing and 

long- haul trucking, and across- the- board twenty- week parental leave.

Apart from the unloading of trucks, because of the hard hats and safety 

boots required in that setting, we were taken on the chronological tour 

that a product would take in the fulfillment process, from inbound to out-

bound. First, newly delivered products are stowed on racks or in bins. In the 

nonsortable facility employees accomplish this with forklifts that deposit 

plastic- wrapped pallets onto fifty- five- foot storage racks, a task undertaken 

at other facilities by a robot called a “robo- stow.” In sortable facilities a 

stower has a rolling rack with a random assortment of products, and a 

seven-  or eight- foot- tall yellow shelving unit, called a “pod,” filled with 

coded bins of different sizes is brought to them by a Kiva robot. A computer 

system then instructs the stower what to shelve where; a portable scanner 

confirms that a given product has been placed into a given bin. Once the 

product itself and the bin location have been scanned, the product is offi-

cially in “inventory” and will appear on the Amazon site.

We also observed the picking process in both facilities, where an 

employee finds a given item (supplied again by the software) and col-

lects it into a bin that is destined for the packing stations. In the sortable 

facility the Kiva robots line up the pods with the needed products and 

the picker selects each product as instructed, scans it, and places it into a 

yellow tote. In the nonsortable facility, the process is a bit more spectacu-

lar. The pickers operate forklifts that lift them up as high as fifty- five feet, 

so they can select a specific item from a given pallet. From there, picked 

items are conveyed to the packing stations.
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At the packing station, the packer is instructed what to put in each box 

and what size box to use, and is provided automatically with the correct 

length of tape to seal it. Once the box has been assembled the packer 

sticks a SKU (Stock Keeping Unit) code onto it and scans it. The location 

of the box containing the product is now trackable as long as it is scanned 

at every step of its journey.

On both tours we then observed the SLAM (Scan/Label/Apply/Mani-

fest) machine in action, which connects specific products to a name and 

address for the first time in a visible way in the warehouse. The SLAM 

machine is a highlight of the tour because the speed from when a box’s 

SKU code is read to when a pneumatic printer blows the address label onto 

the rapidly moving box is astonishing. From there packages are routed 

toward the shipping docks on fast- moving conveyer belts where again 

a scanner reads the addresses and determines which chute the package 

should be pushed down (using the correct number of sliding “pushers” on 

the conveyer belt given the box’s dimensions) in order to reach the load-

ing area for the correct truck that will take it to the next stage of its jour-

ney— be it the closest airport, Canada Post, USPS, UPS, or a smaller carrier.

The tour leaves the impression of having seen a lot. Especially in the 

sortable facility we stood quite close to the workers and could essen-

tially look over their shoulders at the move- by- move instructions they 

were getting from their computer monitors. At the same time there were 

restrictions. We were not invited to speak directly to the workers, and it 

was clear that the tour guides (at least the ones who spoke, it’s less clear 

about the staff who assisted with shepherding us) were not doing these 

jobs on days they weren’t giving tours. The tour guides kept a close eye 

on the group to make sure no one strayed or fell behind. We could have 

our phones with us but not take any pictures or video.

I point to the official photograph as a synecdoche of the tour because 

of how it depicts something, but only in a partial, controlled, fuzzy way. 

The photo creates an illusion of seeing as much as it actually shows some-

thing. The image is low definition. Yes, it’s the interior of the fulfillment 

center, but anything of interest is obscured or too far away to inspect. 

What we mostly see is building infrastructure and sorting equipment. 

The people who work in the building are barely visible.
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Similarly, the tour is notable for what it emphasizes compared to what 

it obscures or distracts from. First of all, these tours are highly structured 

and only available in some fulfillment centers, so the company has every 

opportunity to make sure visitors are only exposed to their best facili-

ties on their best days. Although visitors learn quite a lot about the pay, 

the benefits, and the specifics of the different jobs that workers do, it’s 

hard to glean what it would actually be like to work at the warehouse 

from a brief tour that doesn’t pause for more than a few minutes in any 

one spot. The complaints that surface in the press and from activists are 

about productivity pressures that make it hard to take breaks, or that 

demand unreasonable rates of work that, especially over time, threaten 

the health and safety of workers. Without extended observation or frank 

conversation, it would be hard to learn whether this is indeed the case 

for the workers we see. Finally, both tours heavily emphasize the Fulfill-

ment Center as a feat of technology and advanced computing. There was 

some discussion of the skill involved in learning how to use the forklifts 

in the nonsortable warehouse. In the Fall River warehouse we saw the 

“problem solver” (an official job title) who tracks down packages with 

inconsistencies that cause them to be rejected by the SLAM machine, or 

“KO- ed” (Kicked Off)— such as missing an address label or the weight of 

the box not aligning with the combined weight of the products that are 

supposed to be in it. At the loading dock, we saw that fitting boxes into 

the containers was comparable to a three- dimensional game of Tetris, but 

that nevertheless Amazon’s system will have computed how many pack-

ages should be able to fit in the space.

Other than these observations of the need for human ability, it was clear 

that the computer systems, robots, and smart conveyer belts were meant to 

be the stars of the show. In addition to an extended discussion of the SLAM 

technology, both tours focused on the technique of stowing inventory in 

a random manner across the racks and bins. For example, if a shipment of 

diapers arrives, then each pallet of diapers will be stowed in a different spot 

across the fulfillment center. Similarly, shipments of smaller products will 

be split up so they are stowed across a variety of bins throughout the inven-

tory. While this is counterintuitive for our human tendency toward pat-

terns and order, as one tour guide characterized it, Amazon has found that 
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random assortment is more efficient because fewer mistakes are made as 

would occur if very similar items were stowed next to each other. Also, the 

path that a picker has to take to get to any given item is likely to be shorter 

if they are randomly stowed throughout inventory, and if a given item is 

suddenly very popular there is a lower chance of “bottlenecks”— multiple 

pickers can retrieve the same item from multiple locations. Further, for 

products with expiration dates, the system can keep track of which bins 

arrived at the facility first and therefore which should be sent out first, in 

order to avoid inventory going bad. With narratives such as these, a great 

deal of agency and responsibility for the efficiency of the fulfillment pro-

cess was attributed to “the computer” or “Amazon’s algorithms.” It became 

clear that the job of most Amazon workers is to respond to the immediate 

instruction right in front of them— scan this product and put it in this bin. 

Unlike the early days of Amazon fulfillment, when stowers and pickers 

worked from a printed list of items, workers are given one instruction at a 

time and the next instruction only appears once they have completed the 

initial task.

For Amazon and its computer systems, the fulfillment centers are 

spaces of visibility. Given protocols where every individual product is 

scanned on entry to the facility, and its every subsequent movement and 

interaction with a worker are likewise scanned, Amazon aims to achieve 

almost perfect visibility of what products it has where, and exactly what 

employees are doing when. While Amazon has near- perfect vision of what 

is happening in its warehouses, the tour is a gesture toward ocular sym-

metry for the public that is nevertheless highly controlled. Workers them-

selves are typically restricted to one very narrow activity and are subject 

to the scopic regime rather than able to participate in it.

Although a very different setting, Timothy Pachirat’s analysis of the 

“politics of sight” in the cattle slaughterhouse in which he did covert 

ethnographic fieldwork for six months can help us understand this asym-

metry of vision in Amazon’s processes of distribution. Pachirat observes 

that techniques of “distance and concealment” confine the unpleasant, 

“dirty work” of killing and dismembering animals out of vision.76 In the 

slaughterhouse only management had complete vision of the process 

from live cattle to carcass, through its surveillance techniques and abil-

ity to travel throughout the highly contained, segregated zones of the 
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facility. Pachirat reports that the labor in the facility was highly divided, 

with just one out of hundreds of workers administering the fatal blow. 

Even then, it wasn’t entirely clear when cattle transitioned from living 

to dead. The full picture of what occurred at the facility, and how, was 

generally not clear even to most people who worked at the plant. Pachirat 

draws attention to “the capacity for surveillance and sight to reinforce, 

rather than subvert, distance and concealment.”77 It’s a seeming paradox: 

“how surveillance and concealment work together, how quarantine is 

possible in, and perhaps even enabled by, conditions of total visibility.”78 

Or, as Ananny and Crawford put it, “Transparency is . . .  not simply ‘a 

precise end state in which everything is clear and apparent,’ but a system 

of observing and knowing that promises a form of control.”79

Pachirat’s analysis of the slaughterhouse applies a sobering brake to 

the assumption that visibility will lead to transformation, or that when 

we see something it will necessarily lead to social change. In part, he 

argues, this is because it is only when unpleasant processes are concealed 

that their reveal has the power to shock. Revealing in controlled ways 

something that might otherwise be deemed unacceptable in a particular 

cultural context can be a way of controlling the response. There are, it 

turns out, public tours of slaughterhouses too. Whether in the slaughter-

house or the fulfillment center, techniques of “surveillance and seques-

tration” may so divide and separate different aspects of a process, and so 

isolate workers from the outside and each other, that true “transparency” 

becomes unachievable.80

Even if the more troubling aspects of Amazon fulfillment work were to 

be visible on these tours, it’s not clear that such visibility would be transfor-

mative. Given the hegemony of power chronography, would the scram-

bling, exhausted delivery driver or fulfillment center worker profoundly 

alienated from their labor inspire cries for workplace reform? Or would 

it draw admiration for their sacrifices and commitment to our on- time 

deliveries, making them “Amazon Heroes” as they’re called in one of the 

ads produced during the pandemic? Does the suffering of workers only 

instantiate the importance of the consumer’s needs and desires? More dif-

ficult than making the labor of distribution visible is denaturalizing the 

notion that speeding up the circuit of capital at almost any cost is a good 

in itself. While concern about the safety of fulfillment center workers rose 
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to public consciousness during the COVID- 19 pandemic, especially as 

deaths mounted, the notion that these fulfillment centers might close for 

extended periods or drastically limit their activities was never seriously 

considered, despite the fact that only a small fraction of what Amazon 

delivers is truly “essential.”

After encountering the space and the scale of resources and effort 

devoted just to getting products from Truck A to Truck B on these ful-

fillment center tours, let alone to our actual doorsteps, the competitive 

business advantage that Amazon clearly thinks accrues from its “Prime 

promise” of one-  or two- day delivery times becomes very real. To use 

Sarah Sharma’s terms, the value of the customer’s time and the expected 

itinerary of their products has led to reorchestration of breathtaking 

scope and scale. Amazon workers are encouraged to keep the end cus-

tomer and their happiness first and foremost in their mind; customer tes-

timonials about good service appear at regular intervals along the walls of 

the warehouse where employees walk. As tour visitors we were frequently 

reminded that these human and technological efforts are for us, for our 

convenience and “delight”— hence the naming of these facilities as “ful-

fillment centers” rather than just warehouses. It might seem ungrateful 

for tourgoers to question whether such superhuman, even unhuman, 

efforts are necessary. Considering what a small slice of the whole distri-

bution process the tour shows, and the highly differentiated tasks it is 

comprised of, it’s hard for the tourgoer to come even close to the visibility 

and transparency of the distribution process that Amazon itself would 

have. The tour is a gesture toward defetishizing distribution; at the same 

time, it normalizes the shift from retail to warehouse employment, from 

human labor to “semi- automated” work, and from work processes shaped 

by human perception and agency to those shaped by algorithm.

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF ECOMMERCE  
AND AMAZON’S PR OFFENSIVES

An aspect of distribution even harder to fathom than its labor requirements 

is its environmental impacts. There is an opaqueness to the environmen-

tal impacts of our consumption more broadly, especially energy- related 
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impacts that don’t have the everyday concreteness of plastic containers 

and cardboard boxes. Given the carbon impacts of short delivery windows, 

in addition to those of the cloud computing necessary to maintain Ama-

zon’s retail site and the computing systems that support its fulfillment and 

delivery operations, the extent of Amazon’s environmental impact is a 

highly salient question to ask of the world’s leading ecommerce company.

Concern about the carbon impact of shopping online is widespread, but 

somewhat diffuse and unfocused. While guilt and self- consciousness about 

the tangible and rather public waste involved in shipping boxes is intuitive, 

the distribution- based emissions are not.81 However, considering the level 

of carbon emissions from transportation surpassed that of power plants 

in 2016, making it the single largest type of emission, and urban freight 

vehicles release disproportionately more emissions than other kinds, con-

sumer decision- making that impacts the transportation of goods is relevant 

to the question of Amazon’s environmental impact.82

In popular commentary there is a sense that, because it’s so convenient 

and involves significant packaging, carbon impacts of shopping online 

must be worse than shopping at a store. However, it’s actually not so 

straightforward to determine whether online shopping is harder on the 

environment because so much depends on individual consumer decisions, 

shipping speeds, and the efforts of ecommerce companies to reduce their 

carbon outputs. The scholarship in this area suggests that, in fact, home 

delivery of goods overall should have a smaller environmental impact 

because a truck dropping off items in a neighborhood covers fewer miles 

than individual drivers going back and forth to a shop.83 If a truck happens 

to be hybrid or electric, the savings are even greater.84 Another study shows 

that even taking into account the carbon impacts of the additional pack-

aging and computing required to send items to customers’ doorsteps, the 

carbon impacts are still greater for brick- and- mortar retail, primarily due to 

customers’ own transportation emissions.85

But once we factor in faster shipping speeds that require less efficient 

travel routes or for products to travel by air, the carbon estimates swing 

decidedly back in traditional retail’s favor. As Amazon offers more prod-

ucts available for fast delivery— announcing one- day delivery for more 

than 10 million products for US Prime members in 2019— so does the 
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company increasingly emphasize shipping by air. On the heels of the 

Prime Free One- Day Delivery announcement, Amazon also announced 

that it was increasing its leased aircraft fleet from five to fifteen planes.86

Online shopping is potentially greener than shopping at stores, but as 

transportation scholar Miguel Jaller argues, it depends on how consumers 

shop: “Online shopping would be greener than driving to local stores if 

we did three simple things: 1) Planned ahead and consolidated our orders 

so we get everything we need in fewer shipments; 2) Avoided expedited 

shipping (even if it’s free); 3) Bought less stuff.”87 Except for the third 

item, if consumers did those things, online retailers like Amazon would 

enjoy a higher profit margin.

Amazon’s seeming lack of interest in making transparent the environ-

mental consequences of our investment in time to delivery points to the 

broader costs of distribution fetishism and the unwillingness of Amazon 

and most of its peers to meaningfully counter it. There are in fact good 

business reasons to encourage consumers to opt for slower shipping speeds, 

since it is expensive for Amazon to deliver on its fast shipping promises 

on Prime- eligible products. The average purchase qualifying for one- day 

shipping is thought to be $8.32 but Amazon’s cost to ship in one day is 

$10.59.88 Amazon expected to spend $1.5 billion in the fourth quarter of 

2019 on its one- day shipping promise.89 In fact, Amazon is clearly trying 

to incentivize Prime members to be less likely to default their orders to the 

fast shipping option.

In 2019, Amazon introduced the idea of having a “Prime delivery day” 

when all one’s orders from the week would be consolidated into one deliv-

ery, in line with one of Jaller’s suggestions and Amazon’s Shipment Zero 

program, which aims to have 50 percent of package shipments carbon- 

neutral by 2030.90 On some purchases Amazon offers “digital discounts” 

for opting for slower rather than faster shipping speeds (see figure 2.4).

Given the environmental concerns that some consumers have about 

ecommerce, it’s a missed opportunity not to present shipping options in 

terms of their estimated carbon impacts. If consumers’ consideration of 

the material impacts of fast delivery could reduce the overall demand for 

one- day shipping, which in turn would substantially help Amazon’s bot-

tom line, why not do it? Amazon could even target this information just to 

those consumers who express an interest in greening their consumption, 
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which would be consistent with the personalization the company special-

izes in. Even for a program like Amazon’s Frustration- Free Packaging, which 

does have a considerable environmental benefit of reduced and more recy-

clable packaging, the program leads— in its naming and its marketing— 

with the convenience and ease of the consumer in opening their items. 

Similarly the option for Prime members to receive a credit to opt out of 

free one- day shipping leads with the benefit to the consumer, rather than 

responsiveness to or transparency about the distribution impacts of the 

purchase. The environmental benefits of opting for slower shipping are 

nowhere mentioned, even though they are almost certainly calculable or 

at least estimable by Amazon.

Amazon’s most prominent environmental commitment to date is the 

Climate Pledge, announced in September 2019 in collaboration with Global 

2.4 Author screenshot, February 2021, demonstrating the different shipping options 
for a Prime member, including “FREE Amazon Day Delivery” and a small digital credit as 
an incentive for picking “No- Rush” shipping.
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Optimism, an organization formed to administer the pledge and run by for-

mer United Nations Climate Chief Christiana Figueres. The Climate Pledge 

invites corporations to be carbon- neutral by 2040, ten years earlier than the 

Paris Climate Accord benchmark. This announcement was made as Amazon 

was coming under pressure from its own employees to do more in reducing 

its carbon impacts. Compared to even the other big tech companies, Ama-

zon has dragged its feet in producing meaningful reductions in greenhouse 

emissions, failed to report relevant metrics to independent nonprofits like 

Greenpeace and CDP (Carbon Disclosure Project), and exhibited less trans-

parency in its progress toward carbon neutrality. According to Greenpeace, 

which tracks the environmental record of the leading electronic device 

manufacturers, in 2017 Amazon was “one of the least transparent com-

panies in the world in terms of its environmental performance, as it still 

refuses to report the greenhouse gas footprint of its own operations,” earn-

ing an F on its “report card.”91

Amazon does have green initiatives in addition to Frustration- Free Pack-

aging. The company invests in renewable energy to power its operations, 

including solar panels on its fulfillment centers and a wind farm in Texas, 

and emphasizes the use of more renewables and the need for stronger envi-

ronmental regulation from the government. While not hesitating to make 

claims for its commitment to sustainability, and investing in spectacular 

“green” initiatives such as the hydroponic rainforest housed by the down-

town Seattle Spheres, Amazon has consistently fallen well behind its peers 

in green accountability. The Climate Pledge is a highly visible gesture of 

leadership in this area, but critics raise concerns about whether the emis-

sions accounting protocols that this new organization has in place are strict 

enough, whether the decarbonization deadlines are too far away to make a 

meaningful difference, and the organization’s lack of independence from 

a company that it is supposed to be auditing.92 In other words, is the Cli-

mate Pledge just more PR, an attempt to circumnavigate the pressure to 

be responsive to more independent, rigorous carbon accounting organiza-

tions? Proliferating the organizations that monitor progress toward car-

bon neutrality can work in Amazon’s favor, since it could sow uncertainty 

among the public about any given organization’s “score card,” and make 

direct comparisons among companies more difficult.

Through its very name Amazon links itself with the natural wonder 

of the Amazon river and rainforest, but soft- pedals the carbon impacts 
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of consumers’ shipping decisions when it could easily build them into 

its services. But why would Amazon want to meaningfully disrupt the 

distribution fetishism that is at the center of its number one leadership 

principle, “customer obsession”? If making consumption frictionless for 

its users is at the center of its philosophy and has helped it become the 

behemoth that it is, then inviting consumers to reflect, on a purchase- 

by- purchase basis, on the infrastructures, labor, and emissions that make 

products appear at their door is anathema to Amazon’s winning formula.

Seeming to show information about Amazon’s green initiatives, with-

out providing visibility that is actually useful in making comparisons or 

consumer decision- making, keeps the status quo largely intact. Amazon’s 

environmental efforts, while embracing the reality of climate change and 

the notion of corporate social responsibility, ultimately still leave the con-

sumer, and the regulator, guessing and worrying, but not really knowing.

CONCLUSION— REMATERIALIZING DISTRIBUTION

Distribution infrastructures, data centers that house “the cloud,” hardware, 

and labor all allow Amazon to be with us throughout our day— on our 

phones, on the web, through the TV, or on a smart speaker. Some people 

may experience a sensation of love and care as their pulse quickens when 

they see a brown box on their doorstep. That kind of affect is visualized in 

Danbo, the Amazon box robot, the delivery box come to life. The concept 

of distribution fetishism highlights our relationship to a distribution brand 

like Amazon, and the forces that draw attention and affect away from the 

labor, infrastructure, and materialities that make its rapid and personal-

ized distribution possible. As David W. Hill suggests, ignorance of the infra-

structures and particularly the labor that allows products to get to us so 

quickly is not just a cognitive injury but a moral one, disrupting the sense 

of responsibility for actions that would otherwise be triggered by contact 

with distribution processes.93 I’ve raised one idea for how to disrupt dis-

tribution fetishism— quantifying the distribution- related carbon impacts 

of consumer orders— in order to imagine how infrastructures of distribu-

tion could be rematerialized for everyday users. This is not because I think 

individual decision- making is the key to environmental progress, or the 

primary way to discipline tech giants like Amazon, but because meaningful 

change is hard to imagine without some greater level of knowledge, interest, 
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and participation from the public. Connecting consumers’ interactions 

with online shopping, or their cloud usage, to the carbon impacts that are 

produced, could concretize the carbon emissions of the digital economy. 

Rather than just try to “responsibilize” the individual consumer for solv-

ing climate change, it could motivate them to demand new accountability 

regimes, perhaps new “standards,” for the corporations that provide these 

services. I propose the concreteness of materializing the carbon impacts of 

shipping windows as an alternative to corporate- defined efforts at “trans-

parency” that, in the case of carbon impacts, remain abstract to much of 

the public.

Similarly, fulfillment center tours may allow the public to see but not 

understand or appreciate the full extent of Amazon’s distribution efforts 

and their impact on the lived experience and health of workers. Burnout 

and repetitive stress injuries can’t be seen on a tour; they’re felt, or result 

in the no- longer- employed Amazon worker. Demanding transparency is 

an important tool in countering distribution fetishism, but beyond trans-

parency, efforts to rematerialize the digital economy— through attention 

to injury rates, employee turnover, and first- person accounts— may be 

necessary to truly connect consumers to the realities of the digital prod-

ucts and services they use.

Amazon’s ability to brand convenience rests on an extensive distribu-

tion infrastructure that largely eludes the interest or perception of the aver-

age Amazon customer. The relationship we feel we have with the company 

is not, in fact, the relationship we actually have with the vast network of 

companies, workers, transportation and computing networks, buildings, 

and natural resources that are in play every time we “add to cart” or “buy 

now.” Of course, this has long been true for consumers’ relationships to the 

products they buy, hence the evergreen appeal of Marx’s concept of com-

modity fetishism. But as the ability to buy almost anything in the shortest 

of time frames from click to ship comes to increasingly organize the econ-

omy and the fortunes of Amazon relative to the marketplace, it becomes 

all the more urgent for consumers to be connected not just to a brand, but 

also to the cumulative consequences of our seemingly frictionless shop-

ping decisions.
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Amazon . com began as an online book retailer not because founder and 

CEO Jeff Bezos had a passion to sell books, but because books were a logi-

cal first product in the earliest days of ecommerce. They were compact 

and easy to ship, and the huge variety of titles conformed to the as- yet- 

to- be coined logic of the “long tail,” leading buyers online for things they 

couldn’t find locally.1 The first book sold on Amazon was Fluid Concepts 

and Creative Analogies: Computer Models of the Fundamental Mechanisms of 

Thought— an academic book of great interest to computer scientists, no 

doubt, but not exactly a bestseller.2 Today bookselling is just one of Ama-

zon’s many business interests, but it remains a significant part of its rev-

enue stream. According to industry estimates, as recently as 2018 books 

were still Amazon’s largest product category, at 16 percent of items sold.3 

Amazon is the largest retailer in the United States of both physical books 

and ebooks by large margins, and sells the most successful e- reader by far, 

the Kindle (84 percent of the market).4 Regardless of Amazon’s growing 

array of products and services, books remain important to the company’s 

brand identity and relationship with consumers.

This chapter traces how the company’s book business has developed 

since it sold its first book in 1995.5 I recount some of the significant chap-

ters in Amazon’s history of bookselling— how it competed with estab-

lished booksellers, its early adoption of consumer reviews on the site, 

3
FROM BOOKSELLER TO BEHEMOTH: 
THE PLATFORMIZATION OF RETAIL
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the launch of the Kindle and explosion of ebooks as a new category, and 

Amazon’s surprising move into brick- and- mortar book retailing. I use 

Amazon’s first retail product to understand what, if anything, is distinc-

tive about Amazon as a company and as a platform business, and how the 

platformization of retail shapes the distribution of cultural products and 

our relationship as consumers to culture and each other.

Amazon is one of the leading global technology platforms whose 

consumer- facing products and services belie the importance of data 

commodities to its business. Amazon is more accurately a multiplatform 

business whose synergies across business areas give it incentives and 

opportunities unavailable to its competitors (which are often simultane-

ously its customers) in a single business area, such as publishing. Ama-

zon’s Kindle business involves the Kindle device and associated software 

as one kind of platform, the Amazon retail site as a platform that connects 

buyers and sellers, and Amazon Web Services providing the cloud services 

for rapid digital delivery of ebooks. With not just one but multiple syn-

ergistic platform businesses, Amazon’s activities in book production, pro-

motion, and retailing serve its broader goal of platform enclosure— where 

both customers and sellers spend as much time and money as possible 

behind Amazon’s “moat.”

These platform logics cement the feeling that the company is in the book 

business for reasons other than supporting the creation and dissemination, 

via commerce, of culture. On the one hand, while Amazon is frequently 

criticized for its persistent commodification of books, it has precursors 

from the earliest days of the book business. On the other hand, Amazon’s 

tremendous market power in bookselling today is unprecedented, and due 

largely to the company’s structure as a platform business rather than being 

“merely” a retailer. Amazon could be Exhibit A for how the concentrated 

power of one distributor can transform not just book retailing, but also the 

business of publishing itself, influencing the very nature of books and read-

ing. For example, with the development of the Kindle in 2007, Amazon is 

widely credited with ebooks becoming a substantial proportion of books 

sold in the United States, with Kindle sales alone estimated to be 26 percent 

of units sold in the US new adult book market in 2017.6

In this chapter I show how platformization has systematically advan-

taged Amazon in the book business, due to network effects, exuberant 
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investment in tech platforms, and unrivaled market intelligence lead-

ing to tremendous market power. At the same time, Amazon’s platform 

logics have also meant certain kinds of “democratization” in the book 

business— circumvention by writers and readers of traditional industry 

gatekeepers through self- publishing (or “indie” publishing), online rat-

ings and reviews, the immediacy of ebook publication and purchase, and 

the option of purchasing from “Earth’s Biggest Bookstore” unlimited by 

the selections of store buyers. Eliminating gatekeepers and connecting 

buyers and sellers with a usable interface and efficient overhead that rap-

idly scales is at the heart of how platforms work. But platformization has 

other cultural effects. Amazon’s platform logics shape the experience of 

buying books, both online and in its new brick- and- mortar stores, and 

transform retail space from public, shared, even “democratic” space to 

increasingly personalized, differentiated, even “discriminatory” space.

AMAZON AND BOOK RETAILING— THE NEWEST CHAPTER  
IN THE COMMODIFICATION OF CULTURE

It’s no secret that Amazon is a feared, even hated, behemoth in book 

retailing. Headlines such as “Amazon Must Be Stopped” (in the New 

Republic), “Can Anyone Compete with Amazon?,” and “Is Amazon Really 

the Devil?” (in Publishers’ Weekly) are not uncommon. Less than twenty 

years after Amazon . com went online, “Amazon [was] the single biggest 

book retailer in America: It [sold] 41% of all new books,” according to 

the Codex Group industry analysts; by 2019 Amazon’s market share was 

estimated to be more than 50 percent of print books, and three- quarters 

of ebooks.7 Large book chains and independent bookstores alike strug-

gled mightily in this new environment, with chains in particular closing 

stores including, notably, Borders, which was the second- largest book chain 

in the United States until it went out of business in 2011. Independent 

bookstores also took a major hit, but since 2009 have seen some recovery 

with substantial growth in the number of stores nationwide.8

Beyond the expected heartbreak of a competitive business environ-

ment is the animus that Amazon attracts for treating books, in particu-

lar, as merely the means to profitable ends. In the criticism of Amazon’s 

business practices in bookselling, we see reflected a longstanding cultural 
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anxiety about the relationship between culture and commerce. While 

books are understood to be subject to market forces, we resist the idea that 

they are ultimately reducible to them. Janice A. Radway notes the widely 

held belief, especially among cultural elites, that books “should never have 

been commodified by the market in the first place.”9 Australian author Tim 

Winton captured this perspective when he said, regarding Amazon’s arrival 

in Australia, “People who work in the book industry are agents of culture 

rather than just instruments of commerce. . . .  When you take away their 

role as agents of culture and reduce them to instruments of capitalism, it 

changes the dynamic.”10 Communication scholar Ted Striphas notes that 

if the idea that books have “loftier goals” and contribute more to morality 

and our collective intellect than other mass- produced items is a myth, it 

is nevertheless a deeply entrenched one.11 In retail spaces these tensions 

come to a head, because in stores, whether in person or online, culture is 

reduced to prices, or commodified.

Given the association of books with culture, education, self- improvement, 

community, and ideas of progress rooted in Enlightenment thinking, the 

tension that book retailers face in attempting to profit from selling them 

predates Amazon’s arrival on the scene. Elizabeth Long writes that “if 

cultural degradation has not followed from increased commercialism, 

it is nonetheless true that various segments of the literary community 

have been convinced that it would, ever since the literary marketplace 

emerged during the eighteenth century.”12 In her history of the American 

book industry in the twentieth century, Laura J. Miller shows that inno-

vations in book retailing— such as selling books in stores other than those 

dedicated to books (such as supermarkets or department stores), the rise 

of mass- market paperbacks, and having bookstore chains in malls— have 

all been met with criticism because of how they juxtapose the sacred 

aura of the book with commercial imperatives.13 When the large chain 

“superstores” for books emerged in the 1990s, Miller writes “independent 

booksellers accused the chains of harboring monopolistic designs, and of 

engaging in unfair competition,” and further, were concerned “that they 

were guided more by profit- and- loss statements than by literary consid-

eration.”14 Radway found a similar dynamic with the Book- of- the- Month 

Club, a twentieth- century mail- order subscription service. It is the inde-

pendent bookseller who has claimed the moral high ground, pointing 
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to their carefully curated collection of books, personalized service, and a 

place for community and connection around products that promise knowl-

edge, culture, and self- improvement.15

Recent conflicts between book retailers and Amazon have played out 

in quite similar ways as previous conflicts in the twentieth century, when 

new retailing formats also made books cheaper and more accessible to 

consumers. Certainly, Amazon founder Jeff Bezos’s own instrumental 

relationship to books as the product that Amazon would first sell is no 

secret. His starting point was the insight that the internet was becom-

ing a significant gathering place, and where people were gathering, they 

could be sold to. He apparently considered twenty different product 

categories, with the intention all along to master one product category 

before branching into others. He subjected the product list to the follow-

ing criteria: the product must be familiar, have a large market size, have 

surmountable competition, a way of accessing a large inventory as well 

as an online database of products, the ability to out- compete brick- and- 

mortar stores with discounts, and reasonable shipping costs.16 Books were 

the winning product, even over CDs; at the time, Americans spent more 

per year on books than music, and the ISBN identification system lent 

itself to the database management that Bezos sought. Less than three years 

after launching the online bookstore, Amazon . com started selling CDs, fol-

lowed a few months later by DVDs and videos, and Bezos announced to 

the world what his vision had been all along: “Our strategy is to become an 

electronic commercial destination. When somebody thinks about buying 

something online, even if it is something we do not carry, we want them 

to come to us.”17

Bezos’s approach has offended booksellers by using books as “bait” to 

build a mammoth ecommerce website. Amazon has also been roundly 

criticized for its predatory pricing of books. There’s some irony in chains 

like Borders and Barnes & Noble suffering at the hands of Amazon’s dis-

counting practices, since when they emerged in the 1990s and routinely 

offered bestsellers at a 30 percent discount, it was independent booksellers 

crying foul against them.18 Amazon’s tolerance for eating into its profits, 

or even losing money, in order to gain competitive advantage has been 

apparent in its use of loss leaders, which are heavily advertised and dis-

counted products that bring customers into stores where they are likely 
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to (a) purchase that product at volume and (b) purchase regularly priced 

items while they are there. While the major chains, and department stores 

before them, have used bestsellers as loss leaders for decades, Amazon has 

arguably outplayed them in that game. For example, in 2003 Amazon 

sold 1.4 million copies of the highly anticipated Harry Potter and the Order 

of the Phoenix at a 40 percent discount with free shipping, from which 

they earned essentially no profit margin.19 The following year, Amazon 

offered a 30 percent discount on all books priced over $15, a much more 

extensive use of discounting than the chain stores had ever offered.20 In 

2020, trade groups representing publishers, authors, and booksellers wrote 

to the US House Anti- Trust Committee: “For over two decades, Amazon 

has used books as loss leaders in the book industry to lure consumers to 

its website, gather data, make profits on bigger ticket items, and capture 

an increasing market share.”21

What the chains never saw coming was Amazon’s ability, and willing-

ness, to delay profits in order to build its customer base and damage the 

competition. Although a publicly held company since 1997, the ever- 

expanding, almost limitless vision for the company’s future that CEO Jeff 

Bezos was able to persuade investors of made them more patient and will-

ing to provide capital for his ventures, with the understanding that profits 

would eventually be forthcoming. The same does not apply to companies 

like Borders and Barnes & Noble whose scope for expanding into new busi-

nesses is understood to be limited. The ability of companies that identify as 

“tech” rather than “media” to lose money for extended periods while still 

attracting investment capital is a broader feature of the digital economy 

that puts different kinds of companies, even if they provide similar ser-

vices, on an uneven playing field.22

Amazon has also put new pressure on the book market by featuring 

used books prominently on the site. Amazon started selling used books in 

2000, and the option to buy used at considerably lower prices, sometimes 

just a few dollars even for books in good condition, appears right next to 

the new book.23 Both authors and publishers have been ambivalent and, 

at times, vocally resistant to this practice; people buying used diverts sales 

from new books that produce royalties. Thanks to the first sale doctrine 

in the United States, Amazon makes money on the initial sale of a new 

book, and again when it gets resold used, even though the publisher and 
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author receive nothing on subsequent sales. Easily available used copies 

may drive down the price of the new book and create the appearance of 

a book that no one wants.24 And of course, as one author has admitted, 

there are “emotional wounds” in seeing, in this case, an award- winning 

book being sold used on Amazon for a mere twenty- five cents, plus ship-

ping: “Part of it is sheer vanity, that you think your book would be worth 

more than that under any circumstances.”25

Like his predecessors among commercial book retailers, Amazon founder 

Jeff Bezos has made his own moral arguments in favor of more highly 

rationalized book retailing. By appealing to the principle of consumer sov-

ereignty and the demands of the rational consumer, who is understood 

to always seek out the best products at the lowest prices, Amazon argues 

for the commercial and social good that it produces in the book mar-

ket. By promoting low prices, as well as the ability to instantly compare 

Amazon’s prices and selection with third- party new and used booksell-

ers, Amazon provides the greatest choice for the consumer, the company 

argues. Bezos has also argued that the ability to buy used books at rea-

sonable prices encourages consumers to try out new genres and authors, 

which can expand markets for authors and publishers.26

Amazon has held the sovereignty of the consumer’s interests and 

preferences on a pedestal. In contrast, as Keith Gessen wrote in Vanity 

Fair, in the 1990s when the chains dominated the market, a single book 

buyer (specifically Barnes & Noble’s literary fiction buyer), “could make 

(or break) a book with a large order (or a disappointingly small one).”27 

Although it would be naive to downplay Amazon’s role in shaping which 

books get promoted and sold, it’s also the case that shelf capacity is no 

longer limited, and Amazon is more invested in consumer response than 

subjective judgments of what is “good” or beneficial in a social or cultural 

sense (the company’s tolerance for selling controversial and offensive 

material testifies to that). George Packer summed up this state of affairs 

in his critical take in the New Yorker, writing “Amazon is good for custom-

ers. But is it good for books?”28

Packer’s question points to concerns raised by so many about the com-

modification of books. While they are a consumer product that must con-

form to market pressures, it’s also the case that publishers and retailers, 

“reluctant capitalists” as Laura J. Miller describes them, have long promoted 
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nonmarket values in their work— cultivating new authors, promoting local-

ism and books for niche audiences, and making space for “serious” literature 

that makes a cultural, political, or social contribution. The “marketplace 

of ideas” has been matched by a more or less competitive marketplace of 

publishers and distributors. While Amazon’s model bows to consumer sov-

ereignty like never before, with unmatched choice and low prices facilitated 

by its data- driven, growth- hungry business model, the question remains 

what space there is for the nonmarket values that have always been a part 

of the book business, and how bookstores and books themselves are being 

changed by the dominance of this behemoth.

ALL HAIL THE SOVEREIGN CONSUMER AND THEIR REVIEWS

James Marcus, lead editor for Literature & Fiction by the time he left Ama-

zon in 2001, describes tensions between culture and commerce that were 

perhaps more pronounced at the company in the early years than they 

subsequently became. In its first few years Amazon employed a substantial 

staff who wrote book reviews and descriptions, interviewed authors, pro-

duced newsletters about new books, and made informed decisions about 

what books to feature on the home page and on the various “category” 

or genre pages. Having worked previously as a freelancer writing reviews 

and criticism for independent publications, Marcus “couldn’t avoid the 

suspicion that [his] opinions were succumbing to the gravitational tug 

of the marketplace.”29 These tensions played themselves out in a variety 

of increasingly fraught ways. On the one hand, in its early years Amazon 

prided itself on appearing “smart” and becoming a source for book market 

intelligence and consumer advice to rival established publications. At the 

same time, the work of its editors was constantly subjected to evaluation 

on the basis of granular metrics, as well as increasingly subject to automa-

tion (e.g., the composition of the homepage, the selections in newsletters) 

and pay- for- play arrangements.30

Indeed, when the New York Times broke the news about Amazon’s co- 

op program in 1999— “money paid by publishers to booksellers to boost 

the visibility of specific titles,” not just in placement but through inclu-

sion in editorial reviews and recommendations— the company under-

stood it to be such a devastating hit to its reputation that it ended the 
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program, issuing a public mea culpa in which it apologized for violating 

its customers’ trust.31 Earning customer trust in the 1990s when ecom-

merce was still new was paramount, so Amazon temporarily ended the 

lucrative co- op programs even though all their offline competitors were 

certainly using them. It was, and is, a standard industry practice.

Perhaps the key way that Amazon sought to earn consumer trust, as 

well as overcome the disadvantage of selling books online where consum-

ers couldn’t leaf through them, was inviting consumers to review the 

books they had purchased. Starting in 1995, the year the store launched, 

the consumer review and ratings feature on Amazon took full advantage 

of the interactive possibilities of digital communication technology four 

years before the term Web 2.0 was first coined, and well before 2004 

when internet commentator Tim O’Reilly popularized it.32 It’s hard to 

imagine today, when some of the most popular apps and websites, like 

Yelp, TripAdvisor, and Rotten Tomatoes, are organized around consumer 

reviews, and most ecommerce sites feature consumer feedback, but initial 

responses to the decision were not positive: “Many people thought the 

Internet retailer had lost its marbles. Letting consumers rant about prod-

ucts in public was a recipe for retail suicide, critics thought.”33 By allowing 

consumers to review books on the site, Amazon put into place a feature 

that would come to define the logics of ecommerce and, beyond that, the 

reputation economy.

Incorporating consumer reviews, both positive and negative, was an 

early company decision that reflected, and loudly advertised, its commit-

ment to “customer obsession.” As scholar of book publishing Ann Steiner 

sees it:

The reviews on Amazon have one purpose for the company— to sell more books. 
Amazon provides the option to write reviews because it is a cheap and efficient 
way to provide information on its products. It is convenient to let one’s custom-
ers do the editorial work rather than having one’s staff do it. The reviews also 
allow Amazon to appear to be a customer- oriented, non- commercial site. The 
writing done by customers does not look like marketing; instead, it is the real 
thing— authentic readers commenting on books they have actually read.34

It’s a classic platform move— circumvent the gatekeepers (in this case, edi-

tors, buyers, and professional critics), and create value through people’s 

voluntary participation in the online spaces you create.
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The inclusion of reviews for products and third- party sellers (and not, 

we might note, of Amazon itself) reflects the platformization of retail that 

came to characterize Amazon’s evolution over the coming years. By plat-

formization, I mean that Amazon was not only a retailer that happened to 

take orders online, but also a company that provided a software interface 

on which others could contribute and create value through participation 

and exchange. Unlike a traditional retailer that typically stands behind 

the products it stocks and makes active efforts to convince consumers to 

purchase them, Amazon started to take an attitude more typical of a plat-

form, which takes less responsibility for what appears or is transacted on 

their site, while still (ideally) making an effort to provide the user with 

tools to facilitate a good experience. In Amazon’s case, those tools include 

consumer review mechanisms for both products and third- party sellers.

Every product on Amazon has a series of five stars lit up in gold to the 

average rating it has received, and next to that, the total number of rat-

ings it has received (see figure 3.1).

3.1 Author screenshot from Amazon . com (November 28, 2019) shows “trending” 
electronics with their prices and customer ratings.
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These average ratings are a powerful information commodity that brings 

consumers to the site for product research. Shoppers can sort their search 

results according to average customer reviews as well as the items with the 

most reviews. According to Bloomberg reporter Spencer Ante, “By amassing 

one of the world’s largest collections of consumer opinions, the site has 

become a leading source of product reviews. And those reviews are a valu-

able magnet that lures more consumers to its Web site.”35 The sheer volume 

of consumer ratings (if genuine, more than sixty thousand people rated 

the Fire TV stick) and the visibility of highly rated products on Amazon’s 

platform are a built- in marketing message about Amazon’s dominance and 

trustworthiness in ecommerce.

Opening first in New York City in 2018, Amazon 4- Star is one of the 

company’s new brick- and- mortar store concepts that demonstrate how 

important consumer ratings and reviews are to Amazon’s brand identity. 

As the name suggests, these stores feature products that have received rat-

ings of at least four stars, and many products display a favorable customer 

review. The digital price tags show the exact rating out of five, as well as 

how many reviews the rating is based upon, just as products do on the 

online site.

The multiple forms of value generated by consumer ratings and reviews, 

illustrated vividly by the Amazon 4- Star store concept, exemplify how plat-

form companies like Amazon monetize users’ “free labor.”36 As communi-

cation scholar Lisa Nakamura points out, people have talked about and 

made word- of- mouth recommendations about books probably as long as 

books have existed, but today a site like Goodreads, a book review and 

social networking site that Amazon acquired in 2013, turns “the reader 

into a worker, a content producer” who creates value for Goodreads and 

the “partners” to which it sells user data.37

The question remains whether Amazon is committed to delivering sat-

isfaction via highly reviewed products that meet consumers’ needs and 

expectations, or whether the appearance of this commitment is sufficient, 

even when the reviews are unreliable due to the myriad ways they can 

be “gamed” by unscrupulous sellers. Whether it’s merchants themselves 

submitting their own reviews, compensating consumers to write glow-

ing reviews for shoddy products, merging reviews for different prod-

ucts, or sabotaging competitors’ standing with Amazon with negative or 
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suspicious- looking reviews, the existence of manipulated reviews is regu-

larly documented by investigators or brought to the platform’s attention 

by unhappy customers as well as frustrated sellers who seek a more even 

playing field.38 It speaks to the value of the summary product rating and 

the attention that consumers give to reviews— especially for goods such as 

electronics and health products— that they have become such a focus for 

fraudulent activity. While there are companies that help sellers game the 

Amazon reviews system, there are also companies making browser exten-

sions, such as ReviewMeta, that specialize in helping consumers detect fake 

reviews when they’re shopping online. Amazon has programs designed to 

detect fraudulent reviews, and with some regularity removes sellers and 

shoppers from its site who have violated its rules, but frustrated sellers 

complain that the efforts are not sufficient to meaningfully control the 

problem.

Amazon has been a book retailing site longer than it’s been anything 

else, and for just as long, it’s also been a platform for information and 

discussion about books. Advocates of platform capitalism point to the 

disintermediation of traditional gatekeepers, and the collective creation 

of value that platforms allow, and Amazon has indeed introduced these 

elements into book retailing. In this sense, Amazon very much orients 

itself to consumers, rather than to books or authors. Rather than posi-

tioning itself as the authority on books, over time Amazon has increas-

ingly deferred to consumers themselves, consistent with its identity as a 

brand focused on service to consumers to the point of “obsession.”

THE PLATFORMIZATION OF BOOK RETAILING

Consumer reviews aren’t just a valuable information commodity for shop-

pers. When consumers rate products and write reviews they’re also telling 

Amazon about their preferences and level of engagement with products, 

a data commodity the company can use to target communications and 

promotions and predict future behavior. This is just one example of how 

Amazon’s identity as a tech company, and beyond that a platform com-

pany whose access to data about consumers and competitors, efficiencies 

across multiple business activities, and ability to raise money to support 
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almost unlimited growth all give it structural and market advantages not 

available to other actors in the book business.

Being a tech company has helped Amazon build out rapidly from just 

selling books into other parts of the supply chain, including book print-

ing, publishing, digital distribution, and hardware. Since 2009, under 

the umbrella of Amazon Publishing it has launched more than a dozen 

imprints, including CreateSpace for self- publishing authors, which merged 

with KDP, or Kindle Direct Publishing, in 2018. According to industry esti-

mates, Amazon releases several times as many self- published titles as the 

next largest publisher.39 These imprints can publish books in both elec-

tronic and paper formats, taking advantage of Amazon’s on- demand pub-

lishing arm, which can print and ship a book almost as quickly as a book 

already in stock, exemplary of the “just- in- time” production paradigm.

A major retailer becoming a publisher is not completely unprece-

dented—Barnes & Noble acquired and developed its own imprints in the 

2000s.40 What is unprecedented is the platformization of the book busi-

ness. When we look at the consequences of Amazon’s market power, we 

need to take into account the advantages it has as an increasingly verti-

cally and horizontally integrated platform company.

Being a platform leads to awkward situations, such as Amazon mak-

ing money from the very publishers it competes against, by taking a cut 

from each sale as well as their digital ad spends. Bookstores have always 

been important spaces for not just selling books but also marketing them 

to consumers. Amazon’s online bookstore is no exception. Since a brief 

pause from co- op advertising after unfavorable publicity in 1999, Ama-

zon has returned to “co- op” fee arrangements, although not necessar-

ily through recommendations from actual editors. By 2004 independent 

publishers were crying foul because these fees, to the tune of 2 to 5 per-

cent of what publishers were earning through their sales on Amazon, 

would be essentially required, otherwise Amazon would make their books 

very hard to find on the site and use other tactics to drive consumers 

away from their books, a form of “blackmail” according to Dennis John-

son of Melville House publishers.41 The shift around this time came 

to be known as the infamous “Gazelle Project,” wherein Amazon, real-

izing that it controlled a significant proportion of publishers’ book sales, 
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particularly of their backlists, decided to seek more favorable terms. Jeff 

Bezos reportedly told the team to approach the problem as cheetahs pur-

suing injured and weak gazelles— starting with small publishers and mov-

ing up the chain in order to make negotiations easier with the big ones.42 

Publishers continue to be frustrated by the costs of selling their books on 

Amazon, complaining in a letter to the US Federal Trade Commission in 

2019 about how platforms tie their “distribution services to the purchase 

of advertising services.”43 Beyond that, publishers now have to compete 

against Amazon’s own books, and it is widely thought that the company 

uses its search and recommendation algorithms, as well as placement of its 

own titles in promotional programs such as monthly “First Reads” picks 

for Prime members, to advantage its own imprints over books from other 

publishers.44

Amazon’s investment in ebooks exemplifies how the company uses the 

various components of its business— personal electronics, digital distribu-

tion platforms, and physical distribution of books in record times— to exert 

market dominance. In the early 2000s electronic books were available on 

Amazon for download onto consumer desktops in Adobe and Microsoft 

formats, but with a small selection, high prices, and an unappealing inter-

face, ebooks were seen by most as having no future. Although there were 

already some e- readers on the market that were not selling especially well, 

Jeff Bezos tasked his developers to create Amazon’s own e- reader. The risks 

were evident; this was Amazon’s first foray into hardware, and if successful, 

the venture could cannibalize Amazon’s own sales of physical books. Ama-

zon released the Kindle in 2007. In advance of the launch, Bezos directed 

his team to provide the specs to publishers to create 100,000 digital ver-

sions of books properly formatted for the Kindle. The company pressured 

reluctant publishers by threatening to downgrade their physical books in 

search results and recommendations on the online retail platform if they 

didn’t cooperate— another example of Amazon throwing its weight around 

in order to secure favorable terms. Unlike the publishers and most industry 

observers, Bezos was convinced that ebooks were the future of reading, and 

had the investment capital and highly diversified business to take a big 

gamble.45

The Kindle was the first commercially successful e- reader— successful 

due to its wireless connectivity making downloads easy, a lighted screen 
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that is easy on the eyes and well suited to reading print, and an immedi-

ately large selection of ebooks.46 Within four years, Amazon was selling 

more Kindle books than hardcover and paperback books combined.47 In 

providing the technology, both hardware and software, through which 

books could be distributed digitally, and making the deals to get a lot of 

content, Amazon played a major role in changing the very nature of the 

book. With its purchase of Audible in 2008, Amazon also solidified its 

position as the source for audiobooks, the fastest- growing sector in digital 

publishing.48 What it even means to buy or own a book has, since 2014, 

been put into question by the Kindle Unlimited subscription service, 

where for $9.99 per month consumers can access unlimited ebooks and 

audiobooks. Here authors and publishers are paid not by the unit of the 

book, but by the amount of it that people consume via the service.49

As David B. Nieborg and Thomas Poell argue, when platforms cap-

ture detailed data about how people consume media content in real time, 

it introduces a “contingency” to cultural products “that is increasingly 

modular in design and continuously reworked and repackaged, informed 

by datafied user feedback.”50 This has borne out with ebooks. Authors can 

edit their self- published ebooks on the Kindle Direct Publishing platform 

even after initial publication,51 and self- published books that attract the 

attention of Amazon Publishers are sometimes revised and retitled for 

more professional publication.52 Another layer of the “contingency” of 

ebooks on the Kindle platform is the ability to see the most popular pas-

sages of books as measured by readers’ highlights, introducing an interac-

tive element not normally encountered in books, as well as a source of 

granular reader feedback to authors that may inform their future writ-

ing.53 Amazon reportedly uses the speed at which people read Kindle 

titles to identify hot authors for their publishing imprints or for contracts 

for new books.54 Finally, the fact of ownership itself has been reshaped by 

the ebook model, with consumer “purchase” typically involving a com-

plex licensing agreement rather than true ownership. Amazon customers 

learned this when, in a moment of stunning irony, their copies of George 

Orwell’s 1984 were deleted from their Kindles, upon Amazon’s discovery 

that a counterfeit edition had been sold on their site.55

Amazon Charts, launched in 2017, is emblematic of the platformiza-

tion of book retailing in several respects. The fact that Amazon releases its 
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own charts, aiming to rival the New York Times bestseller list, speaks to its 

aspiration for not only numeric but also symbolic market dominance.56 

The impetus behind the charts may be in part because the New York Times 

list excludes titles from Amazon Publishing imprints, because the titles are 

sold by only one store.57 But Amazon Charts is still an example of Amazon 

grading its own homework, since the company constructs the charts on 

which its own imprints compete. The charts’ distinction between “Most 

Sold” and “Most Read” (seen in figure 3.2) also reconceptualizes books 

from objects to be sold to content to be consumed. Although J. K. Rowling 

doesn’t appear in the Amazon Charts’ Top Twenty of fiction books sold in 

February 2021, for example, five of her Harry Potter books appear in the top 

ten of Amazon Chart’s Most Read list for that time period. When Amazon 

3.2 Author screenshot of Amazon Charts with explanation of Most Sold versus Most 
Read charts, available for both fiction and nonfiction. Source: Amazon Charts, https:// 
www . amazon . com / charts .
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pitches its charts as “A reimagined bestseller list that shares how we read 

today,” it points to the books- as- a- service model of distribution, where 

Amazon as an interactive distribution platform can track user engagement 

in detail.58 Through these charts the company shares some of this infor-

mation commodity with the public, but the more detailed engagement 

data available to Amazon allow it to predict consumer behavior and plan 

new business ventures according to “deep consumer insights,” as they say 

in the market research business.

Amazon’s capture of the ebook market due to the Kindle, and its strat-

egy for achieving market dominance through aggressive pricing all came 

together in the Hachette controversy of 2014. In brief, the major publish-

ers, including Hachette (which owns imprints such as Little, Brown, and 

Company and Basic Books), were concerned about Amazon’s insistence on 

pricing ebooks at $9.99 or less. In 2010 these publishers came to an agree-

ment with Apple, which also sold ebooks via its iBooks store, to use agency 

pricing, which meant that publishers would set their own prices that would 

be the same wherever their books were sold, and Apple would be techni-

cally the “sales agent” and not the “retailer,” and not have to worry about 

competing with Amazon on price.59 The result was higher prices on ebooks 

in both the Apple and Amazon online stores. The case went to court, and 

in 2013 the Department of Justice prevailed in identifying this practice 

as collusion to fix prices, requiring publishers to renegotiate ebook prices 

with both Apple and Amazon, and Apple to provide $400 million in Ama-

zon credits to consumers who bought ebooks on Amazon between 2010 

and 2012.60 The court decision allowed publishers to seek an “agency- lite” 

deal, whereby publishers would have some power to set prices, but retailers 

would retain the right to some discounting. Hachette was the first pub-

lishing group to negotiate the new arrangement with Amazon, but when 

they attempted to play hardball on ebook pricing, Amazon retaliated by 

substantially slowing down delivery of Hachette books (on the order of 

weeks, instead of days), raising prices on their book promotion services, 

removing some titles from the site, and removing pre- order buy buttons 

on soon- to- be- published books, which are a key tool for ensuring the suc-

cess of new books.61 The controversy hit the headlines, with authors such 

as Stephen Colbert, Sherman Alexie, Philip Roth, and Ursula K. LeGuin 

raising the alarm bells about the power of Amazon to discipline publishers 
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and enforce the business conditions it desired, in this case to the detriment 

of authors.62

The ebook controversy blew over, for a while. Ebook prices rose with 

the new court- ordered pricing negotiations, shrinking the price gap 

between physical and ebook.63 Looking at the first several rows of results 

on Amazon for “Best sellers list New York Times 2020” for example, the 

Kindle versions are by and large very close in price to the paperback ver-

sions, and in a number of instances, actually cost more. Given the lack 

of production costs for ebook copies after initial digital formatting, pub-

lishers are finding this an increasingly profitable part of their business.64 

However, scrutiny of ebook pricing is not over, this time with Amazon in 

the hot seat instead of Apple. The state of Connecticut has brought an 

antitrust case against Amazon, alleging that since 2015 the company has 

been fixing high prices with the five largest publishers on the condition 

that those prices may not appear lower elsewhere.65

The Hachette controversy clarified publishers’ vulnerability in the face 

of Amazon’s market dominance. Whereas traditional retailers could ill- 

afford to not carry books that people want because of the importance of 

bestsellers to their bottom lines, Amazon is large enough, and diversi-

fied enough across product mix and business areas, to swallow any such 

losses. Given the influence, even control, Amazon has over a book’s sales, 

between pre- orders on Amazon as publicity for a book, the visibility of 

books and book sales on Amazon for raising awareness about a title, the 

ability to buy the physical book on Amazon for quick home delivery, and 

the market dominance of the company’s Kindle platform, Amazon leaves 

companies with few meaningful alternatives to get their books known 

and then purchased by the public. As Amazon ventures into publishing, 

the specter of a vertically integrated behemoth that cherry- picks the best-

selling authors, accurately anticipates audience trends, and consistently 

tips the scales in favor of its own titles is an alarming proposition. Ama-

zon’s march into every corner of the book business continues with its 

foray into brick- and- mortar stores.

AMAZON BOOKS AND THE PERSONALIZATION OF RETAIL SPACE

After establishing itself as the primary force behind bookstore closures 

across the United States, in 2015 Amazon did something few had seen 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



FROM BOOKSELLER TO BEHEMOTH 101

coming— it opened an actual bookstore. The locations of Amazon Books 

suggest an upscale alternative to Barnes & Noble, with stores appearing in 

prime retail real estate such as Westfield Century City in Los Angeles, Uni-

versity Village in Seattle, on Columbus Circle and across the street from the 

Empire State Building in New York City, and at Legacy Place in Dedham, 

MA, where it resides near L.L. Bean, Sephora, Eddie Bauer, Lululemon, and 

a massive Whole Foods Market. Amazon Books has many of the features of 

a chain bookstore, such as a variety of nonbook items for sale, a café, and 

spaces for customers to read and hang out, with a footprint closer to the 

size of an independent.

While creating a chain of brick- and- mortar bookstores might seem a 

retro move for the ecommerce giant, the company’s own description of the 

initiative explains, “Amazon Books integrates the benefits of offline and 

online shopping to help customers discover books and devices.”66 The sec-

tions of the store reflect this integration. There are the conventional genre 

categories: cooking, children’s books, fiction, poetry, science and nature, 

and self- improvement. And then there are the displays that announce 

Amazon’s deference to consumers and the ability of big data to understand 

their preferences: “Books with more than 10,000 Reviews on Amazon . com,” 

“Most wished- for books on Amazon . com,” “Highly rated children’s books,” 

and “4.8 stars and above.” In addition, some displays reference not the digital 

world of consumer responses, but the local context, such as “Fiction Favor-

ites in Boston” or “Read Around New York.” Attention to local interests, a 

space for community, and thoughtfully curated selections are thought to be 

reasons for the resurgence of independent booksellers over the last decade, 

and the Amazon Books store design emulates these features.67

While Amazon’s approach to brick- and- mortar stores could be seen as 

uncharted, it actually aligns with broader trends in retail, specifically, the 

way digital communication technologies are driving the repersonaliza-

tion of retail.68 Historians have argued that a key development defining 

modern consumer culture was the depersonalization of consumption, 

such that buyers and sellers need not know each other in order to engage 

in market exchange.69 The greater anonymity of retail spaces like chain 

stores and department stores relative to local shops could be experienced 

as alienating, but equally, scholars have argued, they could be democratiz-

ing, appearing to liberate consumers from conventional hierarchies and 

social exclusions.70 Starting in the nineteenth century, rather than having 
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to ask employees about prices or negotiate with sellers, prices in shops were 

clearly displayed to shoppers; no one need endure the embarrassment of 

putting an item down after learning the price from a sales associate.71

Chain bookstores were criticized precisely for depersonalizing book 

retailing by emphasizing self- service and, with the rise of the big- box retail-

ers, making the store feel anonymous through its sheer size.72 At the same 

time, these chains arguably made book buying more accessible to the gen-

eral public, and drove greater book sales. Online retailers, in contrast, have 

consistently repersonalized shopping, in the sense of tailoring the shop-

ping experience to the individual by customizing the store homepage and 

targeting product recommendations and special offers. Amazon pioneered 

the bookstore version of a broader trend toward personalization afforded 

by digital technology, coined as the “Daily Me” by Nicholas Negroponte in 

relation to the personalization of newsfeeds, and the “Daily You” by Joseph 

Turow referring to the way advertisers and purveyors of culture of all kinds 

customize their content to the individual.73

On the one hand, an actual store like Amazon Books is in some respects 

depersonalized, compared to Amazon . com, because it exposes customers 

to book categories and recommendations that are not tailored to them 

specifically in response to their past purchases or searches. On the other 

hand, Amazon Books is “repersonalized” relative to most retail experiences 

because prices are not displayed or marked on products (although most 

books do have the “list price” on the back cover, in tiny print), but are avail-

able to consumers only when they scan them on their devices. In Amazon 

Books, rather than seeing a price listed below the book or on a sticker, most 

titles have a sentence or two from a positive Amazon consumer review, as 

well as the number of reviews and the number of stars from one to five that 

the book has received on Amazon . com (see figure 3.3a). Shoppers must 

scan items with their smartphone to discover the prices, paving the way 

for more dynamic pricing as well as differential pricing for Amazon Prime 

members versus non- members. When I visited Amazon Books at Legacy 

Place, there were numerous signs in the store indicating how to look up 

prices, and shoppers were helping each other figure out the system (see 

figure 3.3b).

Amazon has been at the forefront of personalizing shopping online, 

and now its approach to brick- and- mortar selling puts it squarely at the 
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center of what Joseph Turow, Lee McGuigan, and Elena Maris argue is an 

effort among retailers to acclimate consumers to a “new social imaginary,” 

a way of understanding the world and how it works, that “instantiates 

social discrimination as normal.”74 While loyalty programs in supermar-

kets have reserved certain discounts for loyalty card members since the 

1990s, there’s been greater transparency in what the discount is, com-

municated via item sticker.75 Every item I scanned in Amazon Books in 

Dedham, Massachusetts, showed a discounted price on my phone (there 

are a few store scanners available for those who don’t have smartphones). 

I made several purchases, and my receipt showed that I had received a 

3.3 A sign in Amazon Books in Dedham, Massachusetts, teaching shoppers how to 
“Check prices in this store” (left). A book with the label featuring a review and number of 
stars, but no price, in Amazon Books on 34th St. in New York City (right). Photos by author.
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26 percent savings as an Amazon Prime member, close to the 27 percent 

in average savings that Prime Members had received the previous month, 

according to store signage. Amazon Books, then, extends the personal-

ized, differentiated relationships consumers have with the retail giant 

based on their Prime status into the brick- and- mortar context.

Far from being a superstore, Amazon Books locations are modest in 

size, and particularly modest in the number of titles they carry. Because 

all the books are displayed face out, and often spaced out for better view-

ing, relatively few titles are stocked (see figure 3.4). Jia Tolentino writes 

in the New Yorker that the Columbus Circle location she visited in New 

York City stocked only three thousand titles, paling in comparison to her 

favorite large indie stores that stock between twenty- five thousand and 

sixty thousand titles.76

Amazon’s director of store operations describes the format as a “mecca 

for discovery,” in contrast to Amazon’s online store experience that 

highly rewards “search” but makes serendipitous “discovery” less likely 

than does browsing in an actual store, much to the ongoing chagrin of 

publishers attempting to market new books.77 As Tolentino discovered on 

3.4 The spacing of fiction selections by Elena Ferrante at Amazon Books in Dedham, 
Massachusetts. Photo by author.
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her shopping trip, the customer with titles in mind (i.e., doing a search) is 

bound to be disappointed due to the limited, if highly curated, selection.78 

Similar to Tolentino, I found that most fiction authors had only one book 

available, with only the bestsellers such as Elena Ferrante, Stephen King, 

Toni Morrison, and Kazuo Ishiguro warranting three or four titles. If the 

purpose of Amazon Books is to inspire customers, help with gift ideas, 

and facilitate discovery that isn’t engineered so tightly by personalized 

recommendation algorithms, then the store design makes sense.

At a basic level, more online shopping means we shop more from 

the comfort of our homes, and are less likely to be exposed to consumer 

goods that are available but not being targeted to “us.” At the same time, 

digital technologies are starting to make physical consumer spaces more 

discriminatory and exclusive. Social discrimination, in the sense of treat-

ing people differently according to some characteristic or data point, is 

the flipside of personalization in retail. You can go to Amazon Books 

but you won’t get the discounts, or even see the prices, without using 

the Amazon app. Amazon 4- Star in New York City is cashless (at least, it 

was in March 2019)— you can only pay by credit or debit, but via your 

Amazon mobile app is preferred. You can’t even go into Amazon Go, the 

company’s new convenience/grab- n- go store concept, without having an 

account with Amazon and the Amazon Go app on your phone. While 

Amazon Go is very unusual in this regard, it’s consistent with the expan-

sion of store models that require a membership or don’t accept cash. The 

City of Philadelphia is one municipality that has banned cashless stores, 

or stores that charge more for using cash, arguing that they are unaccept-

ably exclusionary, especially in a city with 26 percent of its population 

living in poverty, most of whom are considered “underbanked” and some 

completely “unbanked.” None other than Amazon lobbied city officials 

on this policy in an effort to carve out an exception for the Amazon Go 

format in anticipation of its rollout nationwide.79

CONCLUSION— THE PERSONALIZATION OF CONSUMPTION  
AND CULTURE

Amazon is the prime suspect when it comes to digital capitalism over-

turning what have long been considered the fundamentals of retail in the 
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United States. The future of malls and department stores are very much 

in question, as regular reports of “retail apocalypse” indicate, and retail 

brands that literally shaped our landscapes and shared spaces are going 

out of business. In the decline of dedicated media retail spaces, part of 

what is being lost is encountering cultural materials and observing what 

others are engaging with even if we’re not part of the target market. Retail 

spaces have never been entirely inclusive spaces untouched by social 

inequalities. Nevertheless, retail spaces have been public spaces where, at 

least in theory, anyone may enter, learn about and touch merchandise of 

all kinds, and consider purchasing. Bookstores have had a special place 

in retail, in promoting knowledge and culture and creating community 

spaces where writers and readers gather. Amazon retail stores certainly 

have a greater sense of publicness than Amazon online, in that you can 

encounter other people and see products being promoted to a wider vari-

ety of customers. But, consistent with broader trends in retail that inte-

grate digital personalization with brick- and- mortar space, Amazon’s retail 

stores, Amazon Books in particular, extend the personalization and there-

fore the differential treatment that shoppers experience online into the 

space of the physical store. Amazon Books is part of a movement among 

retailers using digital communication technologies to socialize consum-

ers to a retail experience defined more by differentiation and discrimina-

tion than by shared space and consumer experiences held in common. 

Digital brands like Amazon individualize consumption; normalize social 

discrimination in consumer spaces, prices, and opportunities; and create 

relationships between consumer and brand that compete with the rela-

tionships we might forge with each other, as fellow consumers.

Personalizing consumption has clear value to consumers. It promotes 

convenience, provides much- needed curation among overwhelming choice 

and, for some, comes with incentives and discounts. By reducing the power 

of traditional gatekeepers, it provides openings for readers to express their 

tastes, and authors to reach readers more directly, as through Kindle Direct 

Publishing. But when it comes to books— cultural products that connect 

the reader to the wider culture and community— that personalization does 

not sit so easily. While books have long been sold with an eye not only to 

their inherent value, but also to the bottom line, Amazon’s deployment of 

bookselling within a much larger platform strategy presents a new kind of 

instrumentalism.
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Since 2014, Amazon has reached consumers not just on their computers or 

mobile phones but via voice.1 In 2019 Bloomberg News broke a story about 

the role of humans in training Alexa, Amazon’s AI voice assistant, reveal-

ing that Amazon employees and contract workers listen to recordings of 

actual consumer interactions to improve Alexa’s functioning.2 Confirming 

people’s fears that their talk wasn’t just being sent to a cloud to be processed 

by machine learning systems, but that actual people could be eavesdrop-

ping, this was just one of many stories indexing anxiety about the surveil-

lance capabilities of Amazon’s Echo devices. One of the reports’ takeaways 

was how standard the use of human reviewers, or trainers, is in the area 

of natural language processing; it’s a needed layer of training for nuance 

and accuracy that machine learning can’t yet accomplish on its own.3 

And yet, the companies providing these services often craft their privacy 

policies in a vague enough way that the practice of sharing sample record-

ings with human reviewers is alluded to, but not generally understood 

by users. At the time of the Bloomberg News story Amazon’s FAQs about 

Alexa stated, “We use your requests to Alexa to train our speech recogni-

tion and natural language understanding systems,” wording that remained 

the same a few months after the story broke. A year later, the “common 

questions” about Alexa did include more specific information about the 

role of human reviewers under the heading “How do my voice recordings 

improve Alexa?,” explaining that it involves “supervised machine learning, 
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an industry- standard practice where humans review an extremely small 

sample of requests to help Alexa understand the correct interpretation of 

a request and provide the appropriate response in the future.”4

At the time this story broke, I expressed skepticism that revelations 

about the use of human reviewers would turn the tide of consumer senti-

ment against Alexa, or the competing voice assistants that people use via 

Google Home or Apple HomePod smart speakers.5 In forming this impres-

sion, I considered the rapid adoption rate of smart speakers since Amazon 

first released the Echo smart speaker in 2014;6 the bedrock of consumer 

trust that Amazon has built up over twenty- plus years of personalized con-

sumer service; the lack of emphasis that some Americans place on privacy, 

often citing having “nothing to hide”;7 and the tendency of some toward 

“privacy pragmatism,” or the willingness to see pervasive monitoring as a 

fair or necessary exchange for commercial benefits.8 Given these factors, 

it was hard to imagine that people would start unplugging their Echos 

and that sales would slow in the wake of this news. Not long afterward, 

Amazon reported that Echo sales only continued to grow at a tremendous 

rate, more than doubling in a year.9

We often hear from industry that most people don’t care about privacy 

or are more than happy to share their data in exchange for products and 

services, whereas from academics and activists we might hear that people 

only consent because they are woefully uninformed about the extent of 

dataveillance, how their personal data are used, and who benefits from it. 

While both of these things are true for some people some of the time, schol-

ars recently have drawn attention to the phenomenon of “digital resigna-

tion” or “privacy resignation.”10 These concepts describe the finding that 

most people disapprove of invasive data collection, and yet see little point 

in opting out or trying to resist these practices.11 A sense of resignation may 

help explain why more than half of Americans who own a smart speaker 

are, nevertheless, “at least somewhat concerned about the amount of data 

collected by these devices,” according to a 2019 Pew Survey.12 Indeed, the 

more informed individual users are about the extent of digital monitoring, 

the more resigned they are, and less likely to actively resist.

Scholars have also insisted that rather than focus solely on users’ 

behaviors and attitudes, we should consider the corporate practices that 

encourage people to disregard their data privacy, or give up trying to protect 
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it.13 Instead of reinforcing a sense that the status quo is inevitable and users’ 

behaviors are the real problem, we should analyze the “active normaliza-

tion of surveillance” or, as Lena Dencik and Jonathan Cable phrase it, the 

cultivation of “surveillance realism” by corporations.14 Nora Draper and 

Joseph Turow point to the practices of rhetorical “obfuscation” which leave 

users largely in the dark about how their data are collected and monetized.15

In contrast to companies whose strategy to normalize surveillance is to 

obscure its operation, Amazon tends to provide surveillance as a service. 

Although Amazon and its Alexa arm do use rhetorical obfuscation to some 

extent, as in the example of vagueness about humans reviewing voice data, 

they also emphasize relational techniques that target the affective self, 

consistent with Amazon’s brand strategy. Amazon offers the data- based 

nature of Alexa, its “voice user interface,” as an appealing aspect of more 

personalized service. Beyond just an exchange of personal data for service 

that a consumer might make a “rational” decision about, when people 

share their questions and domestic moments with Alexa, they feel they are 

building a relationship with “her.” This surveillance relation is, at its core, 

an intimate one, and the medium of voice only makes it more so. It is 

consistent with a movement noted by Sidney Fussell in the Atlantic away 

from panopticism— “unending, inescapable, unwanted surveillance”— 

and toward an “age of hyper- personalization [that] will make people will-

ing, enthusiastic participants in the panopticon, both as subjects and as 

architects.”16

Amazon has identified “surveillance as a service” as part of its busi-

ness model, in reference to its still- nascent drone delivery service. In a 

2015 patent Amazon specifies how its drones could, as a secondary func-

tion, perform visual surveillance on properties on their way to or from 

deliveries, with permission of the homeowner.17 This as- yet unrealized 

service is consistent with how Amazon offers surveillance as a service 

to its consumers— through its products and services that either perform 

surveillance for the consumer or provide the tools for them to perform 

surveillance themselves, on their homes or streets. New York Times tech 

columnist Kara Swisher reached for the phrase “surveillance as a service” 

in her response to test- driving Amazon’s Halo smartwatch, which tracks 

not just sleep and steps like its competitors, but infers mood and well- 

being from the user’s tone of voice.18 The surveillance of the Halo watch is 
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not incidental, but core to the utility and (supposed) appeal of the device, 

which is itself only an interface to the cloud- based service it offers.

Like some of Amazon’s other devices, the Halo watch works best “as 

a service,” or via an ongoing subscription that includes certain functions 

such as ongoing analysis of vocal tone, body composition, and sleep stages. 

Rather than routinely obfuscate its habits of user surveillance, Amazon 

frames its capacity to collect data about the consumer as an attractive 

aspect of the brand, because of how it enhances the brand’s knowledge of 

the consumer and therefore deepens the intimacy of the relationship and 

the quality of its services.

The centrality of dataveillance to platforms and the associated rise 

of tech giants like Google, Facebook, and Amazon have led scholars to 

identify this prevalent business logic as “surveillance capitalism.”19 Com-

mon across discussions of surveillance capitalism and the related concept 

of “data colonialism” is the extraction of value from data about human 

behavior without meaningful consent, and the elevation of these data 

commodities in the economy at large and in the fortunes of individual 

companies and business sectors.20 Without necessarily agreeing that sur-

veillance capitalism constitutes a distinct historical “stage,” we can note 

that particular iterations of capitalism, such as industrial capitalism, con-

sumer capitalism, and late capitalism (which may well coexist) have been 

thought to shape our subjectivities in particular ways. Amazon and its 

personified form, Alexa, are bellwethers for the subjectivities shaped by 

the practices of surveillance capitalism.

Consumer capitalism in general has cultivated what is sometimes 

described as a choosing subject.21 In this context the market provides an 

abundance of options, and consumers are invited to construct their iden-

tities, relate to others, and exert their consumer power via the mecha-

nism of choice. With surveillance capitalism, however, we see a shift in 

subjectification from the choosing subject to the served self. The served 

self technically still has the capacity to make choices, but is discouraged 

from doing so via both affective and structural means. The served self pri-

oritizes ease and seeks out products and services that are customized and 

personalized; they select from a limited menu of choices (if they select 

at all) that have already anticipated their needs and preferences. By and 

large, the labor of choice gets absorbed by the brand, and is provided as 
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a service. Whereas the choosing subject undertakes consumption in an 

active way, although it might look like routine, play, or labor depend-

ing on the context, the served self’s consumption is more passive. The 

gradual shift from choosing subject to served self may be hard to per-

ceive, embedded in daily habits and ways of thinking, but it is one of the 

distinctive costs of convenience addressed in this book.

PERSONALIZATION AS CORE BRAND COMPETENCY

Long before Amazon released its Echo smart speaker in 2014, it embraced 

personalization and recommendation tools in a way that made it stand out 

from its competitors.22 In Bezos’s very first letter to shareholders in 1998 (or 

“shareowners” as Amazon addresses them) after the company went pub-

lic, one of the first things he wrote was “Today, online commerce saves 

customers money and precious time. Tomorrow, through personalization, 

online commerce will accelerate the very process of discovery.” In the same 

year, he boasted that technology could recommend books to customers 

better than an employee, commenting “Great merchants have never had 

the opportunity to understand their customers in a truly individualized 

way. Ecommerce is going to make that possible.”23 In other words, “If we 

have 4.5 million customers, we should have 4.5 million stores.”24 From the 

time Amazon . com launched, it was assigning each customer who visited 

the site a unique ID and collecting data about user actions on the website.25

Of course, Amazon doesn’t personalize its website or services in a labor- 

intensive, hands- on way, as we’re used to thinking of something that is 

personal or personalized. Digital personalization is automated, an approach 

that Amazon announced in 1997 when it incorporated a personalization 

technology supplied by the company Net Perceptions that used “collab-

orative filtering,” which “behind the scenes . . .  matches the preferences of 

people to one another, drawing from a pool of titles chosen by a commu-

nity of people with similar tastes.”26 Far from obfuscating the use of collab-

orative filtering, Amazon has frequently drawn consumers’ attention to it, 

such as in named features of online tools like the “Customers who watched 

this item also watched” video recommender tool.

While Amazon has long positioned its ability to personalize product 

recommendations for its customers as central to its value proposition, 
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how the company has gone about it has shifted over time. In the 1990s 

Amazon treated recommendation and personalization as distinct activi-

ties. The company promoted its recommendations that were generated 

by experts and on- staff editors in books, music, and movies to establish 

the idea that an online retailer could be a legitimate source for quality 

goods in these areas, and to emphasize a magazine- like dimension to the 

website that brick- and- mortar stores couldn’t easily emulate. In the late 

1990s you could fill out a questionnaire about your likes and dislikes and 

receive emailed recommendations for new books from the Expert Editors.27 

In 1999 Amazon’s music manager Jennifer Cast boasted, “For the first time 

in a music store, shoppers can listen to respected commentators discuss a 

recommended CD and hear excerpts that illustrate their points. It’s like 

having an expert with a stereo by your side while you’re shopping.”28

But the editorial department’s days at Amazon were numbered. Former 

books editor James Marcus identifies 1999 as the “pinnacle” of the Ama-

zon editorial department’s reputation, writing:

What could possibly derail such a flourishing enterprise? The answer, as we 
were slow to realize, came down to a single word: personalization. The idea that 
the store could be “rehung for each customer”— tailored, that is, to individual 
tastes and preferences— had always been part of Jeff’s vision. Instead of a single 
Amazon, there would be millions of them, one for each visitor. They would be 
as distinctive as fingerprints, as genetic codes.29

This shift to personalization from editorially informed recommendation 

took various forms. Marcus himself had been one of the staff members 

designing a fresh Amazon homepage for each day, featuring a rotating selec-

tion of products, content, and sales pitches. By 1998, Amazon was start-

ing to use personalization technology to customize the homepage for each 

unique visitor, informed by their past behavior on the site.30 The software 

that would customize homepages and category pages for each customer was 

known as Amabot, and the downfall of human editors in these roles was 

sealed by the fact that Amabot’s page customizations led to comparable sales 

in experiments, or A/B testing.31 That kind of initiative continued, with the 

“My Store” feature rolled out in 2001, a tab on the site that was explicitly 

customized for each customer. Although “My Store” touted itself as requir-

ing no work on the part of customers, there was still some emphasis on con-

sumer choice and control over the process of personalization: “Customers 
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have full control over their own store and can add new favorite areas or 

delete old ones across Amazon . com to instantly update their store.”32

This relates to another notable shift— from personalization tools that 

consumers were invited to opt into and interact with to fully automated 

tools. When collaborative filtering technology was first introduced in 1997, 

Amazon did invite customers to rate books in order to generate personal-

ized recommendations. Even then though, the technology was “designed 

to serve customers better by ‘learning’ from each customer interaction with 

a Web site, using observations about what customers say they like, as well as 

observations about what customers actually do online.”33 By 2001, “Ama-

zon started making suggestions based on the items customers looked at, not 

just the products they bought.”34 Today, Amazon assumes that users want 

personalization, an approach widely shared across digital recommendation 

systems that have gravitated toward implicit over explicit data collection, 

or at least a hybrid of the two.35 Amazon doesn’t ask whether we want 

recommendations, or ask us to provide the information we want them 

to use to make them, or request permission to collect information about 

our activities on their sites. Amazon’s Privacy Notice makes this clear, stat-

ing in bold: “By visiting Amazon . com, you are accepting the practices 
described in this Privacy Notice.” Users who consult the fine print of the 

privacy notice will find that they do have some choices on what informa-

tion they share with Amazon and how the company can use it, although 

the functionality of some of Amazon’s services does depend on users shar-

ing their information.36

These developments reflect broader characteristics of surveillance 

capitalism— the automation of surveillance,37 and the transfer of “decision 

rights” about personal information from people to platforms.38 Informa-

tion about us is automatically collected by virtue of our online activity, 

processed in an automated way, and fed into feedback loops without our 

express knowledge or consent— “data accumulation by dispossession” as 

Jim Thatcher, David O’Sullivan, and Dillon Mahmoudi characterize it.39 

Typically, Shoshana Zuboff argues, digital platforms take first and apolo-

gize later, or much more likely, normalize their surveillance practices if 

they come to light.40

The extent and complexity of Amazon’s personalization operation 

has increased as the capacities of the requisite tools have grown— the 
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availability and low cost of cloud storage for the data that feed into per-

sonalization, advances in analytics and machine learning, higher process-

ing speeds, and increased bandwidths. As Jeff Bezos described in his 2010 

shareholder letter: “to construct a product detail page for a customer vis-

iting Amazon . com, our software calls on between 200 and 300 services 

[web- based analytic services] to present a highly personalized experience 

for that consumer.” Part of personalization is prediction, which pertains 

to product recommendation but also to other services such as stream-

ing, by preloading content Amazon predicts you will watch in order to 

decrease the time it takes for a program to buffer.41

Early in Amazon’s history CEO Jeff Bezos articulated that the com-

pany, although by all appearances an online bookseller, was actually a 

software, data, and analytics company, and that focus has only become 

clearer over time.

SURVEILLANCE AS A SERVICE

Amazon is here to serve. Amazon has made meeting our every individual 

desire, convenience, and necessity its number one principle— “earth’s most 

customer- centric company”— with its number one leadership principle 

being “customer obsession” as it frequently proclaims. While Amazon is 

far from the first service brand, few other service brands have scaled per-

sonalization as Amazon has. The key to the power of Amazon’s brand is its 

flexibility, and its ability to provide a customized experience to each of us, 

the variations of which we may well be unaware of. Surveillance is a key 

ingredient in Amazon’s ability to provide personalized service on a massive 

scale. The way Amazon offers surveillance as a service to consumers is a 

prime example of how corporations cultivate “surveillance realism”— “the 

active normalization and justification of surveillance practices that also 

come to limit the possibilities for imagining alternative ways of organizing 

society.”42

Google chief financial officer Hal Varian has argued that personalized 

service in the digital economy is the logical extension of luxuries trickling 

down the class structure and becoming necessities.43 Personal service, once 

exclusive to the rich, is in some sense becoming democratized (although 

not, clearly, to everyone) thanks to digital communication technologies 
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and the platform giants that have come to dominate them. But the price of 

that personalization should be clear: submission to surveillance. As access 

to products and services becomes increasingly conditioned on providing 

personal data, it is privacy itself that becomes the luxury good, affordable 

only to the rich who can hire people to provide personalized service and 

lawyers to draw up and enforce the nondisclosure agreements.

A service like Amazon Key, introduced in 2017 to US Prime members, 

vividly illustrates how the company aims to provide services that would 

have once required a dedicated personal assistant.44 Using an in- home 

cloud cam and smart lock, Prime members can use the service to get their 

Amazon goods placed inside their homes, as a way to protect them from 

the elements or “porch pirates.” In 2018 the service was extended to in- 

car delivery, allowing package carriers to drop off goods in a car’s trunk, 

provided it is a compatible vehicle with connectivity to a remote service 

such as OnStar that can unlock it, and in 2019 to Key for Garage (now Key 

by Amazon In- Garage Delivery) for those customers who have a “smart” 

garage door opener.45 In one Amazon promotional video, this personal-

ized level of convenience and service is depicted as accessible to a relat-

able Amazon customer, portrayed as a young woman in an entry- level job 

who realizes while at work that her parents are coming to town for her 

mother’s birthday, but she doesn’t have a gift or appropriate shirt to wear, 

nor is her apartment in a state suitable for guests.46 She arranges delivery 

to work of a new shirt, delivery of a wrapped gift to be placed inside her 

apartment door, and an Amazon Home Services “team of home- cleaning 

ninjas.” Tasks that previously would have required a personal assistant 

or high- end concierge service can now be accessed by virtually anyone, 

Amazon suggests. While many of the services that Amazon provides have 

come to feel normal— such as personalized recommendations, fast ship-

ping, notifications about price changes on items, and reminders about 

incomplete returns— the Amazon Key service dramatically highlights the 

seeming “democratization” of personalized service. There’s something very 

flattering about mega- brands like Amazon, Google, and Apple vying to be 

our personal assistants, similar to the ethos of the “celebrity subject” that 

Jodi Dean argues has been cultivated by the interactivity of new media, 

an acknowledgment of the pleasure and enjoyment that can come from 

the “sense that one is known.”47
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The surveillance technologies in which Amazon is investing position 

the company to be the ultimate service brand. Amazon’s third largest 

corporate acquisition to date (after Whole Foods and MGM) is Ring, pur-

chased in 2018, which makes Alexa- enabled doorbells and security cam-

eras. This acquisition allows Amazon to not only provide its customers 

extensive surveillance capabilities via these devices, but an integrated set 

of tools through which to contract with Amazon- provided services such 

as indoor package delivery, grocery delivery, and Amazon Home Services 

(Amazon- approved services such as TV wall mounting, exercise equip-

ment assembly, and house cleaning). Brad Stone writes for Bloomberg, 

“Alexa is a nice novelty now, great for serving up the weather, reading 

the news and hosting the occasional trivia game. But it will be really use-

ful when it’s the hub that lets people use their voice to arm their security 

systems, open locked doors and flash video of the person who’s ringing 

the doorbell out front.”48 He argues that, “To keep growing at 30 percent 

a year, Amazon has to start selling us services, not just stuff.”49 As I argue 

though, Amazon has always fundamentally been a service brand.

As conceptualized by business scholar Leonard Berry, service brands 

are organized around providing a consistent experience to their custom-

ers, especially important for companies that provide services but no tan-

gible product.50 This can even be the case for brands that do sell actual 

products, such as Starbucks, which Berry argues is a service brand more so 

than a product brand.51 Similarly, with Amazon, the real product is not so 

much the object that you get, but the quality of the service— particularly 

speed, convenience, and price— that you receive in every interaction. Ama-

zon’s emphases on personalization, recommendation, and the automation 

of consumption all reflect its focus on being the ultimate service brand in 

the digital economy.

In the past, service brands achieved renown through the “personal 

touch” of a business owner or staff member, or through services designed 

to be consistent and predictable for mass audiences. Hotel brands are ser-

vice brands that provide personalization via attentive service from the 

concierge or housekeeping; McDonald’s provides it to the masses through 

predictable menus and efficient customer service interactions. In the digi-

tal economy, however, service can be customized and personalized on a 

massive scale, thanks to data collected in every consumer interaction that 
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can in turn be used to design future interactions (and of course, tradi-

tional service businesses like hotels and fast food are also adopting these 

technologies). Technology and legal scholar Tim Wu bemoans the “tyr-

anny of convenience,” which has persuaded so many of us to exchange 

data privacy for the promise of seamless digital ecosystems where each 

individual service “remembers us.”52 Platform companies like Amazon 

are ideally positioned to provide this kind of personalized convenience, 

where preferences, habits, and information across activity domains can 

in theory be integrated into a seamless, “360 degree” service experience.53

Presenting itself as a service brand provides Amazon a pretext or rea-

son to engage in pervasive surveillance of its customers. But we mustn’t 

lose sight of the fact that data used to provide personalized services that 

“delight” consumers are not only being used to provide a more satisfy-

ing shopping or entertainment experience. Data is monetized, and used 

by platforms like Amazon as a tool for market dominance. The ability to 

collect data about all the users on your platform, not only to make your 

own business activities more competitive, but also to sell either the data 

or products and services informed by that data, to third parties is tremen-

dously powerful. Jathan Sadowski argues that data is not so much a com-

modity, bought and sold for profit, but a new form of capital, making its 

accumulation and “perpetual circulation” a business imperative even if its 

use isn’t immediately apparent.54 Zuboff characterizes the “aha” moment 

at Google in the late 1990s when the company realized that its “digital 

exhaust,” or the data that it was incidentally collecting about users as 

they interacted with its search engine, could be tremendously valuable if 

subjected to predictive analytics.55 Amazon, with its long history of using 

consumer data for personalization and recommendations, arguably saw 

the value in digital exhaust even earlier.

Amazon gathers huge amounts of consumer data. According to the com-

pany’s Privacy Notice, this includes searches, purchases, product wishlists 

and registries, page clicks, time spent on pages, streamed content, and prod-

uct ratings and reviews. The notice also makes clear that Amazon can col-

lect a lot of details about how we access the site, including our IP address, 

the “clickstream” of URLs we use before, during, and after we leave the site, 

and, during some sessions, “page response times, download errors, length of 

visits to certain pages, and page interaction information (such as scrolling, 
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clicks, and mouse- overs).”56 With the software analytics that can either 

make this level of detail on a massive scale intelligible to Amazon employ-

ees, or if not, the machine learning capability to detect patterns, there is, 

in a sense, nowhere for the consumer to hide. Every visit we make to the 

site could tell a story, supported by our location, the timestamp, the length 

of our visit, the products we looked at and how we looked at them. If the 

story isn’t clear enough, Amazon also collects data about us across the web, 

via the cookies on pages where Amazon’s ads appear (which will indicate 

whether those ads eventually drove purchases), from other websites that 

Amazon does business with, credit history information from credit bureaus, 

as well as “search results and links, including paid listings,” and “informa-

tion about internet- connected devices and services linked with Alexa.”57 

This might just be standard- issue online dataveillance, but as consumers 

buy more and do more within Amazon’s ecosystem, the range of granular 

data the company collects about our purchases, habits, and leisure boggles 

the mind. As Robert Spector, an early observer of Amazon, commented in 

1999 when the company purchased Alexa Internet, a web traffic analytics 

company, “The goal is to be able to figure out how best to present a cus-

tomer with a particular product or service, at just the right time when the 

customer is ready to make that purchase. . . .  Amazon . com is not just in the 

merchandise business, it’s also in the information business.”58

Amazon is known for jealously guarding these data. According to its Pri-

vacy Notice, “Information about our customers is an important part of our 

business, and we are not in the business of selling our customers’ personal 

information to others.”59 The lack of information that third- party sellers 

get from Amazon is a source of great frustration for them, especially since 

Amazon will provide some data but only for a price. However, Amazon 

does use these data to sell targeted advertising. As former Amazon exec-

utive John Rossman puts it, Amazon’s core business is creating optimal 

“consumer experience through personal recommendations, personaliza-

tion, and data- based advertising models,” which form the basis for mar-

keting and advertising services to the many sellers that use the platform.60 

Since 2012, Amazon has made a concerted push into the digital advertising 

market, having been cautious for many years, while building trust with 

consumers, about featuring too- obviously sponsored search results on its 
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own site.61 Just as the placement of most items in the supermarket is the 

result of negotiated payments with suppliers, so too is Amazon’s “digital 

shelf” increasingly shaped by paid marketing programs.62 Amazon’s adver-

tising business is growing so rapidly that it has become an official threat 

to Google and Facebook’s duopoly in that market;63 advertising is consid-

ered one of Amazon’s three major businesses along with ecommerce and 

cloud computing.64 Its treasure trove of proprietary data with strengths in 

shopping behavior, entertainment, and voice data for Amazon customers 

who are, on average, better off than the population as a whole, make it a 

force to be reckoned with.65 As internet privacy regulations, including the 

European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and Cali-

fornia Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA), threaten the viability of third- party 

cookies that collect information about users across the web, the appeal of 

“first party data,” like that which Amazon holds about its users, has greatly 

increased and led more advertisers to retailer- based advertising.66

Companies that sell products on Amazon’s site can bid to be a “spon-

sored product” (in other words, purchase a high placement in search 

results) or a “sponsored brand” (meaning the brand as a whole appears as 

a “header” to search results) in relation to particular keyword searches.67 

But Amazon also sells more traditional display advertising— both image 

and video— beyond its ecommerce site, for websites and mobile sites that 

it owns such as IMDb, on its Fire TV menu of streaming apps (including 

its own ad- supported IMDb TV), and on a network of sites across the 

web. As is common with digital ad sales today, companies— whether or 

not they sell products on Amazon— do not purchase particular ad spaces, 

but rather, particular audience targets for their ads, using an automated 

programmatic ad- buying system called Amazon DSP (Demand Side Plat-

form).68 These audience targets aren’t defined just by demographics or the 

search terms that consumers have used; Amazon can define targets with 

considerable specificity in terms of location, product searches on Ama-

zon, what they have actually purchased on the site, or what entertain-

ment they have consumed using Amazon’s streaming and subscription 

media services. Consider just one reported example: “When a chain of 

physical therapy centers wanted new patients, it aimed online ads at peo-

ple near its offices who had bought knee braces recently on Amazon.”69 
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This allows tremendously efficient targeting; advertisers can even exclude 

those who are within their target audience but recently purchased the 

product, and don’t need it advertised to them right now.70

Reportedly, Amazon’s conversion rate— or the rate at which clicking 

on the ad leads to a purchase— is considerably higher than that achieved 

through targeted advertising purchased from Amazon’s competitors Face-

book and Google, helped no doubt by the fact that if the seller is on Ama-

zon, there’s a good chance that the consumer already has their credit card 

information stored on the site and can “Buy Now” with just “one click.”71 

Just as Amazon has long personalized its own services to its customers, 

within specific target audiences it allows advertisers to deploy different 

versions of the same ad based on people’s shopping behavior.72 A shop-

per who reads reviews can get an ad with a product’s star rating, whereas 

another shopper who uses Subscribe & Save can get that buying option 

featured.73

For Amazon as with other platform companies like Google and Face-

book, “The Data Is the Business Model.”74 If we consider Amazon’s fly-

wheel of growth introduced in chapter 1, the greater the traffic on its site 

and services, the greater Amazon’s ability to sell targeted audiences to 

advertisers, which drives more capital accumulation via ad sales as well as 

the cut Amazon takes on product sales on its site, which gives it yet more 

capital to keep prices low and invest in infrastructure that allows it to stay 

ahead of its competitors.

Amazon’s current focus on the Internet of Things (IoT) substantially 

extends the company’s practice of collecting detailed data about consum-

ers. The Internet of Things refers to digitally networked sensors incorpo-

rated into more and more objects, rather than being restricted to what 

we would normally recognize as digitally networked devices. Rather than 

simply try to collect more data about what people are doing on their 

computers or smartphones, IoT captures new domains of activity as data 

commodities, such as driving habits, use of home appliances, and home 

lighting and temperature control. For Amazon, IoT and voice technolo-

gies encourage consumers to research or initiate purchases at more times, 

in more places, and with the option of doing it “hands- free,” thereby 

reducing yet more friction in consumption (while certainly also pro-

viding an important accessibility service to those who need it). One of 
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Amazon’s initiatives in 2020 was a bundle of incentives for advertisers to 

include a “branded utterance” that launches an Alexa skill in their ads, 

like “Alexa, order Smartfood popcorn,” in an effort to jump- start the idea 

of buying things via voice.75

Amazon has been laying the groundwork for leading in the Internet 

of Things and normalizing ever more intimate layers of surveillance by 

becoming ubiquitous in consumers’ lives, developing trust with consum-

ers through countless interactions over many years, and positioning itself 

as the ultimate service brand. Through a rapidly growing array of “smart 

home” products, some proprietary (like Ring products) but also compat-

ible products made by other companies, Amazon is selling surveillance as 

a service. By inviting consumers and making it easy for them to be the 

surveillers and not just the surveillees, Amazon normalizes and legitimizes 

the practice of surveillance, draws attention to its benefits (of control, secu-

rity, and convenience), and invites consumers to identify with the subject 

position of one who surveils. The Ring doorbell with a built- in camera, 

for example, allows consumers to see who or what (in terms of a delivered 

package) is on their doorstep without having to open the door, using their 

device from anywhere in the house, or even far from home. According to 

consumer product reviews, security- focused devices like the Ring doorbell 

work best with a monthly subscription to a service (the Ring Protect Plan) 

that records all video and stores it in the cloud. In that sense, Amazon 

doesn’t just sell products that provide surveillance, but sells surveillance as 

a service, specifically a subscription- based service— a broader trend in the 

digital economy where “no one wants to sell you anything anymore, they 

just want to rent it to you.”76

The zenith of Amazon’s surveillance capabilities, frequently referred 

to by industry observers and critics as a “trojan horse,” is the Echo smart 

speaker, launched in 2014. The Echo suite of products— including the 

diminutive Echo Dot, the cylindrical Echo smart speaker, the alarm 

clock- like Echo Spot, and the larger, rectangular display of the Echo Show 

(among other products)— works with the Alexa AI “brain” that resides 

in the AWS cloud. People typically use smart speakers to stream music 

or radio; ask about weather; ask general questions; and set timers and 

alarms.77 These are all known as skills, or Alexa’s “built- in capabilities.”78 

While Amazon produces many of its own Alexa skills for its own products 
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and services, such as the Fire TV remote and the Amazon shopping app, 

Alexa also functions as a platform for other companies to build “skills” 

upon that users can access on their Echo devices via voice. Companies 

can also integrate voice- controlled services into their own products.

Alexa is similar to competing digital voice assistants like Apple’s Siri and 

Google’s Assistant, but with greater market penetration with smart speak-

ers if not smartphones (in both the United States and globally),79 greater 

integration with a host of IoT devices by many manufacturers, and argu-

ably greater cultural visibility. Making Alexa skills user friendly to devel-

opers and free to incorporate into their products is a strategy designed to 

make Alexa the most omnipresent voice assistant that people can call on 

in almost any space and situation. As with so many of Amazon’s business 

moves, it is designed around long- term thinking in terms of the payoffs 

that come with being the leading digital voice assistant. These payoffs 

include the value of user data, as well as, eventually, the ability to leverage 

market capture, or the idea that in the future other companies and brands 

will be willing to pay to use Alexa in order to access its massive user base.

Alexa’s ostensible reason for being is to serve the user. But when it comes 

to Alexa, we might ask, who is really serving who? As media scholar Thao 

Phan puts it:

The inclusion of smart devices into intimate spaces and daily routines represents 
a new frontier for the commodification of everyday life, creating a suffocating 
reality in which every aspect of social and personal life becomes colonized by 
commercial interests. To describe smart devices as working for or in service of 
households is an inaccurate representation of the direction of power; on the con-
trary, it is the household that labors for the device.80

Andrea Guzman agrees with Phan’s assessment that it’s the user, not the 

AI, who is the real laborer in this relationship. Guzman argues that the 

digital assistant makes it seem as if the user is in control of their interac-

tions with a virtual being, while rendering invisible the way the voice is 

merely the interface for software that connects the user to the vast inter-

ests and capabilities of the company behind it.81 Or, as expressed by Nick 

Couldry and Andreas Hepp, our ignorance of how digital tools like Alexa 

work facilitates their “tool reversibility,” the way any “data- based tool” 

we use “is already using us.”82
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The kinds of data collected by Alexa- enabled devices have an extra 

layer of economic benefit distinct from collecting predictive informa-

tion about users’ shopping or search behavior. People’s interactions with 

Alexa enhance its natural language processing skills because of the logic of 

machine learning, whereby computer algorithms progressively improve 

their performance on tasks in response to new inputs and outcomes. If 

our online searches and page views generate valuable “digital exhaust,” 

just imagine the value that tech companies might be able to extract from 

the much richer (but also, more complicated) domain of natural speech. 

This helps explain why Amazon’s smart devices are almost permanently 

on sale— they’re practically giving them away according to industry 

observers.83 During Cyber Monday of 2018 the Echo Dot was on sale for 

$19.99 or 50 percent off, or it came for free with the purchase of an Ama-

zon Fire stick. The Echo Look had a list price of $199 but was on sale for 

$50. According to estimates of the bill of materials for the device, the 

regular price is very close to the cost of materials.84 In 2020 Jeff Bezos 

admitted that when these devices are on sale they are sold at a loss, and 

as observers point out, they are on sale as often as they’re listed at full 

price.85 Echo smart speakers are regularly thrown in with other purchases 

as promotions, with the idea that even if the recipient doesn’t want it, 

they’ll regift it and it will find a home.86 Amazon’s desire to consolidate 

its convincing market leadership in smart speakers and AI voice assistants 

against competitors Apple and Google, in an effort to achieve winner- 

take- all network effects, is behind these pricing and marketing strategies. 

As Judith Shulevitz puts it in the Atlantic, “The company that succeeds 

in cornering the smart- speaker market will lock appliance manufactur-

ers, app designers, and consumers into its ecosystem of devices and ser-

vices.”87 Given that, in 2020, 70 percent of US smart speaker owners used 

Echo devices, Alexa is apparently well on its way to being the voice equiv-

alent of Google, the almost universally default search engine.88

ALEXA: UBIQUITOUS SURVEILLANCE INFRASTRUCTURE

Whether smart doorlocks, thermostats, or in- home cloud cams, as con-

sumers adopt “smart home” technologies, they’re helping Amazon build 
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a surveillance infrastructure. While internet connectivity (provided by 

third parties) is part of this infrastructure, as are Amazon Web Services’ 

data centers, it also requires physical things equipped with sensors that 

people choose to place in their homes. The example of Amazon Key illus-

trates how signing up for the service connects Amazon to surveillance 

infrastructures— like home security systems and remote tracking systems 

for vehicles— that people are already using. The fact that the largest home-

builder in the United States, Lennar Ventures, started including Alexa- 

enabled technologies and Echo devices into all its new homes in 2018 

suggests the extent to which these technologies are transitioning from 

novel luxuries to perceived necessities, at least among the well- off.89

Alexa and the devices that serve as its interface are creating a wide- 

ranging infrastructure of surveillance. The Echo smart speakers are “always 

on” listening devices that are only supposed to send data to the cloud 

when activated by a watch word, although incidents of malfunction have 

been widely reported, raising fears that the devices might be listening and 

recording people when they don’t realize it.90 The reporting about human 

reviewers revealed that a significant proportion (about 10 percent) of 

voice samples appeared to be conversations recorded in error, when users 

had not used the watch word.91 While Amazon users can delete their 

own voice recordings, it remains the case that some transcripts stored in 

Alexa’s secondary storage systems may not be deleted, something that 

Amazon says it is “working on.”92 The newer devices like the Echo Show 

have motion- sensitive cameras, so “walking by is the visual equivalent of 

a wake- word.”93 While motion turns the screen on, the Echo Show is not 

supposed to record images or video unless explicitly asked to. Rising pri-

vacy concerns are influencing the design of these devices, with the most 

recent Echo Show incorporating a slide that physically closes the shutter 

on the camera.94

The rollout of the Echo Look, a smart speaker for the bedroom contain-

ing a camera designed to take full- length photos of the user, inspired com-

munication scholar Zeynep Tufekci to raise the alarm about the increasing 

intrusiveness of smart home devices. With the help of the Style Guide skill, 

the Echo Look invites users to take pictures of themselves in two different 

outfits in order to receive a personalized suggestion for which one to wear, 

generated “using advanced machine learning algorithms and advice from 
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fashion specialists,”95 although the exact process or balance between the 

two is not clear.96 Tufekci’s fear is that we are “Sleepwalking into surveillance 

capitalism, which is evolving into data and computation authoritarian-

ism, one cool service at a time.”97 The development of “affective comput-

ing,” where AI is trained to read and respond to facial expressions, vocal 

tones, and affective language, is relevant here.98 In 2018 Amazon filed an 

application to patent the ability of an AI voice assistant to respond to the 

“physical and emotional characteristics of users,” offering the example of 

Alexa suggesting chicken soup and cough drops to a user who coughs and 

sniffles while addressing it.99 By 2020 Amazon’s Halo watch was providing 

feedback on users’ tone of voice, although initial reviews raised skepticism 

about the accuracy and utility of the service.100 Given Amazon’s multiple 

forays into the health sector, the potential synergies between Alexa as a 

pervasive surveillance system and the fields of health insurance and health 

marketing should give us pause.101 Whether health status, weight, physi-

cal or behavioral signs of depression, or knowledge about the home from 

the background of an image, Tufekci points out that Amazon could con-

ceivably use these data to sell us things beyond the stated purpose of the 

app, sell insights from the data to third parties who then market to us in a 

more customized way, or even sell the data to third parties who could use 

it to discriminate or target us politically. While most of these activities are 

ruled out by Amazon’s policies, Tufekci advises skepticism about digital 

platforms’ privacy promises.102 Whether via a hack, surreptitious coopera-

tion with authorities, or public cooperation, the widespread adoption of 

Amazon’s “smart” devices is creating a domestic surveillance infrastructure 

that will no doubt be tempting for government, as well as for corporate 

America and Amazon itself, to use in ways beyond what consumers agree 

to, or even imagine.

The likelihood of a slippery slope between surveillance capitalism and 

political surveillance has been raised by a number of observers.103 Reports 

from China, where the government routinely requests data from tech com-

panies like ecommerce giant Alibaba to identify people for prosecution, 

police investigation, or additional surveillance, suggest what is within the 

realm of possibility.104 The Chinese government has been developing and 

testing a social credit system for some years, in which big data furnished 

by companies like Ant Financial (part of Alibaba) contribute to a score of, 
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essentially, trustworthiness that can lead to government investigation or 

sanction when scores go down, or incentives and rewards, such as access 

to personal loans and international travel, when scores go up.105 Especially 

in countries like the United States, where privacy laws are not particularly 

strong, and the cooperation of tech and communications companies with 

the National Security Agency has been thoroughly documented by whis-

tleblower Edward Snowden, this should be cause for concern, let alone in 

more authoritarian contexts.

In the United States private companies are under less compulsion to 

hand data over to the government than in some other nations, but the 

extent of Amazon’s business entanglements with various levels of govern-

ment raises questions about how secure personal information stored by 

Amazon will be from government and law enforcement. These entangle-

ments include the contract for the CIA’s cloud computing needs, narrowly 

missing out on the Pentagon’s JEDI (Joint Enterprise Defense Infrastruc-

ture) cloud computing contract (a decision that Amazon is challenging in 

court as of this writing, citing improper influence from the Trump White 

House), the fact that Amazon Web Services powers many of the analytics 

being used by ICE (US Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agency), 

and use of Amazon’s facial recognition technology by various parts of US 

law enforcement (Amazon’s Rekognition image and video analytics API 

is part of AWS). Amazon has consistently come under fire in recent years 

for its surveillance products, including Rekognition, which the company 

marketed widely to police departments and other law enforcement agen-

cies even though current and former employees felt it wasn’t “battle- 

tested,” and therefore likely to yield inaccurate results. (In June 2020, in 

the wake of the Black Lives Matter protests and anti- police sentiment, 

Amazon announced a one- year moratorium on providing the service to 

police departments.)106 Independent algorithmic auditing of Rekognition 

has found that it identifies faces with less accuracy for women and people 

of color than white men, yielding more biased results than competing 

facial recognition products in the marketplace.107

Amazon has also partnered with police departments, estimated at more 

than four hundred nationwide in 2020, making them de facto marketing 

partners for the Ring doorbell technology by providing them with free 
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doorbells to distribute in their communities, and providing suggestions 

for how they can promote Ring’s Neighbors app.108 Using Neighbors, local 

residents voluntarily share video from their doorbells with other users 

in the community, as well as with local enforcement, or conversely, law 

enforcement asks users to voluntarily share their doorbell video when they 

want information. Critics such as the ACLU question these arrangements 

in terms of both citizen privacy and government oversight; since money 

rarely changes hands in these relationships between Amazon Ring and 

police departments, approval by local government is rarely required.109 In 

PBS Frontline’s episode on Amazon that James Jacoby produced, he chal-

lenged Amazon Ring executive Doug Limp on the lack of transparency 

regarding agreements between Ring and law enforcement. Limp disagreed 

with Jacoby’s characterization of the doorbells and other cameras as “sur-

veillance devices,” arguing instead that they are merely a “tool for security,” 

providing a “ring to make you safer.”110 This talking point suggests why 

Amazon may have opted to keep the Ring brand name, both because of the 

visual metaphor of a “ring of safety,” but also because then the inevitable 

controversies in how Ring footage is deployed by private citizens as well as 

law enforcement— in ways that may be discriminatory— can remain one 

step removed from Amazon’s brand.

In terms of Alexa itself, law enforcement has approached Amazon a 

number of times for recordings Alexa may have made while a crime was 

occurring. In these cases, Amazon has refused to hand over the data ini-

tially, but under court order, search warrant, or consent of the defendant’s 

attorney, provided the recordings after all.111 Amazon’s disposition regard-

ing user information is a far cry from Apple’s ironclad refusal to unlock 

password- protected, encrypted iPhones, as in the case of the San Bernardino 

shooters of 2015.

Concerns about convergence between consumer infrastructures of sur-

veillance and political surveillance are not just speculative. While there 

may not be a social credit system in the United States, Amazon supports 

US government surveillance, intelligence, and law enforcement functions 

in a variety of ways, via both AWS and consumer surveillance technologies 

like Alexa and Ring. It’s reasonable to ask how these cozy and profitable 

relationships affect Amazon’s commitment to the data privacy of its users.
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SURVEILLANCE, INTIMACY, AND THE  
CONSUMER- BRAND RELATION

Socially, the greater integration of AI services into our everyday lives, and 

greater outsourcing of tasks onto digital assistants, have implications for 

domestic life that we can only begin to glimpse. Among these are new 

kinds of affects between users and platforms, and the possibility that pri-

vate spaces, and the selves we inhabit in these spaces, are being reconfig-

ured by our entanglements with digital platform services.

While poststructural theory has long understood subjectivity, or our 

understanding and experience of the self, to be shaped by how we are 

hailed by multiple discourses, affect theorists look beyond the discursive 

and the representational to how sensation and feeling, produced through 

encounters with people, objects, and technologies, also shape the subject 

in profound ways.112 This theoretical insight is helpful for understand-

ing Amazon, which has long been a brand with relatively little repre-

sentational emotional content but a powerful affective relation with its 

customers, building trust and relationality with consumers through inter-

action. As a form of “automated media,” to use Mark Andrejevic’s term, 

Alexa is an example of sociality being “offloaded” onto digital systems, 

and leveraged in the service of both consumption and enhanced data 

commodities.113 Alexa is, according to Yolande Strengers and Jenny Ken-

nedy, a “smart wife” who “is constantly available for service.”114

Amazon seeks to make Alexa an indispensable service that sweetens the 

granular forms of surveillance in more private spaces and situations that it 

now has the capability to gather. Fundamentally, Amazon offers to serve 

us by knowing us, including the domestic, private side of ourselves repre-

sented by our product searches, our purchases, the media we consume, and 

now with Alexa, what we say and how we say it. Alexa only deepens this 

relationship due to the affective nature of the human voice, and the real- 

time experience of personalized service in domestic space. In other words, 

Amazon’s tools and techniques of surveillance create tremendous intimacy 

between consumer and brand— achieved through the sensations of being 

seen, heard, and known. Although responses to Alexa are inevitably mixed, 

especially as the accuracy of its natural language processing continues to 

develop, a strong theme is the tremendous affection that many users have 
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for Alexa, regularly identifying it as a valued companion or “one of the 

family.”115 A four- year- old boy told National Public Radio (NPR) that “she 

was a person who lived in an apartment outside his window. And he loved 

her.”116 Amazon encourages the experience of having one’s self and one’s 

needs seen by another, being catered to, and being at the center of some-

one else’s universe. It makes this expectation of personalized service more 

accessible than it has ever been, normalizing it as part of what it means to 

be a consumer in the digital age.

Amazon presents its logic of personalization through surveillance fairly 

openly. We can observe many of Alexa’s design principles in guides pub-

lished online for scripting Alexa skills, aimed at third- party companies 

that wish to use the voice platform. One of the top four principles for 

designing voice skills for Alexa is “Be personal. Individualize your entire 

interaction.”117 Amazon encourages skill designers to have Alexa learn 

the user’s name and use it in subsequent interactions: “This personalizes 

the experience so that each time customers return, they feel more com-

fortable with Alexa.”118 As Amazon explains to developers who seek to 

create skills for Alexa, “Alexa should remember context and past inter-
actions, as well as knowing a customer’s location [dependent on users 

making their location available in the settings] and meaningful details in 

order to maintain familiarity and be more efficient in future exchanges” 

(bold in original).119 If users repeat a skill, Alexa should verbally acknowl-

edge the return to a previous activity, and if the user stops interacting and 

then returns, Alexa should also acknowledge that.120 These behaviors are 

needed to make the conversation “magical” according to a source familiar 

with Alexa’s development.121 Amazon’s desire and capability to watch and 

listen to its customers is presented as a feature, rather than a bug, even 

to consumers themselves— “a performance of trust in a theatre of persua-

sion” as media scholar Thao Phan characterizes the design of rival voice 

assistant Siri.122

Perhaps the closest equivalent we have to understanding the rise of digi-

tal assistants and its impact on the subjectivities of those who use them is 

the history of domestic service. A number of commentators have made this 

linkage, including Phan and Judith Shulevitz, the latter describing Alexa 

as a “humble servant.”123 Now that tech companies like Google, Apple, 

Microsoft, and Amazon provide virtual assistants, the tension between 
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personalized service and the loss of privacy, long a dilemma faced only 

by the upper classes, is being newly negotiated by people of more modest 

means.

Alexa offers domestic help for the middle classes, but without the awk-

wardness of obvious class inequality, or the need to make space in one’s 

home for a living, breathing person. The benefit of a disembodied Alexa 

relative to other forms of embodied assistance from past times was humor-

ously explored in a 2020 Superbowl Ad featuring Ellen DeGeneres and 

Portia De Rossi. In a series of vignettes, the service that the historical ver-

sion of Alexa provides is unsatisfactory in some way, from the Victorian 

maid who reduces the room’s temperature by throwing a log from the fire 

through the window, to the companion riding shotgun on an Old West 

wagon playing songs for the driver by blowing on a jug, to the medieval 

carrier pigeon entrusted with a love note that it won’t deliver due to being 

eaten by an eagle followed by a dragon.124

What we know about the actual history of domestic service comes pri-

marily from novels and advice manuals to employers on how to man-

age their servants. Scholarship on these materials makes clear that the 

loss of privacy in exchange for the convenience of domestic help has a 

long history, especially as distinctions between public and private spheres 

became a greater issue of concern in Victorian England, for example.125 

Seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century relationships with domestic ser-

vants were, of course, structured by the class differences inherent to those 

relationships; intimacy, relationality, and possibilities for surveillance are 

all the more fraught when embedded in the need to demarcate and main-

tain social hierarchies. In contrast, Alexa is “responsive without unbid-

den engagements, retaining only those directives allowing it to anticipate 

and perform the desired task of its master.”126

Amazon resists the term “assistant” for Alexa, instructing third parties 

developing Alexa skills to only refer to Alexa as “Amazon’s cloud- based 

voice service” and never refer to it as a “personal assistant” or “virtual assis-

tant.”127 This may well be in order to distinguish Alexa from one of its main 

competitors, Google’s Assistant. It also has the effect, perhaps unintended, 

of deemphasizing Alexa’s status as an “assistant” with its connotation of 

lesser status. Unlike domestic servants, who depend on their employer for 

their livelihoods and are therefore vulnerable to abuse of different kinds, 
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Alexa maintains composure and asserts its dignity, while avoiding conflict 

or criticism with the speaker by deflecting or defusing abusive or demean-

ing questions.128 Amazon also explains that while Alexa is unfailingly polite, 

it needn’t say “please.” While skill developers are told that Alexa should 

“Handle errors gracefully,” “Alexa is not overly apologetic, reserving ‘sorry’ 

for when she doesn’t have the information or function requested.”129 In 

suggestions for scripting interactions to “establish and maintain trust,” 

“sorry” only appears in examples of what Alexa should not say.130

The Alexa Design Guide suggests that developers imagine “the perfect per-

sonal assistant or your favorite co- worker.”131 Shulevitz writes, “When we 

converse with our personal assistants, we bring them closer to our level.”132 

Instructions to developers writing dialogue for Alexa skills emphasize that 

the relationship between Alexa and user should be familiar, friendly, and 

fairly egalitarian. Alexa’s personality should be “friendly, upbeat, and help-

ful. She can handle daily tasks with ease and accuracy. She’s honest about 

anything blocking her way, but also fun and personable, able to make 

small talk without being obtrusive or inappropriate.”133

The strong bias toward white, female voices— the default voices for 

Alexa, Siri, Microsoft’s Cortana, and Google Assistant— isn’t surprising 

given the goals of these AI voice assistants and the history of domestic ser-

vice they invoke. A woman’s voice suggests a nurturing, supportive domes-

tic role, be it a mother, wife, or female domestic servant; it’s inescapably 

connected to care work, and Alexa’s attention to us and responsiveness to 

our needs and requests is designed to be experienced as “care,” even if it 

is digital and machinic in nature.134 Amazon executive Toni Reid, when 

asked about the choice of a female voice, defers to consumers who consis-

tently gravitated toward female voices during product testing, she reports, 

a preference found among both men and women in academic research 

as well.135 These digital assistants, including Alexa, may claim to have no 

gender when directly asked (Alexa told one reporter “I am female in char-

acter”136) but they function socially, in terms of how users gender them, as 

women.137 In this book, I refer to Alexa as “it” so as to linguistically signal 

that there is no person behind the persona, although Alexa is consistently 

referred to as “she” by Amazon, users, and the press. Choosing a femi-

nine voice for these digital assistants and encouraging the image of a help-

ful, cheerful woman in our collective imagination is far from incidental. 
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According to Heather Suzanne Woods, the femininity of digital assistants 

like Alexa and Siri not only reinforces their domestic, helping role, but 

also “assuages fears” about this form of corporate domestic presence that 

engages in such intensive dataveillance.138

To make these voices identifiable as women of color, however, would, 

in the American context especially, invoke a long history of women of 

color in domestic service and poorly paid service work. It is a history 

underwritten by centuries of enslavement that solidified ideologies of 

white supremacy, which the United States continues to be firmly in the 

grip of today.139 Alexa’s whiteness is confirmed rather than undermined 

by the fact that it is so rarely remarked upon. Reid, vice president of Alexa 

Experience & Echo Devices, claims to have no picture in her head “at all” 

of what Alexa looks like.140 It’s a truism of critical race theory that when 

race is unmarked in this fashion, when “racelessness” is attributed, it is 

whiteness as default that is actually being invoked.141 Thao Phan theorizes 

that this “aesthetics of whiteness” creates an idealized, nostalgic relation 

of domestic service in which the historical realities of racialized inequal-

ity that characterized eras when upper-  and middle- class homes routinely 

had domestic servants can be conveniently forgotten, in order to protect 

contemporary sensibilities.142 Alexa’s implicit whiteness and her educated 

(read: upper middle- class) accent are all designed to make her subservi-

ence in our homes and cars, broadly speaking, socially acceptable. For 

most users, Amazon has calculated, the white, female default voice of 

Alexa will produce the comfort that normalizes the service. Alexa’s ser-

vice role is undeniable, but it’s scripted in a way that avoids a sense of 

overly gendered, racialized, or classed subservience. In order to build trust 

and provide pastoral care to users, Alexa has to seem friendly and help-

ful, yet authoritative. Alexa may be a servant, but has to be trusted as a 

source of information and knowledge. The fact that a helpful yet authori-

tative and knowledgeable persona is consistently presented as white also 

reflects American racist ideologies.

The various voice assistants on the market have much in common in 

terms of their default humanoid qualities and personalities. What makes 

Alexa distinct is less the precise way in which it is programmed to interact 

than the purpose to which it is put within Amazon’s business and buildup 

of IoT infrastructure. While Siri offers a voice option on Apple’s devices, 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



SPEAK FOR SERVICE 133

instead of tapping or typing, Alexa is primarily embedded in Echo devices 

that function only through voice.143 Siri may be the more commonly used 

voice assistant on mobile, but it’s not on mobile phones that “voice” is 

taking off so rapidly— it’s in the sphere of “always listening” speakers and 

smart- home devices that repeated, routinized interactions between con-

sumer and brand breed familiarity and, Amazon hopes, trust. As Alexa is 

incorporated into wearables, like the Echo Frames— glasses embedded with 

a smart speaker that only the wearer can hear— the integration and inti-

macy between user and Alexa comes closer to completion. Just as the affect 

that consumers develop with Amazon as a brand tends to overwhelm the 

brands that appear in its store, so do the brands building Alexa skills ulti-

mately subsume their relationship with the consumer into the primary 

relationship that the consumer has with Alexa. As consumers continue to 

hear Alexa’s voice and notice how it puts each request and interaction into 

the larger context of their “relationship,” the taken- for- granted nature of 

using Alexa, and the consumer’s dependence on “her,” will only deepen.

CONCLUSION— FROM THE CHOOSING SUBJECT  
TO THE SERVED SELF

When you are eighty years old, and in a quiet moment of reflection narrating 
for only yourself the most personal version of your life story, the telling that 
will be the most compact and meaningful will be the series of choices you have 
made. In the end, we are our choices.

— Jeff Bezos, commencement speech at Princeton University, May 30, 2010

This is the opening quote of Brad Stone’s 2013 book about Amazon, The 

Everything Store. While the quote is used, in that context, to frame Jeff Bezos 

as an iconoclast who would go on to become the richest person in the 

world by 2017, we might also pause to consider the irony in Bezos’s pas-

sionate assertion that “we are our choices.” After all, much of Amazon’s 

efforts are directed toward steering our consumer choices. In an informa-

tion environment of overwhelming choice, Amazon’s use of dataveillance 

and predictive analytics to cultivate an intimate, yet automated, service 

relationship with consumers provides a soothing way out of having to deal 

with the full extent of those choices.

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



134 CHAPTER 4

Beyond just understanding the transfer and creation of value heralded 

by platform surveillance, we should attend to a broader shift in consumer 

subjectivity from the choosing subject to the served self. Dominant theories 

of consumer identity have emphasized the choosing subject, sometimes 

celebrating these choices as the freedom to construct our individual iden-

tities using the resources of the market; other times emphasizing choice 

as a burden, an obligation, or a disciplinary mechanism. In contrast, the 

consumer subjectivity constructed by Amazon is a served self, whose 

needs and preferences are learned over time and then catered to. The work 

of consumption, in some sense, shifts from consumer to brand.

Alexa represents a pinnacle of this strategy. Certainly, Alexa makes con-

sumption hands- free, eliminating one kind of “work,” at least the effort 

of typing or tapping on a device. Friction in the act of consumption is lit-

erally eliminated. But Alexa also streamlines choices more than a graphi-

cal interface would, because long lists of options are time consuming and 

unwieldy through the medium of voice. Here’s one example of “do’s and 

don’ts” from the Alexa Design Guide that illustrate how Alexa effectively 

makes choices for the user in the name of efficiency and streamlining (see 

figure 4.1).

Based on the admittedly vague initial request “to order me some pep-

peroni and olive pizzas,” Amazon advises that Alexa should go ahead and 

decide to make the order for three pizzas, make an executive decision that 

they will be medium- sized, and assume that the pizzas should have both 

pepperoni and olives on them. Of course, if Alexa’s decisions are not what 

the user wanted, they have the chance to correct it, but Amazon encourages 

skill developers to have Alexa make choices on behalf of the user when pos-

sible. When users ask an open- ended question that could generate many 

options, designers are instructed to respond with a very short list of the 

most likely options— “Find the top three best matches to the input.”144 If it’s 

necessary to recite a lot of options, users should be warned about the length 

of the list and given the chance along the way to pause them.

The appeal of this kind of service is clear: the democratization of person-

alized service; saving time and eliminating friction in what people experi-

ence as (and are encouraged to perceive as) overextended, busy lives; and 

the streamlining of overwhelming choice in the digital marketplace. But 
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the served self requires ever more invasive dataveillance. And, the served 

self is a more individualized and depoliticized version of consumer sub-

jectivity than the choosing self. Being at the center of our own universes, 

facilitated by a brand like Amazon, is flattering and may feel empowering, 

but structurally, it is disempowering. As much as systems of capital accu-

mulation via the purchase of discrete goods have their own problems, the 

sale of goods via service relationships involves an ongoing, highly managed 

form of “controlled consumption” that extends the power relationship far 

beyond the moment of exchange, as Ted Striphas has argued.145 Drawing 

on the work of Henri Lefebvre, Striphas reminds us that cybernetic systems 

of surveillance are ultimately systems of control.146 These systems aim not 

4.1 Screenshot by author from the Alexa Design Guide: Be Available. Source: “Be 
Available,” Alexa Design Guide, 2020, https:// developer . amazon . com / docs / alexa - design 
/ available . html .
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just to predict what we will do, but also to nudge us to do what most advan-

tages them. This is central to Zuboff’s thesis about surveillance capitalism: 

that we shouldn’t worry only about how tech giants benefit from our data 

traces, but further, how they use them to shape how we behave, and ulti-

mately, who we are.147 When stories about workers listening to snippets of 

recorded conversations with Alexa are presented as fodder for surveillance 

panic, they locate the cause for anxiety in the wrong place. A worker listen-

ing to our conversation in order to do quality control for Alexa’s natural 

language processing might feel “creepy,” but this pales in comparison to 

the significance of Amazon’s effort to shape our experiences and opportu-

nities through a combination of “big data” and machine learning. For now, 

it remains an open question how successful predictive analytics actually 

are in shaping behavior. But the fact that corporations and other institu-

tions believe they are successful helps explain the tremendous investment 

in and adoption of machine learning and the Internet of Things.

Consumer identities have always been understood to be poor substi-

tutes for political identities and the activities of citizenship, but at the 

very least a homology, or continuity in dispositions, between these two 

subject positions has been recognized. Just as we make a choice in the 

voting booth for the candidate whose policies best serve our values or 

interests, so we’ve traditionally been invited to make informed choices 

in the marketplace. Whether we make those choices on the basis of low-

est price, highest quality, corporate responsibility, environmental impact, 

or some combination thereof, has been left up to us. But as the choices 

proliferate, they can become overwhelming. The served self, facilitated by 

platform surveillance, the Internet of Things, and a culture of personaliza-

tion, is promised some freedom from choice overload and the labor of 

consumer research and selection. This occurs structurally, in that staying 

within the platform that already knows you limits your choices, as well as 

through the algorithmically selected array of recommendations the plat-

form presents, especially via voice, which biases toward fewer options than 

a graphical interface. Rather than the “buyer beware” ethos of the choos-

ing subject, where choice is not only an opportunity but also a responsibil-

ity, the served self seeks out the pastoral care of a platform brand. Through 

the medium of voice, designed to be reassuring, familiar, and ever present 
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(if incorporated into enough devices), Amazon encourages consumers to 

build intimacy with the persona of the brand through repeated interaction 

over time. Creating intimacy and trust with consumers is an affective tool 

that Amazon uses to normalize the surveillance that creates such valuable 

data commodities. Through Alexa, Amazon seeks to overcome resignation 

toward invasive data collection by transforming the experience of surveil-

lance from one of control into something that feels like care.
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In late 2017, I went into my local Whole Foods Market in Hadley, Massa-

chusetts, only recently acquired by Amazon. Smack in the middle of the 

produce bins near the store entrance, the piles of corn and yellow squash 

were matched by the abundant piles of Amazon Echo smart speakers 

(similar to those pictured in figure 5.1). Just as Whole Foods Market seeks 

to stock produce that is “farm fresh,” so was the Amazon Echo offered as 

a “pick of the season” sale item. Along with other observers, I found the 

juxtaposition of the Prime brand, let alone the Echo smart speaker, with 

fruits and vegetables to be jarring.1 But this was just the latest in Ama-

zon’s efforts to present media as one of many convenient, ubiquitous, 

and abundant services that it offers.

This chapter considers the way Amazon has shifted over the last fifteen 

years from a purveyor of media products to a provider of “media as a ser-

vice.” Subscriptions that provide media as a service are appealing to con-

sumers because of their convenience— they can just “Watch Now.” With 

media increasingly offered by Amazon as a service, users are provided with 

yet more reasons to stay within Amazon’s so-called ecosystem, providing 

the company with moment- to- moment data about their engagement with 

content, across music, video, ebook, and live- streamed gaming services. 

Amazon can use these data to create synergies with its ecommerce and 

growing digital advertising businesses.

5
WATCH NOW: UBIQUITOUS MEDIA 
AND THE COMMODITIZATION  
OF CULTURE

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



140 CHAPTER 5

Media as a service also drives the commoditization of media, or the way 

media content is packaged and promoted through logics of abundance, 

value, and convenience rather than through its special or unique qualities. 

Amazon’s primary identity as an internet retailer highlights how media are 

increasingly positioned as a product and a convenience hardly different 

from other consumer products (such as corn and squash). While subscrip-

tion media services typically require some blockbuster or “buzzed about” 

titles to lure subscribers through “fear of missing out,” they simultaneously 

promise an abundance of content that will allow users to find enough con-

tent that is “good enough” within a convenient, affordable, and ubiqui-

tous service. I trace the history of Amazon’s proliferating media offerings 

to consider how both streaming and subscription logics shape the com-

modification and the commoditization of culture, and how Amazon uses 

its identity as a retail platform to promote ubiquitous media as a service.

5.1 Amazon Echo at Whole Foods, photograph by Phillip Pessar, used with permis-
sion. Source: Flickr, August 28, 2017, https:// www . flickr . com / photos / 25955895@N03 
/ 36475628760 .
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Amazon has steadily added product categories since adding CDs to its 

retail site three years after mailing its first book. Although Amazon would 

long be associated with books, the drive to move into CDs and then DVDs 

as quickly as possible prevented the brand from getting stuck in one semi-

otic spot with consumers. As one former employee recalls, “What if Ama-

zon were already too identified as a bookseller? Brands are like quick- drying 

cement, Jeff was always telling us, and perhaps ours was already growing 

less malleable.”2 Within a few years, “The motto on the top of the website 

changed from Earth’s Largest Bookstore to Books, Music and More, and, 

soon after, to Earth’s Biggest Selection.”3 By 2012, Amazon passed a signifi-

cant milestone— selling more nonmedia items than books, music, or DVDs 

for the first time. As one commentator put it, “to teenagers Amazon is now 

synonymous with store.”4 The result: unexpected juxtapositions from a 

single brand, such that the company delivering a monthly supply of toilet 

paper also produces original film and television content through its pro-

duction company Amazon Studios.

The tension between treating media content as just another “product” 

that the company sells versus treating it as special and distinct from Ama-

zon’s other offerings affects how Amazon promotes its media services to 

the public. Amazon generally leans into being “one- stop shopping” for 

consumers’ every need, such as in a San Francisco subway ad that read 

“Tea kettle . . .  flu meds . . . ‘The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’ . . .  Sick day. 

Delivered.”5 Less often, Amazon appears to wall off its more artistic and 

creative ventures from its reputation as the everything store. The theatri-

cal logo for Amazon Studios is a case in point. The opening image of the 

twenty- second video is of a book opening, in which a city street pops up, 

the end of which features a theater with “Amazon Studios” on its mar-

quee, thereby emphasizing Amazon’s long history as a book retailer and 

connecting that to its newer identity as a production studio.

The inclusion of ever more, often disparate products and services 

within a single brand also applies to Prime, a sub- brand of Amazon that 

started out as a better deal on shipping for its members, but grew to 

encompass other benefits that include (depending on the national mar-

ket you’re in) streaming video, music streaming, ebook subscription, dis-

counts at Amazon- owned Whole Foods Market, online photo storage, 

rewards points, and more. Prime incentivizes doing as many activities 
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and purchases as possible under the Amazon umbrella, which not only 

drives increased sales, but also creates a fuller data picture of individual 

consumers, which drives the design of yet more products and services that 

create even greater incentives for Prime customers to stick with Amazon 

and not even consider shopping or consuming entertainment elsewhere. 

With the explosion of Prime, Amazon has visually associated itself with 

the “Prime blue” color more than its traditional black and orange. Enve-

lopes and packing tape announce the bundle of services that come with 

Prime on every package (see figure 5.2).

The bundling of Prime Video, Prime Music, Prime Reading, and Prime 

Gaming with the Prime membership creates the impression of media con-

tent being indistinguishable from other consumer goods, even the prosaic 

ones many consumers have become accustomed to buying from Amazon. 

When Amazon’s latest award- winning show is just one element of a care 

package supplied by Amazon when you’re feeling under the weather, the 

content’s value is positioned through how it can serve us, rather than 

through its inherent cultural or symbolic value. When buying consumer 

products through Amazon leads to deals and discounts on streaming video 

(as is currently the case— if a Prime member opts for slower shipping they 

get a credit toward the purchase or rental of digital content), media prod-

ucts are positioned as fungible with other fast- moving consumer goods, 

and Amazon presents itself as a brand flexible enough to make sense as 

a producer of movies and TV shows, distributor of digital entertainment, 

and online retailer of everything every day.

As Amazon and Prime have become associated not just with books or 

shipping, but with media distribution and production as well, their brand 

ubiquity extends to their media offerings. The term “ubiquitous media” 

has arisen, in critical media studies and business scholarship, to describe 

the pervasiveness of media technologies in our environment and, as a 

result, the ongoing nature of mediated consumption, as opposed to media 

encounters that are more bounded and discrete.6 Chuck Tryon offers the 

term “platform mobility” to describe “the ongoing shift toward ubiquitous, 

mobile access to a wide range of entertainment choices.”7 Amazon is a plat-

form that promises to provide consumers with a “ubiquitous media” expe-

rience defined by convenience to the user. It provides the devices that allow 

anytime, anywhere consumption; a wide range of media subscriptions and 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



WATCH NOW 143

5.2 Packing tape advertising services bundled with Prime. The rest of the tape on this 
box reads “fast, free delivery/as fast as today,” “top movies & tv/unlimited streams & down-
loads,” “keep reading/ebooks and magazines,” “so much music/over 2 million songs.” 
Photo by author.
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services, from video and music to books and games; and a brand promise of 

abundance that suggests it is possible to consume “anything” an individual 

consumer might want within the platform’s services.

PLATFORM MEDIA LOGICS: STREAMING AND SUBSCRIPTION

Amazon is a major player in the ongoing shift described as the stream-

ing revolution, or the delivery of entertainment content in a continuous 

flow via the internet without storage on the user’s device, as opposed to 

distribution via the airwaves, cable, or physical media. In terms of rev-

enue models, there is a second revolution— the subscription revolution 

in which consumers get so- called “unlimited” access to a library of media 

content (often but not always uninterrupted by ads) via monthly or annu-

ally paid service. Many digital subscription services are also streaming 

services, such as music streaming, whereas some involve other forms of 

digital delivery, such as an ebook included in a subscription but accessed 

by digital download. The term “revolution” is widely used to describe 

both phenomena, even though some argue that it overstates the case. As 

Amanda D. Lotz points out, newspapers and magazines have long arrived 

on doorsteps via subscription, although the model was regular delivery 

of timely content rather than access to a catalogue of on- demand con-

tent.8 While cable subscriptions also predate the streaming era, they have 

only relatively recently included the “on demand” element that is the 

bread- and- butter of asynchronous streaming services. However, the prom-

inence of both these characteristics in the leading streaming services, be 

it Netflix, Spotify, Hulu, any of Amazon’s subscription video, music, or 

live- streamed gaming services, or the more recent arrivals Apple TV+ and 

Disney+, combined with the rate of adoption of these services by consum-

ers, has led to the sense that we’re in the “streaming era,” even if stream-

ing has merely been added to the various other longstanding methods of 

media distribution.

Subscription media services conform to the platform logic of enclo-

sure, where the value of user data biases platforms toward selling services, 

which involve ongoing interaction between customer and brand, and 

therefore an ongoing accumulation of user data— a cybernetic advantage 

over the one- time purchase.9 Expanding into new services, like digital 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



WATCH NOW 145

media distribution, allows a company like Amazon to collect new kinds 

of data about users, and incentivizes users to spend more of their con-

sumption and leisure time within the Amazon brand. Providing access to 

media as a service, rather than as a product that the consumer owns, is 

appealing to content owners in the digital age because it protects intel-

lectual property. If the consumer doesn’t own the content, but merely 

streams it via subscription or rental, or even buys it for their online library, 

which typically means they are actually only licensing it for their (care-

fully circumscribed) use, intellectual property owners control the condi-

tions under which it can be consumed, and typically restrict the ability to 

archive, share, or alter the content.10 For the platform, an “owned” title in 

a digital library encourages users to return to the platform and keep their 

accounts active. Finally, for both the content owners and the streaming 

platforms, selling media as a service creates ongoing revenue compared 

to the peaks and valleys of “sales” (for both content and devices) that are 

more sensitive to the popularity of particular content and pressures on 

people’s discretionary income.

Media via subscription is a model that Apple, for one, has shifted 

toward, with the spinning out of iTunes into its Apple Music, Apple Pod-

casts, and AppleTV+ services, which in turn have been bundled together 

with other services as Apple One, in an effort to create the ongoing reve-

nue streams that even out the ups and downs of device sales, and provide 

an incentive to continue purchasing the Apple devices that work seam-

lessly with these media services.11 The reorganization at Disney in October 

2020 that consolidated distribution in a single unit suggests a greater cor-

porate focus on distribution, particularly via subscription, driving content 

creation rather than the other way around, following a similar organiza-

tion at WarnerMedia, which placed its business units under its streaming 

service HBOMax.12

Amazon’s brand logic of personalized service is an ideal fit for the stream-

ing era. With streaming, brands don’t necessarily have to be aspirational 

destinations with a coherent selection of content (although some stream-

ing brands, such as Disney+, may well be so identified), but can thrive 

as subscription- based services that promise a reliable consumer experience. 

Providing media as a service to the consumer means meeting the entertain-

ment needs of a wide range of demographics and tastes. Prime Video, for 
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example, seeks to be a destination for kids, sports fans, auto enthusiasts, 

and aficionados of detective fiction, action adventure, fantasy, anime, and 

dystopian worlds. This is a feature of most tech brands, which are charac-

terized more by flexible ubiquity than semiotic stability or specificity.

Amazon’s investments in its entertainment subscriptions are part of a 

broader strategy to strengthen the “moat” of bundled services available to 

Prime members, the idea being that the more enmeshed Prime members 

become in the bundled services, the less likely they are to end their mem-

berships or turn to Amazon’s competitors. Although industrialized cul-

ture has always been looked at askance by corners of the academy and the 

intelligentsia precisely for producing art in the service of something other 

than itself— in other words, for profit— pressing media and culture into 

the service of platform dominance represents a new chapter in the busi-

ness arrangements and incentives underwriting the production of culture. 

While commodification, according to Marx’s theorization, is the process of 

producing something for market exchange, in contrast, commoditization 

occurs when the differences among similar products stop registering with 

consumers. Once consumers are purchasing on the basis of price or value 

alone, then a product category has become thoroughly commoditized, as 

much as classic “commodities” like soybeans or wheat.13 The way Amazon 

uses media in its business and presents its media services to consumers 

both commodifies and commoditizes media.

Tryon, for one, argues that the rise of ubiquitous, mobile media changes 

the “perceived concept and value of the textual artifact,” rendering the 

audience’s relationship with most texts more casual.14 Ease and conve-

nience of access to streaming and on- demand media, as well as the per-

ception of abundance and limitless options, have made movie watching 

in particular a more “informal” activity, he argues, requiring less of a 

commitment from the viewer than even in the days of physical video 

and DVD rental.15 Even television suffers from this “casualization,” as 

audiences are freed from a linear schedule by the on- demand nature of 

digital content libraries.16 In this context we might consider audiences 

more able to act on their “true” content preferences, as they become less 

constrained by structural factors such as content availability and the tele-

vision schedule.17 On the other hand, a subscription, especially an annual 

fee as most Prime members pay, represents a sunk cost that can motivate 
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audiences to find content that is “good enough” within the services they 

already pay for. New York Times tech reporter Shira Ovide has made this 

exact observation, arguing that “what rules” the media landscape are plat-

forms that “have a small amount of great stuff and lots of perfectly fine 

stuff, and they package it in a convenient and affordable way.”18

Many subscription media services offer media in a thoroughly com-

moditized manner, promoting abundance and “value for money,” while 

at the same time emphasizing exclusive content— the Amazon, Netflix, 

and Hulu originals designed to differentiate the streaming brands from 

one another. These marketing strategies would seem to be in tension, but 

in practice, are not. Tim Leslie, when serving as Amazon Vice President 

for Video, International, articulated how these strategies are combined, 

saying that in the Indian market, in order to create a “compelling value 

proposition,” “volume will be more licensed content whereas original 

content will be a great differentiator.”19

Amazon departs from some of its competitors in how it bundles its 

streaming services with the Prime membership, primarily identified with 

its retail operation. Amazon commodifies media content not always for 

the purpose of making money on its sale or subscriptions, but in order 

to recruit new consumers to Prime, or build markets for Amazon Web 

Services. In fact, media devices or access to media content might even be 

sold at a loss for this purpose, just as Amazon has sold and shipped books 

at a loss in order to solidify itself as a destination for books, and sold 

diapers at a deep discount to lure new Moms away from other retailers. 

While entertainment has long been used as bait to create valuable com-

modities, from ratings to user data, Amazon’s model represents a particu-

larly obvious instance of instrumentalizing entertainment in the service 

of broader platform enclosure.

STREAMING, SUBSCRIPTION, MEMBERSHIP

Amazon’s history of distributing media digitally goes back farther than 

one might think. From 1999 to the mid- 2000s, the content that Amazon 

customers could download was usually a “sneak peek” of some kind, like 

the “Look Inside the Book” feature, or free songs to sample an album that 

would soon be available for physical purchase. Amazon entered digital 
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distribution of video in more than a promotional way in 2006, with the 

launch of Amazon Unbox, followed by the launch of Amazon MP3, a 

digital music store, in 2007. Until 2011, customers had the choice of 

“unboxing” video on Amazon with a digital download, or streaming if 

they had an appropriate device. Rebranded as Amazon Video On Demand 

in 2008, and then Amazon Instant Video in 2011, the “Unbox” option 

was phased out by 2015 in favor of a streaming- only service, soon to be 

followed by the addition of Prime Instant Video where Prime members 

could access a subset of more than five thousand Amazon Instant Video 

titles for free as part of their membership. The selection expanded rapidly 

as Amazon entered into licensing agreements with more studios.

While Amazon got into the video on demand game fairly early in 2006, 

just one year after iTunes started offering video and the launch of YouTube, 

Amazon was hardly an early mover in the subscription video on demand 

world, with Netflix having rolled out their service on top of DVD rental by 

mail in 2007, and Hulu launching its subscription service in 2010 after run-

ning an ad- supported service since 2008. Amazon’s lateness to subscription 

on demand, for both video (2011) and music (2014), makes sense when 

you consider that digital sales initially built on Amazon’s existing busi-

ness selling physical books, CDs, and DVDs. As the initial Amazon Unbox 

brand communicated, the digital purchase would merely be the electronic 

equivalent of “unboxing” a physical DVD.

With the introduction of Amazon Instant Video and Prime Instant 

Video in 2011, both rebranded as “Prime Video” by 2018, Amazon’s 

video  streaming service could best be described as a “hybrid TVOD/

SVOD portal,” according to Ramon Lobato’s categorization of the “dis-

tribution ecology” of streaming services.20 With TVOD, or transactional 

video on demand, users purchase or rent a specific piece of content, 

while SVOD, or subscription video on demand, offers a “curated library 

of content for a monthly subscription fee.”21 To complicate things fur-

ther, Amazon is a platform for standalone streaming subscriptions rooted 

in broadcast and cable TV channels, such as Starz, Showtime, BritBox, 

and PBS Masterpiece. One might even say that Amazon’s branding and 

organization of streaming content is a mess. Amazon’s own definition of 

the Prime Video brand is far from succinct: “Prime Video delivers exclusive 

Prime Originals and thousands of other popular titles included with Prime, 
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plus premium channel subscriptions, titles available to rent or buy, live 

events, and more.”22

Similarly, the changing brand names and logos over the years for Ama-

zon’s digital video services would seem to break a cardinal rule of branding: 

consistency. In its Prime Video branding guidelines, the company acknowl-

edges, “We’ve used many brands to communicate aspects of our service 

over the years, which resulted in customer confusion of who we are and 

how our offerings work.”23 Even with the Prime Video rebrand (or Ama-

zon Prime Video in most markets outside the United States), the service 

remains relatively complex. But the mess doesn’t seem to have hurt Ama-

zon’s streaming video initiatives. One of the advantages that ecommerce 

has is the ability to incrementally move into a new business, something 

that Amazon is particularly well positioned to do because it is so highly 

capitalized, with a huge consumer base it can essentially experiment on to 

see what sticks with a new product or service, especially when Prime mem-

bers don’t have to actively opt into or pay for it.

Amazon operates hybrid on demand models not just in video, but across 

content areas. Music can be purchased as MP3, Prime Music entitles Prime 

members to a limited library of music for streaming, or consumers can sub-

scribe to Amazon Music Unlimited to access a wider array of songs. In the 

Kindle store consumers can purchase an ebook, Prime members can digi-

tally borrow limited titles through Prime Reading, while Kindle Unlimited 

members can borrow a much larger library with that subscription. Amazon 

has even ventured into AVOD (Advertising- supported Video On Demand) 

with the free Amazon Music subscription launched in November 2019, 

and a free ad- supported video- streaming service branded IMDb TV in 2019, 

whose titles can also be accessed via Prime Video listings. Moving into 

ad- supported streaming video is on trend with other brands responding to 

consumers’ saturation with subscriptions.

For Amazon, and for fellow platforms like Apple and Alphabet, its 

digital media distribution services reside within a larger set of business 

activities. As such, they play an instrumental role in the company’s larger 

consumer loyalty and consumer data business models. While content 

has long served as “bait” to deliver audiences to advertisers, the way that 

culture functions as bait shifts with streaming as a technology and sub-

scription as a revenue model. Karen Petruska articulates this, writing, “All 
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of Amazon’s Prime benefits serve one end: to situate customers within 

its corporate ecosystem more fully, firmly, and inescapably. . . .  Its use of 

media as a lure for consumer purchases extends potential critical suspi-

cion about the commercialization of culture. . . .  As part of the Amazon 

Prime package, TV content, too, functions as a widget.”24 Whether Prime 

Video, for example, persuades people who are on the fence about their 

Prime membership to stay— in other words, a customer loyalty driver— or 

whether it sucks people into Prime memberships who might not have 

bothered otherwise, Prime Video— along with Amazon’s other digital media 

services— plays a supporting role within the larger operation.

With a slightly higher price point (in the United States at least) and, in 

its early days, fewer blockbuster titles than Netflix to lure new subscribers, 

the bundling of Prime Video with the Prime membership was key to Ama-

zon quickly establishing itself as a contender in the streaming marketplace. 

(The same appears to be true for Amazon Music, which has grown rapidly 

and is closing in on Apple Music’s listenership numbers.)25 Indeed, the 

influence goes both ways, with one former Amazon executive observing 

that the growth of Prime membership was fairly weak until Prime Video 

was bundled into it in 2011.26 Prime Reading also plays a role in keeping 

consumers hooked on the membership. Amazon Publishing’s focus on 

authors in genre fiction who write series or multiple titles on a theme 

reflects their desire to hook and keep fans of these authors and genres 

within the ecosystem.27

Estimates of Prime Video’s viewership relative to its major competitors 

(of subscription- based streaming video services) place it as the United 

States’ number three subscription video service as of this writing, behind 

Netflix and Disney+, although ahead of Disney+ in terms of subscriptions 

if not estimated users of the video service.28 The fact that Prime Video is 

“struggling” in national markets where it isn’t bundled with a free ship-

ping offer or other Prime member benefits suggests how important the 

bundle has been to the success of the service.29 A Morgan Stanley report 

from 2017 indicates that Prime Video is a major reason that people sign 

up for the membership in countries where it is bundled (see figure 5.3),30 

a pattern also observed in India, where Prime memberships jumped sub-

stantially in the six months after the launch of Prime Video.31 Former Ama-

zon VP Tim Leslie touted Amazon India’s launch of Prime Video in terms 
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of the value it would offer Indian Prime customers: “We think that Prime 

Video is something consumers are going to want to watch because it’s a 

web service they have. And what is even more compelling is that for Rs499 

a year, which means they are going to watch for Rs41 a month, it’s an 

incredibly compelling offer, the best deal in video streaming and the best 

deal in shopping in India.”32 This price was judged by the news organiza-

tion publishing this report, relative to other streaming services and ways 

of accessing video content, to be “too ridiculously low to not subscribe.”33

While on the one hand the major and emerging streaming services 

are throwing enormous amounts of money into creating original pro-

gramming— in 2020, an estimated $16 billion for Netflix and $7 billion 

for Amazon— in order to generate buzzworthy exclusives that convince 

viewers to sign up and stay, the services also use the rich data at their 

disposal to make cost- benefit analyses about whether these programs are 

worth the expense.34 A 2017 Amazon report leaked by Reuters estimates 

that Amazon’s top shows converted five million people into Prime mem-

bers between 2014 and 2017, or a quarter of all the new memberships 

Prime Video Is a Popular Reason Why Shoppers
Sign Up for Prime in the UK, Germany, and Japan 

What is the main reason for having an Amazon Prime
membership? (% answered “Prime Instant Video”)
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5.3 Main reason for having an Amazon Prime membership. With permission of Morgan 
Stanley Research.
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in that period, and features a table calculating the cost per “first stream” 

of shows by new Prime customers.35 Essentially, when someone signs up 

for Prime the analysis notes which Amazon Original they stream first, 

as a measure of the role that individual programs play in recruiting new 

members. The costs varied widely, from $49 per first stream for Season 1 

of The Grand Tour, a reality- based show with an existing global fan base, 

to $1,560 for feminist period drama Good Girls Revolt, which was canceled 

after one season.36 So much for the theory that, unlike broadcast and cable, 

streaming services will support shows for every audience niche, even small 

ones, as long as it recruits them to subscribe.

The value of new Prime members can be calculated in a number of 

ways, from the revenue that comes from the membership itself, to esti-

mates of how much more Prime members spend on Amazon on average 

than nonmembers— $1,400 per year compared to $600 according to inde-

pendent industry estimates.37 Jeff Bezos has not been shy in articulating 

the role of Prime Video’s original programming in his larger business, 

acknowledging to one interviewer that his efforts in media were indeed 

aimed at recruiting new members to Prime.38 As he said at a technology 

conference in 2016, “When we win a Golden Globe, it helps us sell more 

shoes.”39 On the heels of the series Transparent’s multiple Emmy wins in 

2015, Amazon even offered for a limited time a steep discount on new 

Prime memberships to take advantage of the visibility and prestige boost 

to recruit new Prime members.40 As Jeff Wilke, Amazon CEO of Global 

Consumer put it, “So what we find is that customers who watch a movie 

that they love, they buy more Tide. They shop more, they’re more likely 

to renew their Prime subscription, they’re more likely to convert a free 

trial into a monthly or annual Prime subscription. So video viewers are 

telling us with their actions that video is an important part of the Prime 

experience.”41 In other words, using the Prime Video service makes the 

Prime membership stickier for consumers, and the Prime membership in 

turn is central to Amazon’s ecommerce dominance.

RETAIL BRAND, MEDIA BRAND

In the words of entrepreneur and NYU marketing professor Scott 

 Galloway, “Can you imagine Macy’s saying they were starting a media 
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company? People wouldn’t take it seriously. But Amazon does it and 

becomes successful.”42 The conventional wisdom Galloway invokes is that 

being a retail brand is an obstacle to transitioning to a media brand. The 

perceived skill sets and the nature of the relationship with the consumer 

are too different across the business areas. But as an ecommerce company 

with a history of book retailing and investments in media properties, such 

as the Internet Movie Database (IMDb), Amazon enjoys particular advan-

tages. There is great potential for product marketing synergies with video 

streaming, even ad- free streaming, that are still emerging. Amazon has an 

interactive feature across its digital music, TV, movie, and book services 

called “X- Ray.” In the case of TV and movies, X- Ray syncs video content to 

the IMDb database, which allows viewers streaming on computers or com-

patible devices (including Amazon Fire tablets and Fire TV, naturally) to 

see information about the cast, crew, and soundtrack of what is on screen, 

including quick links to albums and singles available on Amazon itself (see 

figure 5.4).

5.4 X- Ray view of episode 1, season 2 of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel. Thumbnails of the 
actors appearing in the scene link to their IMDb profiles. The bottom X- Ray result, the 
song “Just Leave Everything to Me” by Barbra Streisand, provides the option of clicking 
to the album in Amazon Music. Screenshot by author.
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X- Ray technology gauges audience interest in elements of the con-

tent they are consuming and directs them to related content on Ama-

zon. A 2012 press release announcing the service for movies put it in just 

these terms: “Didn’t realize that the actress playing Katniss Everdeen also 

starred in Winter’s Bone, a movie you’ve been meaning to watch? With 

X- Ray for Movies, Kindle Fire owners can simply tap to see other movies 

that include the actors on- screen, another tap adds it to their Watchlist— 

all without ever leaving their current movie.”43

X- Ray originated on the Kindle, as a reference tool for ebooks that 

would allow readers to access dictionary definitions and reference mate-

rials without leaving the Kindle application. Upon its launch, Amazon 

explained, “With a single tap, readers can see all the passages across a 

book that mention ideas, fictional characters, historical figures, places or 

topics that interest them, as well as more detailed descriptions from Wiki-

pedia and Shelfari, Amazon’s community- powered encyclopedia for book 

lovers.”44 Guardian reporter Kari Paul who, thanks to the California Con-

sumer Privacy Act, was able to request all the data Amazon had about her, 

was most disturbed by the spreadsheets tracking not just everything Paul 

had read on the Kindle, when, and for how long, but a detailed account-

ing of what she had highlighted and searched for within the texts.45 As 

small business advocate Stacy Mitchell points out, it’s not just what you 

read that could be informative to Amazon, but the speed and manner in 

which you read it.46 It’s easy to imagine how these insights could be used 

to inform not just book production and marketing, but also marketing 

for other products and services to readers.

X- Ray can also make screen entertainment “shoppable,” meaning that 

audiences can immediately purchase items they see on a show. The dream 

of shoppable TV is longstanding, with previous efforts in the industry 

ranging from program websites where products featured in shows can be 

purchased, to the use of the remote control to make product purchases 

through the cable provider, to QR codes on the screen that take users 

straight to a product page on their mobile device.47 While media brands 

for decades tried to extend themselves into retail (with the exception 

of home shopping networks, with limited success),48 streaming technol-

ogy has made the opposite extension, from retail brand to media brand, 

seem feasible. Retail giants like Walmart and Costco have, in recent years, 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



WATCH NOW 155

recognized the advantage of being a retailer in the media space, especially 

as “shoppable TV,” including shoppable ads, becomes technologically 

feasible.49 In the end, Costco may not develop its own streaming service, 

and Walmart sold Vudu to Fandango in 2020.50 But in Amazon, we see 

the natural marketing advantage of a retailer combined with the invest-

ment capital of a tech giant.

It’s this deep well of capital that has helped Prime Video put itself on the 

map by investing in high- quality, prestige content like the award- winning 

series Transparent (2014– 2019), Mozart in the Jungle (2014– 2018), and The 

Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (2017– ) as well as prestige pictures like Manchester- by- 

the- Sea (2016) and The Big Sick (2017). These titles are award worthy, appeal-

ing to critics, and innovative each in their own way. But observers detect 

more commercial concerns influencing many other Amazon Studios pro-

ductions. From programs based on the Wizard of Oz books, to extensions 

of well- known children’s titles like Rocky and Bullwinkle, Pete the Cat, and 

Kung Fu Panda, the All or Nothing reality- based series with well- known sports 

teams, Bosch (based on Michael Connelly’s book series), Tom Clancy’s Jack 

Ryan, and The Grand Tour (an iteration of the former BBC show Top Gear), to 

the forthcoming Lord of the Rings and Jack Reacher series, most of Amazon’s 

production, licensing, and development deals are less “original” than pro-

prietary iterations on stories, people, and brands that are known quantities, 

often linked to products people are already buying from Amazon.

Building on existing intellectual properties has the dual virtue of mak-

ing a new show easy to promote, and for certain kinds of productions, 

particularly reality- based shows or programs set in an aspirational pres-

ent, facilitating product placement and branded tie- ins. While this has 

long been true for televisual entertainment, the distance from show to 

related retail sales on Amazon is that much shorter. While Amazon, like 

other streaming companies, draws on its viewer data to inform produc-

tion decisions and recommendation systems, it has the added advantage 

of being able to draw from viewing data, shopping data, and even user 

search behavior on its retail platform. Amazon’s slate of originals, then, 

can be understood through the lenses of both “algorithmic culture” and 

product tie- ins, be those products specific entertainment titles like books 

(e.g., Pete the Cat, Jack Reacher) or whole product categories (e.g., The 

Grand Tour and Amazon’s automotive store).51
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In March 2020, Amazon Studios’ Making the Cut starring and executive- 

produced by Heidi Klum and Tim Gunn premiered on Prime Video. In 

this program, we see several ways that Amazon’s production efforts are 

married to its competitive strategies and business goals. The show has a 

built- in audience from a preexisting cultural property, in this case, Proj-

ect Runway which Klum and Gunn cohosted on cable for sixteen sea-

sons. Check. The show has a global sensibility, to maximize its appeal 

in the 240- plus countries where Prime Video is available, as emphasized 

from the show’s opening location in Paris, the international (yet still US- 

heavy) cast of judges and designers, as well as the series of episodes set 

in Tokyo (see figure 5.5).52 Check. Making the Cut complements a product 

category that Amazon currently is investing in heavily— fashion. Check. 

And beyond even these standard considerations for corporate synergy, 

this fashion competition reality show generates original designs that are 

immediately available for sale on Amazon’s online retail store. As Heidi 

Klum put it, “For the first time, finally, our audience can shop. . . . [Nor-

mally you] see something, you want it, but you can’t have it. So here, 

you have a winning look every week and people can buy it around the 

world.”53

Although Amazon’s X- Ray has typically been used to facilitate research 

on actors or music, with Making the Cut a link appears during the program 

to the Making the Cut Store where viewers can “shop the look,” and once 

the winning look has been revealed, it also appears in a thumbnail view-

ers can click on to buy it. While it’s not unusual for shows to sell related 

merchandise on their websites— rival fashion reality show Project Runway 

also sells winning looks through a retail partner’s website— it is a power-

ful step in the direction of truly “shoppable TV” to be able to click on 

that look from the very screen you are viewing on, and buy it through a 

company already well known for ecommerce. By making content inter-

active, X- Ray is one step beyond the broader advantage that streaming 

services have in the real- time data commodities they can gather about 

viewing. The head of Amazon Studios, Jennifer Salke, revealed that “her 

division worked closely with Amazon Fashion on ‘Making the Cut’ and 

that there could be similar commercial collaborations on other shows.”54 

With Amazon having a major connected TV platform with Fire TV, as 

well as its own ad- supported streaming service IMDb TV, the possibility 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



WATCH NOW 157

of X- Ray being used to make ads themselves directly shoppable looms on 

the horizon.

Making the Cut exemplifies a consumer- focused, service mentality in 

more ways than one. The show aims to distinguish itself from Project 

Runway by defining its mission as finding the “next big global fashion 

brand.” Each week designers produce a high- fashion or couture look, as 

well as an “accessible look” that appears in the Making the Cut Amazon 

store if it wins. As contestants became winnowed down, the question of 

“good design” relative to “being a global brand” accessible to the Amazon 

5.5 Promotional image for Making the Cut (2020). Photo by Jessica Forde/Amazon 
Studios.
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consumer started to come into tension. (Spoiler alert— competition results 

ahead!)

The finale saw a runway show with full collections from season favorite 

and Berlin- based designer Esther Perbandt and LA- based designer Jonny 

Cota, who saw a surge in wins in the latter part of the competition. The 

judging panel appeared to struggle with choosing a winner, and had to 

return to the show’s mantra of finding the “next global fashion brand” to 

steer them in the direction of the more commercial, accessible designer— 

Cota— even though Perbandt’s designs actually impressed them more. 

Counting against Perbandt were her inability to move much beyond an 

all- black color palette for her collection (which she was often reminded 

doesn’t translate well online) and more avant- garde looks that consumers 

ultimately might not be ready for.

Making the Cut takes Amazon’s guiding philosophy of customer obsession 

and dramatizes it in the form of unscripted entertainment. Every challenge 

and judging decision on the show is shaped by what creatives and execu-

tives think will please the consumer and keep their attention. The gradual 

disciplining of experimental design aesthetics from week to week recall the 

hewing to proven formula long documented in studies of commercial cul-

tural production. Novelty and distinctiveness are prized, but only within 

a limited distance from the familiar. Providing service and pleasure to the 

consumer is serious business on Making the Cut, to the tune of a $1 million 

cash prize to the winner. Encapsulated in this highly produced show is a 

story that Amazon could just as easily be telling about itself.

TWITCH: DIFFERENT, BUT THE SAME

While most of Amazon’s media content and streaming initiatives are home-

grown, the company has made some key acquisitions in this area: IMDb, 

the Internet Movie Database in 1998, the UK’s DVD rental and stream-

ing business Lovefilm in 2011, and Twitch in 2014. While Lovefilm was 

swallowed up by Prime Video, IMDb and Twitch continued under their 

own brand names, their connection to Amazon conceivably unnoticed by 

many users. Twitch in particular brought something quite new to Ama-

zon’s portfolio— a highly social content platform. Twitch is a livestreaming 

platform with a focus on gaming, which means that people stream their 
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game play while their fans and subscribers watch, react, and interact with 

the host in real time. As explained by games scholar T. L. Taylor, Twitch 

has pioneered “a new form of networked broadcast” (italics in original).55 

Beyond this primary usage, Twitch has moved into streaming e- sports (mul-

tiplayer video game) competitions and concerts, as well as more general- 

interest channels such as “real- life” streams (calling to mind some of the 

earliest user- generated content, the Jennicam, famously discussed by Mark 

Andrejevic).56

The user- generated, networked nature of Twitch is something of a 

departure for Amazon, which unlike fellow tech giants like Facebook and 

Google, has not dabbled much in “social.” While there is a social aspect 

to Amazon’s reviewing spaces on its ecommerce site, as well as its acquisi-

tion Goodreads, which builds communities arounds books and reading, 

the main focus of Twitch is community building between livestreamers 

and followers, as well as connections among users. As it is put on Twitch’s 

website, “Twitch is where millions of people come together live every day 

to chat, interact, and make their own entertainment together.”57 Simi-

larly, while Amazon has long included amateur content producers on its 

distribution platforms, through Kindle Direct Publishing, for example, or 

Prime Video Direct, where independent producers can share their video or 

even gaming content via Amazon’s platform, Twitch takes user- generated 

content as its main focus. Twitch is entirely identified with connecting 

amateur gaming livestreamers and other live content producers to audi-

ences who can then be monetized.

That monetization happens in three ways; first of all, by subscription. 

While Twitch users can follow and watch channels for free, they can also 

subscribe to specific livestreamers, which serves as a form of recurring 

support for favorite content creators and also unlocks a variety of perks 

and features on that channel that facilitate participation and interac-

tion.58 Users can also get a Prime Gaming subscription that bundles a 

free Twitch channel subscription with access to other Twitch content and 

perks, and a selection of PC games. This subscription knits Twitch users 

into the Amazon universe because Prime Gaming is included with Prime 

and Prime Video memberships, although the user has to actively sign 

up for it if they already have one of these memberships.59 While it’s pos-

sible to subscribe to Twitch channels without an Amazon membership, 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



160 CHAPTER 5

certain benefits and features within Twitch are exclusive to users who link 

their Amazon and Twitch accounts.60 Twitch, then, drives new audiences 

into the broader Amazon universe of Prime, where the built- in bundling 

serves as an incentive to use Prime retail and media services rather than 

those of competitors.

The second revenue form, so common in gaming spaces, is microtrans-

actions. In Twitch, followers can buy “bits” that they can then use to “cheer” 

the livestreamer on their channel. Finally, there are ads run on channels 

that livestreamers with enough subscribers can earn a share of revenue 

from. Unlike many of Amazon’s streaming/subscription services, Twitch is 

also advertisement supported, a feature that was already established on the 

platform before Amazon’s acquisition. The spot advertising format, where 

the livestream is interrupted for the ad, is appealing to advertisers because 

of both the liveness of the format— ads can be delivered to a more “cap-

tive” audience— and Twitch’s much sought- after demographic that skews 

young and male.61 While a Twitch Prime membership once facilitated ad- 

free livestreaming for users, that feature was phased out in 2018 due to 

the importance of advertising, and presumably also the particular value to 

its revenue model of Prime members about whom Amazon has so much 

data. Now Twitch users who want an ad- free experience must subscribe to 

Twitch Turbo, which is not integrated into any Amazon services.62

Twitch complements Amazon’s forays into media distribution, extend-

ing its investments in live sports streaming into e- sports and adding a 

platform focused on live audiences to its portfolio of options for adver-

tisers. Twitch also complements Amazon’s efforts to grow its own games 

division, a longstanding project that has had considerable trouble getting 

off the ground, despite significant investment in blockbuster games that 

have consistently flopped.63 As Twitch’s audience grows and the types of 

livestreaming extend into content beyond gaming, the possibilities for 

using Twitch for data harvesting about users, as well as placing ads and 

creating synergies for Amazon’s other intellectual properties and services, 

make this platform an important component of Amazon’s media stream-

ing portfolio. At the same time, the livestreaming format perfected on 

Twitch has been adopted by Amazon for Amazon Live, a relatively new 

section of its retail site that features livestreams for both Amazon prod-

ucts as well as by brands that sell on Amazon, a platform called Amazon 
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Live Creator. Just like on Twitch, the appeal is not only the hosts display-

ing and providing information about new products, but also the engage-

ment of audiences watching in real time, sending emojis that fly up the 

screen, leaving messages in the chat, or notices of purchases that hosts 

can respond to. Although launched recently, in 2019, and still in develop-

ment, Amazon Live signals the company’s move into a more truly social 

advertainment space.

PROMOTING MEDIA AS A SERVICE

Just as Amazon aims for ubiquity as a brand, so do its subscription services 

aim to make media ubiquitous. The elements of media ubiquity that Ama-

zon wants to impress upon its users are convenience, abundance, and the 

ability to consume it anywhere, all themes in Amazon’s promotional mes-

saging about Prime Video.

CONVENIENCE

When Prime Video was introduced to American consumers in a short 

video spot in 2015 as a benefit of Prime membership, the ad emphasized 

having “thousands of movies and TV episodes” to choose from when 

you wanted to relax by yourself or with family members. Access to this 

content was presented as a way “to do more with Amazon Prime today.”64 

The ad ends with the Amazon box on the doorstep, placing video stream-

ing as just one of the “little things” that the Prime membership takes care 

of for Prime members, with free package delivery being the most salient. 

While the ad mentioned some of Prime Video’s better- known originals at 

the time like Transparent and Bosch, its primary message from its explicit 

and implicit elements was the convenience of having this video service 

as part of the membership. Another ad from 2015 conveys the same basic 

message but in a goofier way— a thirty- second stage musical announcing 

the addition of streaming movies to the Prime membership called “More 

to Prime” featured singing delivery workers and dancing figures made 

entirely out of Amazon boxes.65 Emphasizing convenience and the sheer 

volume of media available may not be an inspiring strategy for a media 

brand, and yet, it’s been an effective one.
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Similarly, when Amazon introduced Prime Video to India in 2016 it 

emphasized not just the volume of titles that would be available to stream, 

but also the convenience of an on- demand service that could be consumed 

on multiple devices in multiple locations. In the 2017 “India Ka Naya Pri-

metime” campaign, Indian viewers met a young couple named Rohan and 

Roshni who enjoy the convenience and mobility of “anytime, anywhere” 

video provided by Prime Video, whether watching on a mobile phone on 

a park bench, accepting a dinner invitation from one of their mothers 

making their favorite dish, knowing they can bring the movie with them 

on their mobile phone, or staying at a party with a friend who was going 

to go home to watch a movie, until learning that with Prime Video you 

can “Watch the Latest Entertainment, Anytime, Anywhere.” As Rajdeepak 

Das, Chief Creative Officer of Leo Burnett, South Asia, put it, “Through its 

slice- of- life execution, we wanted viewers to know it is easy to bid the 

shackles of traditional ‘primetime’ goodbye.”66 In this campaign, the “lib-

erating” value of this convenience is emphasized by Rohan who declares 

he will no longer be a “ghulam” (slave or servant) to a screen (bearing in 

mind that the campaign’s slavery metaphors would resonate differently 

in India than in the United States). Indeed, it is Amazon, via Prime Video, 

that promises to serve.

ABUNDANCE

With subscription logic, there is a prominent argument about “value for 

money” in terms of the abundance of movies, TV shows, songs, or book 

titles that consumers will be able to access for a monthly fee. In the stream-

ing era we’ve become accustomed to media companies selling us content 

by volume more than with previous types of revenue models— in other 

words, commoditizing culture.

When it comes to media services, an abundance of content is also what 

makes it convenient (so central to Amazon’s brand promise), because it 

promises so many choices that any user will be able to find content that 

appeals to them. Amazon conveys the idea of abundance in a number of 

ways, by touting the thousands (of video titles) or millions (of song titles) 

available through its subscription services and by visually creating the 

impression of options that are “endless” on its content menus. Even the 
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names of some of the standalone subscription services, “Amazon Music 

Unlimited” and “Kindle Unlimited” unequivocally communicate abun-

dance, with plan details promising access to “tens of millions” of songs 

and over one million books and thousands of audiobook titles. Scholars 

have noted that the extent of the content abundance is often exaggerated 

by distribution platforms like Amazon’s, and that interfaces are invariably 

designed to make inspection of the content catalogue as a whole impos-

sible, thereby preserving the illusion of never- ending choices.67

If it was only a matter of volume, then everyone would just gravitate 

toward the cheapest monthly subscription for the greatest volume of titles 

in any given content category. The differentiating factors are the user expe-

rience and access to exclusive content. It does matter that the interface be 

user friendly and the streaming be high quality. Netflix’s willingness to 

invest in streaming quality has been identified as an important part of the 

reason for its quick rise to dominance.68 This is no doubt a factor in Ama-

zon’s success across streaming categories as well. Amazon was early on 

the curve in offering HDR (high- dynamic range) and high- resolution 4K 

streaming video, and these features as well as low- latency streaming even 

for high- demand live events like Thursday Night Football are facilitated by 

its AWS infrastructure.69 AWS provides computing and cloud infrastruc-

ture for many of the major streaming services with which it competes, 

including for at least part of Netflix and Hulu’s services. Industry observ-

ers attribute Amazon’s purchase of Twitch in part to the synergy between 

the cloud computing needed to livestream gaming to large audiences and 

Amazon Web Services’ cloud capacity, with all of Twitch’s content except 

the video infrastructure now running on AWS.70 In fact, a now- abandoned 

video game from Amazon Studios, Project Nova, reportedly was meant to 

be a showcase for the computing power of AWS through its ability to sup-

port “10,000 players duking it out on one server.”71

Although Amazon’s media subscriptions are marketed in terms of their 

abundant content, exclusivity is also part of the messaging in order to 

differentiate from competitors. When it comes to exclusivity, things vary 

across content categories. Although Amazon is not widely known for orig-

inal music, it has in fact released music recorded specifically for Amazon 

(often for Prime Video Originals) and offered it as a digital exclusive and 

for free, typically, on Prime Music. Although the vast majority of Amazon 
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Publishing titles are sold on Amazon’s retail site and especially as ebooks 

in its Kindle store, this is only partially to do with Amazon enforcing 

exclusivity, which they typically only do through a windowing method, 

such as giving Prime members exclusive access for a month before a new, 

high- profile book is released. Most book retailers refuse to carry Amazon 

Publishing titles in an effort to push back against the company’s cut-

throat business practices and slow Amazon’s vertical integration in the 

book business, making most Amazon titles unintentional exclusives.72 

However, Kindle Direct Publishing, Amazon’s self- publishing platform, 

does incentivize self- publishing authors to enroll in KDP Select for ebooks 

sold as intentional exclusives on Amazon, offering a higher royalty rate 

in a number of its biggest national markets, as well as inclusion in the 

Kindle Unlimited and Kindle Owner’s Lending Library programs— both 

ways for new authors to get their books in front of readers.73

Original, exclusive content has become an important differentiating 

logic in the video streaming marketplace, creating scarcity in the face of 

an increasingly commoditized media environment characterized by choice 

and abundance. While leading streaming services negotiate exclusive 

streaming deals for some content, the deals aren’t permanent. True exclu-

sivity, and a genuine sense of scarcity, come only from originals that the 

services can maintain as exclusives if they so choose. Although the term 

“original” has become rather slippery, representing a variety of production, 

acquisition, and licensing arrangements, it signals to consumers that cer-

tain titles currently, and even into the foreseeable future, will only be avail-

able to subscribers.74 While Amazon turned to producing its own content 

to create exclusive originals along with some individual acquisitions, in 

2021 it acquired MGM Studios in order to substantially build its library of 

exclusive and well- known entertainment titles (and intellectual properties 

that can be further developed) that go back decades.75

And yet, the originals themselves are also presented in terms of abun-

dance. American promotional ads for Prime Video in 2019– 2020, for 

example, quickly juxtapose a dizzying array of well- known actors and 

intriguing moments from across its original programming, set to upbeat 

tunes.76 A similar format was used for ads presenting new and return-

ing Amazon Originals to Indian audiences in 2020.77 A spot that aired 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



WATCH NOW 165

during the US 2019 Primetime Emmy Awards proclaimed that “Amazon 

Originals Are Made by Artists, Visionaries, Legends.” Editing together 

short pieces of dialogue from various Amazon Original series, the ad asks 

“Would you like to see it” “See what?” “Everything.”78 Even for Amazon’s 

originals, which exist to make claims for Prime Video’s distinctiveness 

and exclusivity, it’s still important to convey that the exclusive content 

is, itself, abundant.

EVERYTHING, EVERYWHERE

Being a flexible retail- based brand has also enabled Amazon to move into 

devices, the gateways to Amazon’s “ecosystem” that make media seem ubiq-

uitous by being accessible as people move throughout their day— Tryon’s 

“platform mobility.” While Lobato characterizes Prime Video itself as a “loss 

leader” for the larger Amazon business, we might also add to that category 

the personal electronics that Amazon has been producing since it released 

the Kindle in 2007.79 The Kindle was a piece of hardware providing access 

to a large library of digital texts, including books, magazines, and newspa-

pers, which consumers could buy and download “in sixty seconds” to a 

user- friendly and print- reminiscent interface. The titles available for down-

load increased rapidly in the coming years, and the Kindle (which quickly 

evolved through multiple versions and generations) was rarely absent 

from the top of the Amazon homepage, as a scan over time on the Inter-

net Archive’s Wayback Machine makes apparent. It soon became “the most 

wished for, the most gifted, and the #1 bestselling product” on the site.80

While the first Kindle sold in 2007 for $399.99, the price rapidly fell; 

in 2019 you could buy a low- end Kindle for less than a quarter of that 

price. The Kindle is frequently sold at cost or at a loss due to the ongoing 

value of the Kindle customer to Amazon, in terms of purchased Kindle 

downloads, Kindle Unlimited subscriptions, and Prime memberships.81 

Just as Amazon has done with the Kindle, so it has done with the Fire line 

of tablets and smart TV technologies, as well as the Echo smart speak-

ers. According to Bezos in his 2012 letter to shareholders, “Our business 

approach is to sell premium hardware at roughly breakeven prices. We 

want to make money when people use our devices— not when people 
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buy our devices. . . .  We can be very happy to see people still using four- 

year- old Kindles!” The devices, then, are the “bait” for the digital content, 

which in turn plays its role as “bait” for Prime.

CONCLUSION— MEDIA AS A SERVICE

Amazon links its convenience as a brand to its media offerings, especially 

via the Prime membership. It aims to make media more ubiquitous in 

people’s lives through the ease of access afforded by its devices, AI voice 

technology, and content subscriptions bundled with the Prime member-

ship. Amazon’s approach of offering media as a service subtly shapes the 

meaning of media and entertainment. Rather than something special 

that we seek out, media now comes to us and we’re encouraged to see it 

as something enjoyable and “good enough.” Just as Amazon as a service 

brand seeks to solve ever more problems, and even make more decisions 

for its customers based on how well it “knows us,” so do its media ser-

vices set out to solve our entertainment and “free time” problems for us. 

(Indeed, the content subscription for Amazon’s Fire Kids Tablets is called 

“Freetime.”) Amazon’s media subscription services invite the media con-

sumer to embrace the served self and relax into the convenience of its 

bundled or upgraded “unlimited” subscription services for their enter-

tainment needs. Whether that actually is the case is another question. 

The fact that Americans have, on average, three video streaming subscrip-

tions and are starting to report “subscription fatigue” suggests that, in 

fact, Amazon and other streaming services have had limited success in 

rendering all audiences passive and happy to settle into being a “served 

self,” at least for media products.82

Along with companies like Netflix, Hulu, and more established produc-

ers like HBO and Disney, Amazon competes for subscriptions with eye- 

popping budgets and top- shelf talent, thereby contributing to the second 

“golden age” of television, or “peak TV.” At the same time, Amazon concep-

tualizes and often presents media as a commodity, a product that will keep 

consumers walking through its virtual doors, and with enough selection, 

satisfied enough to stick with their Prime memberships. In terms of culture 

serving as “bait” within a platform logic, Amazon is leading the charge. It 

sells the digital devices to access Amazon- distributed digital entertainment 
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at cost or even a loss, and bundles entertainment into a larger “store mem-

bership” that is key to Amazon’s growing market dominance. Amazon’s 

entertainment offerings play multiple strategic roles for its platform busi-

ness, from bolstering the perceived value of its Prime membership, to creat-

ing compelling spaces for advertising products, to creating new spaces for 

data extraction and enclosure.

Emphasizing the convenience of Prime Video might seem to contra-

dict the simultaneous focus on Amazon Originals and exclusive content, 

which rests on the notion that media content is special and fundamentally 

not exchangeable or replaceable. Amazon can, and is, marketing Prime 

Video and its other media services in both ways— as a commoditized value 

proposition, and as an irreplaceable destination for exclusive content— 

because like so many things in the narrow- casted world of digital promo-

tion, it doesn’t have to have a singular brand message. The best route to 

market capture is to be many things to many people, and while that was 

difficult in a broadcast world defined by product- style brand marketing, 

in a subscription- based world fueled by service- brand marketing, it is both 

possible and desirable.
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In 2019, Amazon was awarded the .amazon top- level domain by the 

International Corporation for Names and Numbers, or ICANN, the non-

profit organization that performs one of the few centralized tasks on the 

internet— assigning domain names and IP addresses. Amazon had applied 

for .amazon in 2012, a year after top- level domains— the part of a web 

address that appears at its end like “ . com” or “ . org”—became available for 

sale to private businesses.1 But South American countries whose territories 

encompass the Amazon River basin raised objections, saying that “grant-

ing exclusive rights . . .  to a private company would prevent the use of 

this domain for purposes of public interest related to the protection, pro-

motion and awareness raising on issues related to the Amazon biome.”2 

The countries of the Amazon River basin wanted to protect future business 

opportunities pertaining to tourism and have meaningful oversight over 

how .amazon would be combined with any terms reflecting on the culture 

and heritage of their region.3 After negotiations, Amazon’s proposal to 

use .amazon included awarding specific domain names to each Amazo-

nian country, pledging that the company would not use “terms that have 

a primary and well- recognized significance to the culture and heritage of 

the Amazonia region,” and blocking from its own use an additional 1,500 

domain names that “have a primary and well recognized significance 

6
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to the culture and heritage of the Amazonia region.”4 While countries 

from the region continued to object that not having an equal say in the 

awarding of future domain names undermined their sovereignty, ICANN 

concluded that enough time had passed for the two sides to reach an 

agreement, and awarded Amazon the top- level domain.

Amazon’s doggedness in winning the rights to .amazon speaks to the 

importance of naming and labeling in its efforts to build and control its 

brand. When Jeff Bezos selected the name Amazon for his new online 

bookselling company in the 1990s, he picked it in no small part because 

of its associations with the Amazon River, one of the largest geological 

features on the planet. Just as the Amazon River can be seen from space, 

so did Bezos intend that his company should achieve global scale and 

significance— “Earth’s biggest bookstore” was its early tagline. As early 

press releases described it, “Amazon . com’s name pays homage to the 

Amazon River. Just as the Amazon River is more than six times the size 

of the next largest river in the world, Amazon . com’s catalog is more than 

six times the size of the largest conventional bookstore.”5 Through meta-

phor, the company’s name invites consumers to fill in the assumptions 

that make Amazon’s brand argument for it: if this online bookseller shares 

something in common with the Amazon River then, we are to infer, it has 

tremendous reach and power. If Amazon is like the Amazon, it is part of 

the natural world, and therefore we can take it as a given.

Just as Amazon’s name makes claims to its reach, power, and natural-

ness through metaphor, so do other terms used by and about Amazon 

make implicit arguments about the company. As Tarleton Gillespie has 

pointed out, even the term “platform” is a metaphor implying that cer-

tain kinds of digital companies are mere foundations upon which other 

actors build and create, rather than institutions with the power to struc-

ture interaction, creativity, and commerce.6

Metaphors that draw on nature are rampant in tech, from the very 

name of the World Wide Web, to streaming content online, to storage of 

data not on our hard drives or in enormous data centers but in the cloud. 

Mél Hogan notes the persistence of water- based metaphors describing 

the internet and the “oceans” of data wrought by it. From “upstream” 

networking, “surfing” the web, “streaming” media, and data “flows,” to 

“phishing” attacks, “pirating” and “torrenting” software, and the “deep 
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web,” “the web can easily be conferred as liquid; flowing not simply as 

water but as an untamed ocean.”7 Mark Andrejevic and Hogan both point 

to the vagueness of the term “cloud” (also a water- based metaphor)— 

the way it encourages us to imagine our data being everywhere and yet 

nowhere.8 Vincent Mosco comments on “the clash between the banality 

of [data centers]— low- rise, endlessly bland warehouses— and the sublim-

ity of real clouds.”9

The cloud metaphor appears to originate in the mid- twentieth- century 

tracing tools used by computer programmers to visually diagram their 

programs and networks.10 The cloud shape symbolized the inner workings 

of network architecture, such as cables, routers, and switches, that weren’t 

necessary to understand the overall design of the network. Therefore, this 

symbol’s imprecision was an intentional part of its origins,11 and continues 

to function as a distraction from the fact that the move to cloud comput-

ing, where we access data and software via the internet rather than a hard 

drive or local server, has involved a significant shift in control, from users 

to cloud operators. In contrast to the vagueness and naturalizing force of 

the term “cloud,” Andrejevic counters with the term “digital enclosure” as 

a more accurate, if still somewhat metaphorical term.12

In its consumer- facing communications, Amazon, like many of its com-

petitors in tech, favors naturalistic, ecological metaphors like ecosystem 

and cloud. These metaphors equating Amazon and its services to elements 

in the natural world normalize the company’s scale and ubiquity. Its Fire 

line of personal electronics is consistent with the Amazon brand name in 

its invocation of the power of nature. In internal communications and 

commentary on the company in the business world, however, other met-

aphors conjure humans’ power over land and, by extension, over peo-

ple. The images of building a moat around Amazon’s best customers (i.e., 

Prime members) and of making land grabs when moving rapidly into new 

businesses communicate a different set of implicit arguments about the 

company and its activities.

The most commonly used metaphors both reflect and promote par-

ticular “structures of feeling” about Amazon and its fellow tech giants 

that, by and large, normalize their market dominance and ubiquity in 

our lives.13 Perhaps the most important feature of Amazon today is its 

sheer size and reach across diverse business areas. Although Amazon is 
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not without competition, the term “monopoly” is increasingly relevant 

in discussing it. In its best- known business of ecommerce, it’s estimated 

to control between 37 and 52 percent of the US market, with the most 

common estimate in the high 40s.14 Depending on the true number, that 

proportion may not quite meet the bar that most economists and regu-

lators typically use to identify a monopoly (at least 50 to 60 percent of 

the market).15 However, in particular business sectors, Amazon certainly 

meets and exceeds that level of market control, such as in ebooks, online 

product searches, and sales of e- readers and smart speakers, whereas in 

others, such as video and music streaming, consumer electronics more 

generally, or various house- brand products such as fashion lines, Ama-

zon does face a great deal of competition. When confronted with the 

question of the company’s size, Amazon executives have been instructed 

to emphasize the extent of competition the company faces in various 

“market segments,” and to continually remind the public and the press 

that, if the context is the retail category broadly conceived, they control 

only about 5 percent of US retail, and even less of global retail.16 On 

Frontline’s episode on Amazon, Jeff Wilke, CEO of the company’s global 

consumer- retail business, even went so far as to characterize the com-

pany’s size relative to its competitors in various industries as merely a 

“speck,” a characterization that correspondent James Jacoby received with 

incredulity.17

However, suggesting that a company has become monopolistic is not 

merely a question of what percentage of a particular market it controls, but 

the power it has to shape that market. The US Federal Trade Commission 

makes that clear, saying “The antitrust laws prohibit conduct by a single 

firm that unreasonably restrains competition by creating or maintaining 

monopoly power,” meaning that the firm need not yet have monopoly 

power but could be pursuing it through “improper conduct.”18 We should 

consider whether a large player is creating high barriers to entry for new 

competitors, whether the company has disproportionate power over pric-

ing, and whether it uses its economies of scale or other market advantages 

to make meaningful competition impossible.

In terms of mindshare about ecommerce, and in relation to Amazon’s 

closest online retailing competitors, more voices are raising concerns 

about Amazon’s monopolistic tendencies. Bob Goodwin of InfoScout, a 

consumer- behavior research company, suggests that “Amazon” is almost 
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turning into a verb, so essentially has it become connected with the prac-

tice of online shopping.19 Despite how easy it is to comparison shop on 

the internet, especially compared to brick- and- mortar stores, industry 

reporting suggests that two- thirds of consumers check Amazon first for 

new products, while close to half (46 percent) go to Amazon first for prod-

uct searches in general, well ahead of Google, which previously domi-

nated this market.20 Tech industry researcher Renée DiResta calls Amazon 

“the internet’s de facto product search engine.”21

To put the extent and speed of Amazon’s market concentration into 

perspective, I compare past responses to monopolistic, anti- competitive 

markets in the United States in the tech and media industries to contem-

porary responses thus far (or the lack thereof) to the market dominance 

of Amazon. I review relevant shifts in antitrust jurisprudence, as well as 

the perhaps inevitable lag between the economic changes wrought by 

platform capitalism and the ability of courts and regulators to appreci-

ate these impacts, as reasons for why Amazon has been able to grow as 

it has.

This chapter also considers the rhetorical techniques of normalizing 

monopolistic platform capitalism, as seen through the case of Amazon. 

The target audiences for these arguments are both Amazon’s would- be 

regulators and the broader public, to whom these regulators are ostensi-

bly accountable. Amazon is a master of metaphorical arguments, which 

tend to operate under the threshold of conscious reasoning. By holding 

up these implicit arguments to critical inspection, I aim to encourage a 

more explicit reckoning with the speed and scope of Amazon’s power 

over not just particular markets, but governance as well.

INDUSTRY CONCENTRATION IN DIGITAL CAPITALISM

Scholars of the political economy of media point out that the trend line 

in American media industries over the last few decades is toward greater 

industry concentration, or fewer companies controlling a larger amount 

and a broad range of media interests.22 It’s arguably the case that the tech 

sector has concentrated even more rapidly, and with even greater result-

ing market control, than legacy media companies such as AT&T and Dis-

ney. While legacy media companies are largely growing through mergers 

and acquisitions, the tech giants have achieved competition- busting 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



176 CHAPTER 6

synergies, including both horizontal and vertical integrations across busi-

ness areas, certainly by purchasing other companies but also through 

substantial internal growth, providing fewer occasions for government 

oversight.

This is certainly the case with Amazon. A lot of its growth into new 

business areas has occurred under the Amazon umbrella, be it turning 

its online retail business into a platform for third parties, developing 

electronics like the Kindle and the Fire tablet, building out from book-

selling to book publishing, starting Amazon Studios to develop original 

video content, developing cloud services for its own use that turned into 

cloud- computing giant AWS, or growing its own shipping and delivery 

arms. Amazon has also pursued acquisitions that complement its busi-

ness areas, such as its purchase of IMDb in 1998, audiobook company 

Audible in 2008, online shoe retailer Zappos in 2009, Twitch in 2014, 

Whole Foods Market in 2017, Ring in 2018, and MGM in 2021.

Amazon is far from alone in its rapid growth and achievement of mar-

ket dominance in various business areas in tech. Vincent Mosco points 

out how unprecedented it is to have the most market- capitalized compa-

nies in the world be almost all in the same business sector— digital tech-

nology— as has been the case since 2016– 2017.23 As Robert McChesney 

points out, the dynamics of network effects tend to produce “winner- 

take- all” markets with very little meaningful competition, essentially a 

“locked- down” system.24 One of McChesney’s proposals, seemingly radi-

cal except that it hearkens back to years of antitrust rulings, is to “Treat 

Monopolies . . .  Like Monopolies.”25 He identifies tech monopolies and 

lack of antitrust action against them as a significant problem for democ-

racy and competitive markets, and an all- round slap in the face to the 

original promise of the internet as a level playing field for ideas and entre-

preneurs alike. While the internet has widely been understood to be a 

Wild West of innovation and entrepreneurship, facilitated by low barri-

ers to entry, relatively small capital investment, and the ability to lever-

age “word of mouth” via digital networks, the dominance of Amazon 

and other tech giants puts into place market conditions that make the 

ability of new market entrants to break through increasingly unlikely. As 

expressed by business scholars Marco Iansiti and Karim R. Lakhani, “The 

very same technologies that promised to democratize business are now 

threatening to make it more monopolistic.”26
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Concern about the monopolistic nature of tech markets is shared by 

many analysts and activists, such as tech critic Barry Lynn, whose think 

tank the Open Markets Institute focuses on tech monopolies as one of its 

core issues, writing “Online intermediaries have emerged as the railroad 

monopolies of the 21st century, controlling access to market and increas-

ingly determining who wins and who loses in today’s economy.”27 See-

ing monopolistic corporate power as consequential not just for economic 

actors but also for the polity more broadly dates all the way back to the 

Sherman Act, the United States’ nineteenth- century antitrust legislation. 

Senator John Sherman argued for its importance in political terms, com-

paring the power of the corporate monopolist to the unjust power of a 

king or emperor.28 Scholars and activists including Barry Lynn, Sally Hub-

bard, Lina Khan, Scott Galloway, Tim Wu, Victor Pickard, Frank Pasquale 

and Stacy Mitchell have effectively resurrected attention to antitrust juris-

prudence in order to question the status quo of consolidation in digital 

media and tech industries.

In July 2020, the US House Judiciary Antitrust Subcommittee held a 

hearing with the CEOs of Amazon, Apple, Facebook, and Alphabet, as 

part of their ongoing investigation of competition in the digital econ-

omy. Chairman David N. Cicilline’s opening remarks demonstrated an 

in- depth understanding of the issues at stake with big tech:

These companies serve as critical arteries of commerce and communications. 
Because these companies are so central to our modern life, their business practices 
and decisions have an outsized effect on our economy and our democracy. . . .  
First, each platform is a bottleneck for a key channel of distribution. Where they 
control access to information or to a marketplace, these platforms have the incen-
tive and ability to exploit this power. They can charge exorbitant fees, impose 
oppressive contracts, and extract valuable data from the people and businesses 
that rely on them. Second, each platform uses its control over digital infrastruc-
ture to surveil other companies, their growth, business activity, and whether they 
might pose a competitive threat. Each platform has used this data to protect its 
power by either buying, copying, or cutting off access for any actual or poten-
tial rival. Third, these platforms abuse their control over current technologies to 
extend their power. Whether it’s through self- preferencing, predatory pricing, or 
requiring users to buy additional products, the dominant platforms have wielded 
their power in destructive, harmful ways in order to expand. . . .  Simply put, they 
have too much power.29

As of this writing, antitrust concerns against Amazon are also being for-

mally pursued via the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), which reportedly 
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is interviewing sellers on the company’s retail platform, as well as via 

a broader FTC investigation into past acquisitions by large technology 

companies.30 As Tim Wu observes, the European Union has much more 

consistently pursued “big cases” in antitrust, never backing away from 

that tradition as has occurred in the United States.31 Also as of this writ-

ing, the European Commission is pursuing an investigation into Ama-

zon “to assess whether Amazon’s use of sensitive data from independent 

retailers who sell on its marketplace is in breach of EU competition rules,” 

a concern that has also been raised in relation to the metadata about busi-

nesses of all kinds that Amazon gathers via AWS.32

TECH MONOPOLIES UNTOUCHED: ANTITRUST  
IN THE UNITED STATES PAST AND PRESENT

The vertical and horizontal integrations in certain business areas that 

Amazon enjoys today, not to mention its habit of using loss- leading pric-

ing, might not have been possible in past legal and regulatory environ-

ments in the United States if we judge by historical cases. Here I briefly 

contrast Amazon’s market concentration and anti- competitive business 

practices with market structures and practices that were prevented by law 

or regulation in the past. I then describe the shifts that have brought about a 

more permissive regulatory environment, highlighting leading antitrust 

scholar Lina Khan’s arguments for why contemporary antitrust jurispru-

dence fails to respond to the distinctiveness of digital platform businesses 

like Amazon’s.

The US government was previously much more attentive to market con-

centration within industries, in particular the extent of vertical integration. 

Media companies have traditionally received extra scrutiny, because of 

their role in informing citizens and their obligation to the “public interest,” 

as articulated by the Federal Communications Commission in the Ameri-

can context. This is why, as Philip Napoli and Robyn Caplan have argued, 

today’s tech giants— including Amazon— have consistently defined them-

selves as technology companies rather than media companies, even when 

producing and distributing media is a major aspect of their business.33

Addressing market concentration and vertical integration are often 

linked concerns, as with the US Supreme Court’s Paramount decision of 
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1948. Hollywood’s Golden Age, in which nearly all the films shown in 

the United States were produced and distributed by five large studios 

(including Paramount), was facilitated in part by the vertical integration 

whereby the studios were their own distributors and exhibitors. The deci-

sion forced some of these studios to sell their theaters and Paramount 

itself to “split its production and distribution arms.”34

The substantive concerns driving the Paramount decision have echoed 

through subsequent government checks on the power of media and tech-

nology companies. A similar impulse to limit vertical integration within 

a single business resulted in the “Fin- Syn” rules, which from 1970 to 1993 

prevented US broadcast television networks from owning, and earning 

money via syndication, the most valuable programming airing on prime-

time.35 The goal with this regulation was to ensure a varied and com-

petitive array of independent producers in the television market, rather 

than having production be controlled by the large networks. Similar con-

cerns echoed in critiques of the decision to allow AT&T’s merger with Time- 

Warner, approved by a federal judge in 2018 over objections from the US 

Department of Justice, the White House, politicians from across the politi-

cal spectrum, and advocacy groups who feared that such extensive vertical 

integration would consolidate market advantage in both telecommunica-

tions and media markets.

The decision to allow this merger, as well as the Disney- Fox merger that 

was horizontal rather than vertical in nature, can be traced to the 1980s, 

which brought about a deregulatory ethic toward the media and telecom-

munication industries in Washington, DC, via Ronald Reagan (despite his 

blind spot about Fin- Syn specifically) and further back to the 1970s when 

the growing influence of the “Chicago School” of economic thinkers 

challenged traditional legal thinking about antitrust. Enforcement of the 

Sherman Act, the Clayton Act, and the Celler- Kefauver Anti- Merger Act 

declined precipitously during this time, and the decreasing concern about 

protecting competition was also clear in the FCC’s 1996 Telecommunica-

tions Act that substantially deregulated media ownership.36 The funda-

mental shift in thinking was that it was not up to regulators to impose 

a particular vision of what market structure counts as “competitive,” but 

rather, to respect the invisible hand of the market and only intervene if 

it was clear that a particular merger or business practice would be likely 
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to hurt consumer welfare, defined narrowly as higher prices for consum-

ers.37 Focusing on prices as the sole metric for “consumer interest,” and 

ignoring considerations of choice and diversity is a hallmark of Chicago 

School– style thinking.

Another feature of the Chicago School approach has been to think 

about markets in rather rigid ways and not adjust to the growing reali-

ties of convergence, facilitated by technology, across different kinds of 

markets. In the early 1980s the Department of Justice prevented mul-

tiple Hollywood film studios from joining forces to create a new pay- cable 

channel, to be called “Premiere,” but very shortly afterward permitted 

the formation of Tri- Star, which combined a Hollywood studio (Colum-

bia Pictures), pay cable channel (HBO), and broadcast network (CBS).38 

Although Tri- Star benefited in its timing, cresting the deregulatory wave 

in Washington, DC, it also helped that this merger was viewed as “cross- 

industry” whereas the Premiere proposal was interpreted as a form of 

“collusion” within a single industry. Of course, this rested on assump-

tions about the fundamental discontinuities between the film, cable, and 

broadcast “markets” that didn’t necessarily hold true in the 1980s and even 

less so today. And so, the seeds were planted for the media conglomerates 

of today that are vertically and horizontally integrated to the nth degree, 

largely with the blessing of Congress and the FCC due to the promises of 

“efficiencies” and benefits to consumers.

One of the arguments that AT&T made to regulators regarding its pro-

posed merger with Time Warner is that the rules that tech companies like 

Netflix and Amazon live by should be equitable for telecom providers.39 

In a context where companies that were until recently understood as 

content distributors are increasingly content producers, then why, AT&T 

asked, should it be prevented from doing something similar out of a con-

cern that vertical integration of distribution and production will allow 

AT&T to charge unfair prices to its competitors in data and cable delivery 

on its Time Warner content? In 2018 the head of the Department of Jus-

tice’s Antitrust division cited the rise of streaming and video- on- demand 

as part of the rationale for rolling back the 1948 Paramount Consent 

Decrees.40

Concern about the role of vertical integration has not been limited to 

“media” companies, but at least at one point in time, extended to tech 
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companies. In 1998 the Department of Justice brought an antitrust suit 

against Microsoft for using its status as the dominant operating system 

to coerce personal computer companies into installing its new browser 

Internet Explorer, to the exclusion of other browsers, as a way to “catch 

up” in the internet connectivity game that they had apparently under-

estimated.41 Although the initial decision required breaking up Micro-

soft into smaller companies, in the end Microsoft merely had to agree 

to “behavioral remedies” that would prevent it throwing its proverbial 

weight around to the same extent in the future.42

In general, though, tech companies have been fairly untroubled by 

antitrust actions until quite recently, particularly in the United States. In 

investigating Amazon’s “Antitrust Paradox,” Lina Khan argues that focus-

ing only on the prices consumers pay does not make sense in today’s mar-

kets shaped by data commodities, and certainly not for Amazon whose 

loss- leading practices arguably are a form of predatory pricing. Amazon 

keeps prices low or loses money or both on fast home delivery times for 

extended periods because it can continually attract investment capital 

regardless of whether the company posts profits. Countering the Chicago 

School, Khan writes, “Under these conditions, predatory pricing becomes 

highly rational— even as existing doctrine treats it as irrational and there-

fore implausible.”43 One well- known example: Amazon’s willingness to 

lose up to $200 million in a month in order to undermine diapers . com, 

which allowed Amazon to acquire its parent company.44 If and when 

predatory pricing does end, it will be too late. The barriers to entry for 

competitors will likely be too high, and there are reasons unrelated to 

price why consumers may not jump ship.

Frank Pasquale argues that antitrust enforcers are too invested in myths 

about consumer behavior online— that it’s easy to switch platforms, for 

example, or that consumers are vigilant about price differences. Pasquale 

questions these assumptions, pointing out that consumers typically have 

sunk costs in platforms in terms of learning how to use them, and a his-

tory of personalization and data linked with them, that frequently result 

in “lock- in.”45 The convenience and trust that comes with platforms con-

sumers already use makes them less price sensitive and hesitant to switch 

platforms, in contradiction to the imagined behaviors of the “rational 

consumer.” Further, a “heroic consumer” who constantly scans the market 
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for better prices assumes that pricing is transparent and easy to compare.46 

With Amazon operating in so many markets and product categories, with 

highly dynamic pricing, some personalized discounts and promotions, and 

the costs for Amazon services buried inside the Prime bundle, it may be 

hard to tell if consumers are paying for market consolidation with higher 

prices because the overall price picture may not be transparent, especially 

to consumers themselves. Therefore, defining “consumer welfare” purely 

in terms of “short- term pricing effects” no longer makes sense (if it ever 

did) in the platform economy.47 As the Association of American Publish-

ers put it in a letter to Chairman Cicilline of the House Judiciary Anti-

trust Subcommittee in 2020, “The analysis of consumer welfare also must 

account for factors such as decreases in quality, consumer choice, and 

innovation, and a corresponding rise in consumer deception.”48

A key problem arising from a myopic focus on “consumer welfare” is 

conceptualizing Amazon only in terms of its individual retail consumers, 

and not considering the impact of Amazon’s market concentration on 

its suppliers. Economist Paul Krugman has argued that Amazon is more 

monopsony than monopoly, meaning it’s not so much “a dominant seller 

with the power to raise prices,” as “a dominant buyer with the power to 

push prices down.”49 Pushing prices down sounds like a good thing for 

consumers, but too much may make the markets for products being sold 

on Amazon so competitive that fewer and fewer companies can survive, 

ultimately leading to more concentrated markets in which prices may 

then rise. The damage to consumer welfare may be indirect and long 

term, due to creating conditions that undermine a diverse marketplace 

with low barriers to entry.

Another consideration, similar to the challenge government has had 

in regulating media markets, is determining “which market” Amazon is 

in. How can you define whether there’s too much market concentration 

when Amazon is in so many markets simultaneously, not all of them 

consumer- facing? Google, Facebook, and Amazon might appear to be 

focused on different parts of the digital economy, but if their core busi-

ness is understood to be the creation and collection of data as a form of 

capital, they are very much competitors.50 Regulators tend to look only at 

what the right hand does but not the left hand, especially if the business 
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areas are horizontally rather than vertically related. Khan points out that 

as tech companies become “critical intermediaries”— in Amazon’s case, 

essential to the infrastructure of ecommerce— they provide services in one 

part of their business to companies with whom they compete in another.51 

If antitrust regulators assume that platforms that bring buyers and sellers 

together in an environment of “perfect information” make markets more 

efficient, they fail to take seriously the circumstance of being both platform 

and competitor.52 This is certainly the case with Amazon, which increas-

ingly has its own products cheek by jowl with those of sellers on its site. 

By many accounts, Amazon takes advantage of the business intelligence 

at its disposal to find products that promise to be profitable or an area of 

growth.53 It’s this apparent conflict of interest that the European Commis-

sion is investigating and that is attracting attention by multiple legislative 

bodies in the United States.

Khan and McChesney converge on the idea that when a platform 

reaches a certain scale, such that a significant percentage of online com-

merce and communication is essentially dependent upon it, then it makes 

sense to conceptualize it as a public utility, even a “common carrier” or 

“essential infrastructure.”54 This has similarly been argued for broadband 

delivery (a position rejected by the majority of the FCC in 2018 in the 

undoing of net neutrality) and has been recognized in the past for all 

kinds of businesses under the “essential facilities doctrine.”55 The regula-

tory options in this situation would be to make an infrastructural plat-

form like Amazon public (like the water department, or the United States 

Postal Service), or, short of such a step, to regulate it as a “common car-

rier” or “essential facility,” which would be obligated to provide essen-

tial services without prejudice, and prevented from using its privileged 

position as the platform provider to enter the markets that it facilitates. 

The Democratic majority of the House Judiciary Antitrust Subcommittee 

proposed solutions very much along these lines in two of the recommen-

dations after the July 2020 hearings: “Structural separations to prohibit 

platforms from operating in lines of business that depend on or interop-

erate with the platform” and “Prohibiting platforms from engaging in 

self- preferencing.”56
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FROM “ESSENTIAL INFRASTRUCTURE” TO GOVERNANCE

As companies like Amazon, Google, and Walmart become akin to “essen-

tial infrastructure,” their power extends beyond market power to that of 

governance. The observation that corporations have tremendous political 

power is not news, whether through their influence on elected leaders via 

campaign contributions or leverage gained through the power to grant 

or withhold much- needed jobs and tax revenue. These considerations 

certainly apply to Amazon, which according to the organization Open 

Secrets has given close to twenty million dollars in political contribu-

tions to date to both parties, leaning toward Democrats over Republicans. 

This amount of money is dwarfed by its expenditures on lobbying for 

legislation pertaining to defense contracting, labor laws, and regulation 

of information technology, not to mention Jeff Bezos’s own very visible 

presence in Washington, DC, where he spends time and hosts gatherings 

at his large residence, and owns the Washington Post.57

Because Amazon, unlike some of the other tech giants, employs a lot 

of people and therefore where it chooses to locate warehouses or large 

offices has major implications for local employment and tax bases, it 

has been a visible player in getting the best deals from local communi-

ties by pitting them against each other. The way Amazon leverages the 

promise to bring jobs to communities played out dramatically in 2017– 

2018 as it invited cities across North America to compete for “HQ2”— a 

second headquarters to complement its headquarters in Seattle. Widely 

regarded as a stunt designed to stimulate the best possible tax breaks and 

concessions from the communities it likely intended to select from the 

beginning— New York City and Arlington, Virginia— the competition 

attracted not just negative press, but also significant political pushback in 

Queens where Amazon had planned to locate its offices. The “deal” there 

fell apart. The spectacle of North American cities falling over each other 

to promise tax breaks, new infrastructure paid for by taxpayers, and other 

subsidies worth millions of dollars in order to attract Amazon illustrated 

the power that such a large employer has over communities and their 

political representatives. The incident prompted soul searching about the 

great lengths communities were willing to go to in order to attract and, 

ultimately, subsidize a massively well- capitalized corporation— one well 
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known for paying little or no federal taxes (due to a variety of corporate 

tax breaks) and for avoiding for years paying most states’ sales taxes as 

well.58

Farhad Manjoo has argued that the tech giants are becoming like gov-

ernments because of their sheer ubiquity and integration into so many 

aspects of our lives.59 Historically we would only expect institutions like 

the church or the state to have such wide- ranging influence. But as one 

observer argued in Forbes about Amazon, “The dirty little secret is that 

Amazon is not a marketplace. It’s angling to become a nation- state, and 

a highly developed one at that.”60 Whether it’s consumer protection 

regimes, cross- border ecommerce regulations, laws governing drones or 

facial recognition technologies, packing and shipping standards, or the 

methods of extracting value from labor that in turn set new industry- 

wide standards, massive corporations like Amazon don’t just follow regu-

lation and policy. They find ways to collaborate with, extract favorable 

terms from, or even take the place of the state.

In a brief to the Antitrust Division of the US Department of Justice, the 

Open Markets Institute argued for noticing when concentrated market 

power becomes de facto regulatory power, writing:

Dominant actors with market power are often able to set the terms within a spe-
cific marketplace, thereby dictating outcomes for other businesses. Such unilat-
eral exercise of private power is also very much a form of regulation. As Robert 
Hale wrote, “There is government whenever one person or group can tell others 
what they must do and when those others have to obey or suffer a penalty.” 
Especially in digital technology markets, certain dominant firms now exert reg-
ulatory control over the terms on which others can sell goods and services.61

The trouble with these “functional sovereigns,” the Open Markets Insti-

tute argues, is that with “private regulations . . .  unlike a government, 

private actors are not accountable to the public.”62

In 2017– 2018, Senator Bernie Sanders started talking regularly about 

Amazon’s labor practices and criticizing its pay, particularly for its ware-

house workers, for not being a living wage, building on the Fight for 15 

labor movement that started in 2012 among fast- food workers. In Octo-

ber 2018, Amazon announced that it would start paying a $15 mini-

mum wage to all of its employees (an improvement, if not necessarily a 

living wage), along with benefits that start on the first day of full- time 
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employment. Sanders and others praised the move, not just because it 

would improve the take- home pay for such a large segment of workers, 

but because any move that Amazon makes sets a standard that is likely 

to lift more boats. But when policymakers depend on large corporations 

to make industry- standard decisions rather than regulating matters 

like wages directly, it represents a migration of power from represen-

tative government to privately held corporations that are accountable 

to shareholders before anyone else. While it may be generally thought 

that Amazon did the right thing with regard to wages (although some 

workers were unhappy because the new wage policy was bundled with a 

loss of stock options for long- term employees, and the pay rate exceeds 

most minimum wages but it’s less than the median wage for warehouse 

work),63 Amazon certainly did not have to do so, and is not guaran-

teed to continue to do so in the future, particularly when the unem-

ployment rate goes up. Other corporate behemoths, notably Walmart, 

have equally used their marketplace power to depress wages and estab-

lish new norms in retail employment of part- time, unpredictable, and 

benefit- less jobs.

To its consumers, Amazon has become one of the most trusted institu-

tions in America. When it assumes responsibility for lawmaking, policy-

making, or industry standard setting, the company says, in essence, “trust 

us.” When it doesn’t stop to justify its involvement or authority, it makes 

an implicit argument for its own right and ability to govern.

RHETORICAL NORMALIZATION— DEPLOYMENT  
OF ECOLOGICAL METAPHORS

Nowhere is Amazon’s size and market dominance felt more viscerally 

than in the city of its founding and current headquarters, Seattle, Wash-

ington. By turns grateful and proud of the economic engine that Ama-

zon provides due to its jobs and urban infrastructural improvements, and 

frustrated by the company’s gentrification that has displaced many urban 

residents and contributed to homelessness (among other complaints), 

the city has a complicated relationship with the tech behemoth that has 

taken up various downtown residences since 2001.64 Seattle has welcomed 

the downtown offices, but also proposed a tax on corporations located 

in the city that would help address issues of homelessness and create 
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more affordable housing, problems that are the unintended result of the 

city hosting Amazon and other large corporations. After the city council 

passed the tax, Amazon and other businesses launched such an aggres-

sive campaign against it that they ended up reversing it. However, caving 

to Amazon’s pressure didn’t necessarily deliver the intended results— 

the company subsequently announced that it was moving employees in 

“Worldwide Operations” to the neighboring city of Bellevue.65

In 2018 Amazon unveiled its “Spheres” buildings— glass orbs contain-

ing a rainforest of over 25,000 trees, plants, and water features— in the 

heart of its corporate headquarters scattered throughout the South Lake 

Union neighborhood of Seattle. The interiors of the Spheres feature verti-

cal walls covered in a mesh that anchors the plants. According to Ama-

zon’s blog, “The living walls highlight flora from the world’s cloud forests, 

chosen for their ability to thrive in conditions that are comfortable for 

people.”66 As one industry observer noted, an ecosphere is self- contained 

and you never need leave, making it a perfect encapsulation of Ama-

zon’s ambitions for market dominance.67 The Spheres dramatize through 

architecture an argument in favor of monopolistic ubiquity that the tech 

6.1 The Spheres, photograph by Brent Bereska, used with permission. Source: Flickr, 
August 21, 2019, https:// www . flickr . com / photos / 11031526@N02 / 48617540901 .
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giants have been making for some time through naturalistic metaphors, 

particularly the idea of being an “ecosystem” for consumers.

Metaphors seem almost inescapable when it comes to discourse about 

digital technology— unsurprising since metaphors are frequently used to 

gain a conceptual handle on phenomena that are novel, abstract, and dif-

ficult to grasp.68 Given the novelty of communication technologies that 

work in ways beyond the vision or understanding of most users, meta-

phors have long been used to make the “abstract . . .  more tangible.”69 

Sometimes metaphors become so “under the radar” that they “appear to 

be literal.”70 When this happens metaphors can do ideological work all 

the more easily. This is the case with naturalistic metaphors for digital 

communications technologies that have themselves become naturalized. 

Whether web, cloud, stream, or ecosystem, we hardly notice the meta-

phorical nature of this discourse. But the not noticing makes them even 

more powerful as “metaphors we live by,” by which George Lakoff and 

Mark Johnson mean that metaphorical concepts such as these come to 

structure our thinking and action.71

We shouldn’t view these metaphors as merely descriptive— helpful for 

making something new or unfamiliar more understandable— but as part of 

an argument or strategy. There is a politics to metaphorical choice. When it 

comes to tech, naturalistic metaphors naturalize— or, for the sake of clarity, 

normalize— its ubiquity. As tech giants become ubiquitous in our lives— 

interacting with us not only while we’re using a computer but also via 

voice in our homes and cars, on the move on our mobile devices, and 

via a variety of machines and devices thanks to the Internet of Things— the 

language of cloud, stream, and ecosystem prefigures the seamless entangle-

ment and ability to collect fine- grained data across activity domains that 

these companies desire.

At the same time, these naturalistic metaphors are a convenient semi-

otic distraction. They offer ecological analogies for understanding digital 

experiences and services, while diverting us from the materialities of digi-

tal technology and its environmental impacts— from mining practices, 

to e- waste, to the energy required to run data centers and devices, to the 

impacts of reconfigured practices of work, transportation, shopping, and 

leisure on our communities and the natural world.

The ecological metaphor that Amazon deploys the most, other than 

specifically discussing AWS’s “cloud” services, is ecosystem, as do many 
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others in the tech sector. Amazon uses the term most often to convey the 

sheer scale of content that it makes available, and the fact that it can be 

accessed in multiple ways.72 A typical usage looks like this: “World’s best 

content ecosystem— Access to over 38 million movies, TV shows, songs, 

books, magazines, apps, and games— with free, unlimited cloud storage 

for all Amazon content.”73 As one tech reporter has put it, an ecosystem is 

a wide array of “easy- to- buy, easy- to- install” content and apps.74

Amazon has ecosystems nested within ecosystems. Kindle, for exam-

ple, is its own ecosystem, meaning that customers can “Buy Once, Read 

Everywhere,” which in 2012 meant “on any Kindle e- reader or Kindle 

Fire, as well as on iPad, iPod touch, iPhone, PC, Mac, BlackBerry, Win-

dows Phone, Android phones and tablets, in web browsers with Kindle 

Cloud Reader and now on Windows 8 devices.”75 Similarly, with the 

arrival of Alexa, consumers were told that they could now gain access 

to their “digital ecosystem” not just from their home smart speakers, 

but with the Alexa voice interface in their car, such as those made by 

the BMW Group. This meant having the ability to interact with Alexa- 

enabled devices (like lights and thermostats) while driving, or giving the 

car instructions remotely from any Alexa- enabled device.76

Amazon doesn’t necessarily use the term “ecosystem” consistently 

within its communications. In many announcements, especially when 

referring to its entertainment and streaming products, it refers to the 

abundance of digital content that can be accessed via multiple devices. 

However, in other contexts it refers to the array of companies in a particu-

lar industry domain, as in the “entire video game ecosystem,” or Amazon 

Web Services’ “partner and customer ecosystem,” which are companies 

that collaborate with, build services upon, or are clients of AWS.77 While 

in some usages the focus is on all the players in a particular industry, in 

others “ecosystem” is used to denote a given market in which there are 

competitors, such as when a reporter considered in 2012 how the still 

relatively new Amazon AppStore was faring in the “app ecosystem.”78

The term “ecosystem” is also used interchangeably with the term 

“platform,” in the sense of platform as a service that connects buyers and 

sellers, developers and users— a metaphor for that metaphor. Whether it’s 

the Amazon App Store or the Fire TV that delivers a variety of streaming 

apps including Prime Video, Netflix, and Hulu, both Amazon and those 

who report on it sometimes label software that hosts a variety of services 
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and applications as “ecosystems.” At other times, reporters consider 

the way vertical integrations in companies like Amazon, Google, and 

Apple, across the domains of “hardware, software, and content” produce 

consumer- facing “ecosystems.”79 In yet other usages, the sheer array of 

digital services that Amazon provides— from ecommerce to streaming to 

its IoT technologies— gets described as an ecosystem, with digital devices 

being the tool that will hook or “knit consumers” into it.80

Defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “a biological system com-

posed of all the organisms found in a particular physical environment, 

interacting with it and with each other,” “ecosystem” is a term that con-

veys scale, permanence, and harmony. It is a flexible metaphor, with dif-

ferent aspects of an ecosystem emphasized in different contexts. For the 

content ecosystem the sense of scale and permanence come to the fore. 

There’s a lot of content that is available to you, just as the features or 

resources of an ecosystem would be available to its inhabitants. For a 

business ecosystem, the sense of harmony is foregrounded: for example, 

the way the livestreaming platform Twitch brings together a wide array 

of stakeholders in the video game industry, including “game developers, 

publishers, media outlets, events, user generated content and the entire 

esports scene” in a way, we are meant to infer, that is mutually benefi-

cial.81 Just as the different components of an ecosystem— its terrain, cli-

mate, humidity, salinity, flora, and fauna— are all suited and adapted to 

each other, so it is between Amazon’s Twitch and game developers and 

players, or between AWS and software developers and their clients. All 

have their place and their role and, Amazon suggests, all features are 

available to the user in a predictable way, just as the elements of an eco-

system are assumed to be.

Ecosystem has had such enthusiastic uptake as a metaphor for dis-

cussing the domains of tech and business that in my database search of 

North American news articles containing the terms “Amazon” and “eco-

system,” articles referring to Amazon the company rival the number of 

articles referring to the river and rainforest by 2007. By 2013, the clear 

majority of articles containing the two terms are either about Amazon or 

are tech- focused stories that mention the company. As I’ve shown, the 

exact meaning of the metaphor is slippery. Although its most common 

meaning in the context of Amazon the company is the array of content 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



AMAZON. AMAZON 191

you can access through its services, it also stands in for platform, busi-

ness domain, marketplace, Amazon’s entire range of digital services, as 

well as the way Amazon’s hardware, software, and content services work 

together for the consumer. While scale, permanence, and harmony are 

variously invoked in these usages, the ultimate ideological effect of the 

ecosystem metaphor is one of naturalization. Whether it’s the extent of 

Amazon’s market control and product offerings, presenting the company 

as a permanent fixture in ecommerce, or the idea that Amazon as a plat-

form brings together different stakeholders in a way that is beneficial to 

all, the term “ecosystem” implies that Amazon’s activities and market 

position are natural, and therefore, beyond question.

At the same time, we should consider how the ecosystem metaphor in 

tech creates a reverse impact on our understanding of ecosystems in the 

natural world. At a time when ecosystems are being seriously stressed by 

human activity— in other words, at the same time that natural ecosys-

tems are shrinking, becoming more unstable, and falling out of harmony, 

those features of the natural world are being continuously reinscribed 

through our metaphorical usage of the term to describe tech. Just as the 

ever- increasing amount of time we spend in tech “ecosystems” displaces 

time we might have spent in actual ecosystems, so does the tech sec-

tor’s appropriation of the term disconnect us from its original meaning. 

When Amazon appropriates a particular ecosystem for its brand name, 

and celebrates its ability to create environments through a project like the 

Spheres, the rhetorical slippage from one kind of ecosystem to another is 

only reinforced.

CONCLUSION— DENATURALIZE THE METAPHORS

Amazon is symptomatic of what the internet has become more broadly, 

in spite of the vestigial beliefs about the internet that many of us (of a cer-

tain age anyway) may have from the 1990s. Chris Anderson and Michael 

Wolff have described this shift, declaring “The Web is Dead. Long Live 

the Internet.” Anderson writes:

[O]ne of the most important shifts in the digital world has been the move from 
the wide- open Web to semiclosed platforms that use the Internet for trans-
port but not the browser for display. . . .  And it’s the world that consumers are 
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increasingly choosing, not because they’re rejecting the idea of the Web but 
because these dedicated platforms often just work better or fit better into their 
lives (the screen comes to them, they don’t have to go to the screen).82

The inventor of the World Wide Web, Tim Berners- Lee, has consistently 

made a similar observation, noting that the proliferation of what he calls 

“walled gardens” on the internet came from the explosion in popularity 

of apps due to the rise of smartphone and tablet usage; social network-

ing sites, where content was not searchable from outside the site; from 

authoritarian governments fire- walling their nations’ internet access from 

unwanted influences; and from internet providers challenging norms of 

net neutrality. He writes, “these closed, ‘walled gardens,’ no matter how 

pleasing, can never compete in diversity, richness and innovation with 

the mad, throbbing Web market outside their gates. If a walled garden has 

too tight a hold on a market, however, it can delay that outside growth.”83

Here again we see how talk about the digital world reaches for eco-

logical metaphors in order to explain the structures of the internet and 

the World Wide Web. But the walled garden metaphor, at least, invokes 

human agency in shaping digital environments. Amazon also uses met-

aphors of humans shaping their environment to describe its business 

practices, but rarely in consumer- facing contexts. A former employee, 

for example, recalls Jeff Bezos saying at the initial, top- secret meeting 

where he introduced his idea for Prime: “I want to draw a moat around 

our best customers.”84 An internal document from 2013 secured by the 

House Antitrust Subcommittee similarly characterized Prime member-

ships as “Big Moats.”85 This moat makes it harder for other companies to 

compete, because the value proposition is hard for competitors to match, 

in terms of the distribution infrastructure, the array of products, the cost 

of the membership, and the resulting convenience of lightning- fast ship-

ping. Deutsche Bank analyst Ross Sandler declared Prime to be “the big-

gest competitive moat in ecommerce in the Western world.”86 As Amazon 

moves into new geographic territories and business areas, these moves 

are frequently described using the business term “land grabs,” including 

Amazon’s earliest strategy to “get big fast” and achieve “land grabs” of 

business areas before other companies did, its efforts to “land” the .ama-

zon domain name and wrest it away from its geographic rivals, and its 

more recent “land grab” of the smart speaker market.87 The language of 
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“land grab” reflects a broader implicit ideology communicated by meta-

phors of “digital frontierism” that critiques of “data colonialism” seek to 

expose.88

If metaphors are hard to avoid when talking about digital, networked 

media and communications, then in the spirit of “if you can’t beat ‘em, 

join ‘em,” I offer the metaphor of the “pleasure garden.” The “garden” 

metaphor emphasizes that humans have cultivated the environment, and 

“pleasure” captures the voluntary nature of entering and staying in the 

platform, as well as the affective rewards of doing so. Berners- Lee’s notion 

of the walled garden suggests that you can only enjoy the fruits if you 

have the key to get in, and you may not be able to easily leave. This aptly 

describes early internet service providers such as AOL, which essentially 

“walled off” its users from the wider web, as well as the internet as con-

trolled by authoritarian governments. If American broadband and wireless 

providers do take full advantage of the dismantling of net neutrality by 

the FCC, we might see service- specific walled gardens there as well.

In contrast, a pleasure garden— a cultural form originating in seventeenth- 

century London— is open to the public, and contains attractions as induce-

ments to enter and then stay. The diversity of the attractions— walking 

paths through picturesque gardens, concert venues, entertainments, foun-

tains, amusement rides, menageries, fireworks, balls, and al fresco dining— 

recall the array of products and services that a company like Amazon 

provides. The metaphor of the pleasure garden describes internet- enabled 

spaces that the public is attracted to, and apparently chooses to spend time 

in due to the entertainment, convenience, and pleasures they encounter 

there.

The lure of the “open web” proved too great for the actual walled gar-

dens like AOL and Prodigy, contributing in part to their demise. Today’s 

tech giants, rather than explicitly restrict online movement, which they 

know today’s users would reject as a loss of choice, tend to offer pleasure 

gardens rather than walled gardens, hoping that people will choose to 

stay and stroll, and not feel tempted to leave. In the case of Amazon, 

while we imagine that comparison shopping and patronizing a number 

of different retailers is exactly what the internet lends itself to, the com-

pany incentivizes consumers to visit and then stay in its pleasure garden 

through a number of “attractions”: the convenience of Amazon apps, 
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the structure of the Amazon Prime membership, and by prioritizing low 

prices, convenience, and fast shipping.

We should take seriously the seductiveness and embeddedness of Ama-

zon’s “pleasure garden” as a key ingredient in both the platform loyalty of 

many American consumers, as well as why it has been hard for consum-

ers and, for a long time, their political representatives to imagine seri-

ously challenging Amazon’s dominance or demanding it be broken up by 

the government into separate companies, as happened with AT&T in the 

1980s, or with the Hollywood film studios in the 1940s. It is precisely the 

features of Amazon that the ecosystem metaphor points to— the scale of 

its offerings, seeming permanence and stability in the ecommerce land-

scape, and the harmony across activities and services that its vertical and 

horizontal integrations provide— that make Amazon’s pleasure gardens 

so appealing and hard to resist.

When author Douglas Preston with Barry Lynn and 900 other signa-

tories published an open letter to then Assistant Attorney General for 

Antitrust William Barr in 2015, contending that Amazon was abusing its 

monopolistic power in book retailing against the interests of authors and 

publishers, the response from the Department of Justice, according to Pres-

ton, was that “Amazon was one of the most popular companies in the 

country. They have brought tremendous services to consumers and they’ve 

brought lower prices,” and that the DOJ didn’t see enough evidence to jus-

tify an investigation.89 If politicians and market regulators continue in this 

vein, using only consumer happiness as their guide, consumers themselves 

will continue to facilitate the tremendous market concentration, and even 

at times monopoly conditions, in the platform businesses of the digital 

economy. As of this writing, there are signs that things are changing, from 

the 2020 antitrust hearings, to the appointments of Lina Khan and Tim Wu 

as US Federal Trade Commissioner and special assistant to President Biden 

for technology and competition policy within the National Economic 

Council, respectively. Meaningful change will require consumers and their 

representatives to take stock of the costs and constraints of digital pleasure 

gardens like Amazon, despite the ease, convenience, and enjoyment they 

provide.
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I don’t like the idea of this monolith devouring everything. . . .  Our culture is, 
and all cultures are, being swamped by outside influences. . . .  We’re fighting to 
defend our voice.

— Mark Rubbo, co- owner of Melbourne bookstore Readings1

We owe it to 400 million Arabs that they go to the digital economy. I think it’s 
our duty; otherwise the Middle East will either be left behind, or will be occu-
pied by foreign powers. These foreign powers are digital banks, digital compa-
nies, digital media— there’s no need for military.

— Mohamed Alabbar, founder of ecommerce firm Noon and United Arab 
Emirates real estate mogul2

The Canadian Book industry requires active support and promotion so that our 
regional, local and aboriginal voices are nurtured and celebrated. That is some-
thing that Canadian booksellers . . .  do so well. Letting foreign retail giants into 
local Canadian markets under the false guise of Canadian partnership would be 
devastating to an important Canadian industry employing real book lovers in 
every community across Canada.

— Stephen Cribar, president of Canadian Booksellers Association3

Will Amazon survive [in the] Indian market? Sure. Only if they are willing to 
learn. American fast food chain KFC had to launch its first vegetarian chain 
ever, that too in India (Gujarat). McDonalds embraced Indian way of doing 
things by selling McTikkis.

—Nextbigwhat . com4

7
AMERICAN UBIQUITY:  
AMAZON’S PLATFORM IMPERIALISM

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



196 CHAPTER 7

The sentiments opening this chapter express varied ambivalence in global 

responses to Amazon. When Amazon first extended beyond American 

borders in 1998, three years after the company’s US launch, its goals for 

ubiquity faced new complications, including that of perception. When 

Amazon exports its products and services, both scholarly and popular 

responses often are informed by what communication scholar Dal Yong 

Jin calls “platform imperialism,” a form of economic and cultural impe-

rialism specific to platform giants such as Facebook, Google, Netflix, 

and Amazon. Jin observes, “The U.S., which had previously controlled 

non- Western countries with its military power, capital, and later cultural 

products, now seems to dominate the world with platforms, benefitting 

from these platforms, mainly in terms of capital accumulation.”5 These 

global platforms, or “Californian East India Companies,” as one scholar 

describes them,6 aim for “ubiquitous commerce,” which is “the ambition 

to annihilate spatial and temporal barriers through a networked market 

system.”7 Lee McGuigan and Vincent Manzerolle, in their critique of this 

imperative, see ubiquitous global commerce involving a “neglect of tra-

dition, geography, and cultural contingency.”8 And yet, a close look at 

Amazon’s efforts to achieve ubiquitous commerce reveals how the com-

pany negotiates with and manages tradition, geography, and cultural 

contingency. These factors can be barriers to global capital, but they can 

also become resources, or points of leverage, for a company like Amazon 

seeking to build its presence in new markets.

The GAFAM (Google/Alphabet, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and Micro-

soft) companies are six of the top seven most market- capitalized corpora-

tions in the world as of this writing. The further concentration of wealth in 

the United States thanks to its globally dominant tech companies, most 

of which are substantially platform businesses, is not the only concern. 

Given the treasure trove of data they collect about people all over the world, 

there are concerns about data security and protection of national sover-

eignty.9 Digital platforms shape the distribution of media and information, 

so the concentration of foreign ownership of distribution platforms raises 

longstanding concerns about soft power. Given network effects and “first 

mover” advantage, many countries are also concerned about homegrown 

businesses that employ people, build technological knowledge capacity, 
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and pay taxes in these countries being unable to compete with these Amer-

ican platforms.

Just as the cultural imperialism thesis of the 1970s was eventually ques-

tioned and complicated by scholars who empirically examined the pro-

duction of culture in diverse national contexts, so has the hegemony of 

platform imperialism been questioned on a variety of empirical grounds. 

Global media scholars note the resurgence of state control in response to 

the foreign investment, market concentration, and cultural influence of 

the tech sector; the rise of dominant tech centers outside the United States 

and Europe (notably in the Asia- Pacific region), particularly in hardware 

and the “pipes” of digital connectivity; and the importance of existing 

media cultures and localized audience preferences to the success of foreign 

digital content platforms.10 My analysis of Amazon’s international expan-

sions is informed by the complexities of platform imperialism explored in 

this scholarship. Amazon’s global ambitions are extensive and its resources 

to accomplish them significant, but its global dominance in ecommerce 

and other business areas is neither assured nor complete.

Amazon’s global expansions are both longstanding and partial. While 

Amazon can today boast that it serves ecommerce customers in close to two 

hundred countries, it only has Amazon marketplaces, or dedicated local 

retail websites, in sixteen countries outside the United States. In order of 

their launch, these are the United Kingdom, Germany, France, Japan, Can-

ada, Italy, Spain, Brazil, India, Mexico, the Netherlands, Singapore, Austra-

lia, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia.11 While Amazon is 

estimated to control close to half of US online retail sales, it controlled only 

5.7 percent of global internet retail beyond the United States in 2019.12 Ama-

zon’s international revenues are substantial— 32 percent of the company’s 

ecommerce total as of 2020— and have started to yield profits after many 

years of losing money, due to the established pattern of investing heavily 

in new markets in order to eventually dominate them and reap the rewards 

later.13 As Amazon’s growth in the United States starts to slow with some 

market saturation, its focus on international growth is all the more impor-

tant because of the still relatively untapped markets around the world.14

In this chapter I look at how Amazon has been received internationally 

given the global market dominance it aspires to, and its Americanness. 
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In the United States, Amazon has created a flexible brand identity that 

seeks to fade into the background in its ubiquity, becoming almost invis-

ible through its focus on customers and personalized service. How have 

these efforts to become ubiquitous traveled? Has the flexibility of Ama-

zon’s brand identity facilitated its “glocalization”? To use Koichi Iwabu-

chi’s term, is the Amazon brand “culturally odorless,” or does it have 

the unmistakable smell of America?15 How have governments around the 

world, with the power to regulate foreign ownership, responded to Ama-

zon’s global platform ambitions?

This chapter focuses on a few of Amazon’s international marketplaces in 

terms of how Amazon’s arrival was received, the obstacles it encountered, 

and the strategies the company has used to try and win over consumers, 

sellers, and the government officials who can shape its fate. Ranging from 

Canada, where Amazon . ca was launched in 2002, to Amazon . ae, launched 

in 2019 in the United Arab Emirates, Amazon’s goals are largely the same, 

but its approach to achieving them often differs depending on conditions 

on the ground. Perhaps the strongest comparison to see how much those 

conditions matter is between China and India, both populous countries 

with a growing middle class and rapid adoption of digital communica-

tion technologies. Amazon entered China in 2004 by acquiring existing 

Chinese online bookseller Joyo, and mostly pulled out of the country due 

to lack of meaningful progress in 2019.16 In India, by contrast, although 

Amazon’s ability to do business has proceeded by fits and starts due to 

restrictions on foreign direct investment there, Amazon . in is now Ama-

zon’s fastest- growing international market with the greatest profit poten-

tial for the future.

In examining Amazon’s platform imperialist efforts, we see that ubiq-

uity looks a little different outside the United States, where Amazon’s 

Americanness makes it less able to proceed in a stealthy, “under the radar” 

manner. When Amazon opened marketplaces in each of the countries 

considered here— Canada, India, Australia, and the UAE— it was a known 

quantity for many consumers because they had already been visiting the 

site and doing cross- border shopping on it. Before the launch of Amazon’s 

Australia marketplace Amazon . com . au, the American Amazon site was the 

second most popular online shopping site in Australia after Woolworth’s.17 
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In some parts of the Middle East, Amazon controlled about 15 percent of 

online retail even before acquiring Souq . com . 18

Amazon’s “arrival” to nations around the world has been accompanied 

by the localization efforts one would expect from a twenty- first- century 

American company that needs to build trust with local consumers. These 

efforts— ranging from ad campaigns to partnerships with local compa-

nies, sponsorships of national events, nationally inflected sections of 

the store and editorial content on the site, adjustments to its ecommerce 

model for the local market, self- censorship of media content and prod-

ucts for sale in line with local sensibilities, and lots of communication 

touting Amazon’s investments in the host economy— place Amazon in 

a more “in your face” position with regard to its PR and marketing than 

in the United States. Called on to justify its global expansions, Amazon 

must tell a story, or multiple stories, about why it deserves to be wel-

comed around the world. At the same time, Amazon pairs these localiza-

tion efforts with the structural elements of brand ubiquity it pursues in 

the United States, including the bundled nature of Prime and the relent-

less pursuit of the largest selection and the greatest delivery speed.

ENTRY STRATEGIES— LOCALIZATION IN PLATFORM IMPERIALISM

It can be hard to point to the exact moment that Amazon enters a new 

national market, since consumers often access Amazon’s services in a cross- 

border way, or at least have knowledge about Amazon’s brand and how 

it works due to its digital presence and global reputation. Customers in 

most countries of the world that don’t have their own marketplaces can 

still order goods from one of Amazon’s websites but will need to pay inter-

national shipping, with the associated wait times and additional costs, if 

indeed sellers are willing to ship internationally. The company launched 

an international shipping feature in 2018, so the shopping app can be set 

to show only those products that can be shipped internationally to the 

customer’s region.19

Even more globally accessible are Amazon’s purely digital services, such 

as Prime Video (in more than two hundred countries), Echo smart speak-

ers, and Music Unlimited streaming service (in a few dozen countries). 
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In true platform style, Amazon cross- subsidizes its growth plans in inter-

national ecommerce with its more profitable digital businesses, partic-

ularly Amazon Web Services,20 and frequently uses its digital products, 

for which geographic distance and sticky border features pose less of an 

obstacle, as a way to turn people into Amazon customers in preparation 

for converting them into online shoppers in the future.

Amazon has rolled out digital distribution programs in hundreds of 

countries that vastly exceed its global retail marketplaces. Starting with 

the Kindle and associated online store of ebooks, then moving into Prime 

Video, these aspects of the Amazon brand pave the way for a relation-

ship that the company hopes will result in brand recognition and loyalty 

for ecommerce. For the most desirable markets, it’s also an opportunity 

to source locally relevant content in order to overcome the “stink” of a 

foreign interloper, or to compete more effectively against a local incum-

bent. Whether it’s Amazon creating a large online Hindi bookstore,21 or 

Amazon . ca promoting Canadian authors and sponsoring literary awards, 

Amazon can establish a reputation as a source for local media content, at 

least in the national markets that it prioritizes.

Prime Video is understood by industry observers to be a “customer 

acquisition channel,” helping explain its rollout to 200 countries in 2016 

and an estimated $7 billion in Amazon’s spending on content in 2020. 

Amazon Studios’ focus on original productions for valuable foreign mar-

kets like Japan and India— with twenty- nine foreign- language programs 

produced between 2016 and 2019— is key to attracting and retaining 

Prime members not just for the streaming service but as retail custom-

ers.22 Upon Prime Video’s launch in India, Amazon’s target was viewed 

by at least one industry observer to be ecommerce rivals Snapdeal and 

Flipkart rather than Netflix.23 When promoting Prime Video’s launch in 

India, Amazon made it known that Indians would be able to access Bol-

lywood films, licensed Indian and regional content, as well as original 

Indian content on the new streaming platform.24 In 2018 it launched a 

Hindi interface to Prime Video to make it more accessible and inviting to 

India’s more than half a billion Hindi speakers, and in 2019 launched a 

Hindi language version of the retail site.25

Global strategy informs content development and acquisitions in 

international markets, as well as programs that are anticipated to travel 
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well across borders. Amazon’s premiere of The Grand Tour, an adaptation 

of BBC’s Top Gear, which was canceled after allegations of verbal abuse 

and assault from star Jeremy Clarkson against a colleague, premiered on 

Amazon Prime Video just a month before its global launch and had pride 

of place in its promotion. Already a massive global hit as Top Gear, with an 

estimated 350 million viewers worldwide per episode thanks to cable and 

satellite distribution of the show on BBC Worldwide, Amazon’s reboot 

enhanced the show’s global appeal as the stars traveled the world and 

filmed the in- studio portions of the show in a traveling tent.26 Acknowl-

edging in 2016 that the new name of the show reflected its “global ambi-

tion,” the Amazon vice president of Amazon Video didn’t reflect further 

on the title’s association with the custom of upper- class young men in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries leaving Britain to tour the con-

tinent and take in its art, culture, and sites of antiquity.27 Perhaps tongue- 

in- cheek, this Grand Tour would feature irreverent, aging British “lads” 

with eyes for nothing but all things automotive, drinking their “cuppa” 

tea in all manner of “exotic” locations (see figure 7.1). In order to ride its 

wave as the “world’s most popular factual television programme,” Ama-

zon invested an eye- popping $275 million for a three- series deal.28

The localization efforts extend beyond internationally popular and 

nationally relevant media content, to the ad campaigns that Amazon 

uses to announce its arrival, aiming to boost awareness or overcome neg-

ative press. Internationally, Amazon doesn’t necessarily hew to its early 

promotional logic from the United States, where it became an ecommerce 

juggernaut largely through relationship marketing and word of mouth 

rather than through conventional advertising. Amazon is a very visible 

advertiser in many foreign markets, using traditional TV spots as well as 

web- based and mobile ads. A localized advertising campaign that signals 

Amazon’s interest in, and fit, with the local culture softens the impres-

sion of an American behemoth swooping in to decimate national retail, 

both online and brick- and- mortar.

The launch of Amazon . com . au in Australia, for example, was met with 

a fair amount of handwringing for what it would mean for national retail-

ers.29 Amazon’s ad campaign launching the site brought a humorous light-

ness and attention to the everyday lives and vernacular of Australians, in 

an effort to dispel these fears and be read as understanding Australia. The 
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“Everything you need from a to z: easy az” campaign, from the TBWA Syd-

ney agency, linguistically almost merges the slang short form of Australia, 

“Oz,” with the “az” of the tagline (pronounced “as”). Most of the ads 

feature something that can be read as specifically Australian. For exam-

ple, an ad that features a baby in a pool alarmed by the sight of her dog 

swimming in a shark- fin floaty makes sure to signal awareness that the 

relevant item for this scenario is “swim nappies,” not “swim diapers” (see 

figure 7.2).

7.1 Promotional image for The Grand Tour, n.d., https:// www . imdb . com / title / tt5712554 
/ mediaviewer / rm245787392 / , accessed May 28, 2021.
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Other spots speak to Australian situations, such as spotting a giant spi-

der in your living room or dealing with a neighbor who is feeding the 

local cockatoos. Amazon was surely aware that previous American brands, 

including another Seattle juggernaut, Starbucks, have attempted to enter 

Australia, perhaps assuming that what worked in the States would work 

there, only to be rebuffed by Australian consumers.30

Amazon’s first ad campaign in India, “Aur Dikhao” from 2015, con-

nected Amazon’s product selection— by then larger than that of its major 

ecommerce rivals Flipkart and Snapdeal— with a trait presented as being 

characteristic of Indians: always wanting to see more options when 

shopping. “Aur Dikhao” translates to “Show Me More” and it’s repeated 

throughout the danceable song featured in the ads. The creative direc-

tor for the campaign explained, “We highlighted the ‘Indianess’ which is 

there in all of us. Only we can go to five shops, see five different things 

and still crave for more and ask the shopkeeper ‘Aur Dikhao.’ We have lim-

ited budget, so before making the final decision, we keep on asking ‘Aur 

Dikhao’ in the hope that the best is yet to come.”31 This vision (and, per-

haps, stereotype) of the Indian consumer always wanting to see more and 

more options contrasts with Amazon emphasizing, at least to American 

7.2 “Floaty”— Amazon 30- second spot from TBWA Sydney. Source: Lindsay Bennett, 
“TBWA Reveals First Work for Amazon,” Ad News, June 5, 2018, https:// www . adnews 
. com . au / news / tbwa - reveals - first - work - for - amazon .  Author screenshot.
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consumers, the convenience of personalized recommendations that make 

it easier to navigate the overwhelming choice in online shopping.

In India, Amazon has sought to connect with consumers not just through 

spot ads, but also sponsorships and connections to sports, particularly 

with cricket, India’s most popular sport. Within a year of Amazon . in’s 

launch, Amazon won the rights to merchandising for the India Premier 

League, so that Amazon . in would be the destination for fans who wanted 

to buy their gear online.32 The company also released ads designed to be 

run during the IPL, such as one featuring a married couple placing bets on 

the outcome of the match, with the winner getting their choice of prod-

uct from Amazon, and a series of ads featuring a fictional cricket team, 

the Chonkpur Cheetahs. Further, Amazon Prime Video’s first Indian 

Original series was Inside Edge, a drama set in the world of cricket. Beyond 

cricket, in 2015 Amazon became the official partner of the annual Jaipur 

Literature Festival and outbid Indian companies to be the official spon-

sor of India Fashion Week.33 Amazon has also linked itself with Hindu 

holidays by launching an annual sale called the “Great Indian Festival” 

in coordination with Diwali every year (see figure 7.3), accompanied by 

a series of upbeat, musical ads that make online shopping seem festive 

and fun.34

7.3 Author screenshot from the ad for Amazon’s Great Indian Festival, October 10– 15, 
2018. Source: Amazon . in ad published on YouTube, September 28, 2018, https:// www 
. youtube . com / watch ? v=fkd5z6wCZKM .
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Amazon India’s localization efforts have gone beyond marketing to 

adjusting the service itself. The country’s size and uneven delivery infra-

structure ruled out a blanket delivery window for goods; in India, the pos-

sible delivery timeframes are adjusted to your PIN (Postal Index Number) 

code.35 In India, Amazon entered a market where the incumbent Flipkart 

offered a cash- on- delivery (COD) payment option for consumers who 

did not have access to credit cards, or weren’t comfortable using them 

online.36 COD constituted about 60 percent of Flipkart’s orders in 2011.37 

Amazon also offers a COD payment option in India, even though this 

is not available in most of its other markets. Amazon also incorporated 

delivery by bicycle and pushed options for in- store or locker pickups ear-

lier in India than in other markets, for consumers who preferred to pick 

up their items locally rather than have them delivered.38

Amazon’s most recent global expansion has been via the 2017 pur-

chase of Souq . com, the leading ecommerce platform in the Middle East. 

It was rebranded Amazon . ae in 2019. The press release about the rebrand 

quotes Ronaldo Mouchawar, the cofounder of Souq, now vice president 

of Amazon MENA (Middle East and North Africa), saying that Amazon . ae 

“brings together Souq’s local know- how and Amazon’s global expertise.” 

The press release emphasizes the use of Arabic on Amazon . ae’s website 

and app, and the availability of locally relevant payment options such as 

local credit cards and COD.39 Souq . com, now Amazon . ae, is popular in 

many countries of the region, although Amazon rebranded Souq in Saudi 

Arabia as Amazon . sa in 2020, and in Egypt, Souq still operates as Souq 

as of this writing, despite the new ownership. Mouchawar argued that 

this was so that the rebrand and transition of services could be smoothly 

implemented in the UAE before being rolled out in these two large mar-

kets; others suggest that it’s because brand loyalty to Souq is so strong 

in these countries.40 Some speculated that anti- American sentiment, or 

animosity particularly toward Jeff Bezos, may have been the reason for a 

slower rebrand in Saudi Arabia in particular. This is thought to be because 

Bezos owns the Washington Post where Jamal Kashoggi was a columnist; 

Prince Mohammad Bin Salman’s involvement in ordering his brutal kill-

ing was vigorously probed on the paper’s editorial pages.41 The prince was 

then suspected of being behind the leak of texts and intimate photos 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



206 CHAPTER 7

between Bezos and his mistress, published in the National Inquirer. Nev-

ertheless, Amazon . sa did launch in 2020, just a year behind Amazon . ae .

As with all multinationals, Amazon’s localization efforts can be found 

wanting. In Japan, for example, Amazon’s recent overtaking of ecommerce 

market share from national incumbent Rakuten is judged by analysts to 

be despite its failures to fully understand the local market, and thanks 

mostly to its strong logistics game that drives fast and reliable deliveries. 

Rakuten’s focus on the needs of Japanese consumers— including exquisite 

gift wrapping, an online interface reminiscent of department store dis-

plays, and a membership that bundles a wide variety of online and offline 

services with strong “points” incentives— make it likely to remain a strong 

player even in the face of Amazon’s size and mastery of distribution.42

If platform imperialism inherits the concern of cultural imperialism— 

that culture will become homogeneous and deeply Americanized— then 

the actual manifestations of a platform business like Amazon around the 

world complicate that hypothesis. But, of course, evidence of cultural 

variation does not undo certain structural realities: Amazon benefits from 

all the data in the countries where it does business, it has deep pockets 

against local competitors, and the kinds of operational and content differ-

ences discussed here are minor compared to the scale of Amazon’s over-

all operations in these regions. Amazon’s willingness and ability to adapt 

its business to different international markets may play well not just with 

consumers, but with another important audience— regulators.

NAVIGATING PROTECTIONIST POLICIES

In entering foreign markets, Amazon faces not just cultural suspicion of 

American platform imperialism, but also regulatory obstacles designed 

to protect national culture industries and promote domestic economic 

development. One of the regulatory environments Amazon has navigated 

is right on its doorstep— Canada. Despite this proximity and a (largely) 

shared language, Amazon . ca wasn’t launched until 2002, a few years after 

Germany, the UK, France, and Japan, and even with that launch, Amazon 

was not permitted to have a physical distribution footprint in Canada. 

This was due to the Investment Canada Act, which requires that for-

eign entities investing in or launching new businesses in Canada above 
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a certain monetary threshold be reviewed with an eye to whether they 

bring a net benefit to the country, with a special focus on businesses in 

the cultural industries, a stipulation that certainly applies to booksell-

ers. As a result, for the first eight years of Amazon . ca, Amazon ran the 

software side of the business from the United States, directly employ-

ing no one in Canada whatsoever; the company contracted with a third- 

party warehousing and logistics company to carry out distribution within 

the country. Even with this restriction, Canadian booksellers viewed the 

launch of Amazon . ca as an existential threat to their success as well as 

to the vibrancy of Canadian publishing.43 Similar concerns were raised 

in Australia on the eve of Amazon’s marketplace launch there. Observ-

ers noted the high proportion of Australian authors and the visibility of 

their books in local bookstores, and questioned whether Amazon would 

undermine the richness of Australia’s book culture.44 In these debates, not 

much was heard from Canadian and Australian publishers themselves, 

who could ill afford to alienate a potent new distribution channel.

Jeff Bezos certainly framed the launch of Amazon . ca as good for Cana-

dian culture, saying “Amazon . ca provides great savings and convenience 

to Canadian customers and allows us to source products from Canadian 

publishers and distributors and work with them to increase online sales of 

their merchandise. . . .  Amazon . ca will not only serve Canadians, but will 

also export Canadian products all over the world, increasing the visibility 

and reach of Canadian writers and artists.”45 Consistent with this messag-

ing, within months of its launch, Amazon . ca announced its sponsorship 

of a fair devoted to Canadian literature, and opened specialty “boutiques” 

within its online store for the Toronto and Vancouver International Film 

Festivals.46 Similar initiatives continued in the following years, including 

dedicated Amazon . ca editors who produced lists of “essential” Canadian 

titles sold on the site. A year before Amazon . ca was even launched, Ama-

zon . com partnered with Books in Canada, a Canadian literary magazine, 

sponsoring its annual Books in Canada First Novel Award, which had 

previously received support from Canadian booksellers.47

These efforts appeared to pay off in 2010, when the restriction against 

Amazon having a direct footprint in Canada was overturned; the Minister 

of Canadian Heritage announced that Amazon had been given permis-

sion to open its first Canadian fulfillment center, as well as Amazon . ca 
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corporate offices.48 The decision was justified on the basis of Amazon . ca 

being considered a “net benefit” to Canada, given its track record in sup-

porting Canadian culture. Heritage Minister James Moore said: “Amazon 

has shown its willingness to promote Canadian cultural products, and 

we are pleased it is continuing to demonstrate this through this new 

investment.”49 Nevertheless, Amazon’s entry into Canada was subject to 

a number of conditions, including further investment in Canadian cul-

tural events and awards and CAD 20 million worth of promotion for 

Canadian books abroad.50 The Canadian Heritage Ministry’s justifications 

also included the desire to bring employment and (taxable) profits into 

the country rather than have such a large operation being run largely 

from outside Canadian borders. Amazon . ca’s efforts in previous years to 

present itself as a champion for Canadian authors had yielded the desired 

effect.

We can see similar efforts, on an even bigger scale, as Amazon woos 

Indian politicians and regulators, although with less consistent results. 

India is expected to eventually be the second- largest ecommerce market in 

the world (after China) as internet and smartphone penetration increase 

and disposable incomes continue to rise. Jeff Bezos’s widely publicized 

visit in October 2014, in which he met with government leaders, includ-

ing Prime Minister Narendra Modi, signaled how seriously Amazon took 

this particular foreign market.

Amazon has energetically found ways to circumnavigate India’s eco-

nomic protectionist policies that have continued even after the economic 

“opening up” of the 1990s. India has a powerful incumbent in the form of 

Flipkart, a company started by two software developers who worked at an 

Amazon IT center in Bangalore before launching their online bookselling 

company, which subsequently grew into new product categories, just like 

Amazon itself.51 Despite the limits on foreign direct investment in vari-

ous sectors, and facing a homegrown incumbent with a significant head 

start, Amazon had just about equaled Flipkart’s market share of about 

31 percent by 2018, and exceeded its revenues by 2019.52 Snapdeal is 

another homegrown ecommerce company with significant market share 

and, since 2015, financial backing from Chinese tech giant Alibaba.53

It was on the heels of news that the Indian government would relax its 

rules on foreign direct investment (FDI), such that a “multi- brand retailer” 
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could own a majority stake in an Indian venture, that Amazon started 

laying the groundwork for an Indian ecommerce marketplace.54 Amazon 

reportedly initially tried, and failed, to acquire Flipkart. Its next move 

was to launch under a domain name it had acquired in 1998, Junglee 

. com (which means “wild” in Hindi), as an aggregator for other online 

retailers, framing it not as a “multi- brand retailer” which FDI rules would 

not allow, but a price- comparison, or advertising service.55 In 2012 Ama-

zon discovered that the new rule about multibrand retailers would not 

apply to ecommerce, only to brick- and- mortar retail. But by the middle of 

2013 Amazon . in was launched anyway, a marketplace initially focusing 

on books, movies, and TV shows.56 Amazon was able to circumvent the 

restriction against foreign owners of multibrand retail companies by hav-

ing a “marketplace only” platform in India. In other words, Amazon . in 

doesn’t stock any of its “own” products— it is an online platform for third- 

party sellers only.57 The extent to which this is really true, however, is up 

for debate, and has continually been a cause of back and forth between 

Amazon and Indian government regulators. A single seller on an ecom-

merce marketplace is not supposed to account for more than 25 percent 

of sales, and the marketplace is not supposed to offer discounts or influ-

ence pricing.58 Amazon set up a joint venture with an Indian company 

that would then sell products on its platform; it also substantially con-

trols pricing on its platform by financing deals and discounts that its sell-

ers offer.59 Advocates for Indian businesses argued that Amazon had been 

essentially stocking and selling its own goods, which the FDI restrictions 

disallow, “either . . .  through partner entities or through independent ven-

dors that sourced directly from wholesale units related to the FDI- funded 

marketplaces,” a loophole that new legislation plugged in 2018.60 Especially 

since Walmart bought Flipkart in 2018, small-  and medium- sized businesses 

in India have demanded more government scrutiny of whether both com-

panies are skirting the rules, arguing that foreign- owned ecommerce giants 

are hurting Indian sellers through predatory pricing and other unfair 

business practices.61 More broadly, critics of Indian government policy 

have pointed to how China’s more protectionist approach allowed their 

tech incumbents to not only succeed at home, but also become global 

goliaths.62
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CHINA— AMAZON MEETS ITS MATCH

The most valuable ecommerce market in the world is China, a country 

where Amazon struggled mightily, capturing less than 1 percent of online 

retail sales, before deciding to close its ecommerce operation in 2019.63 

It’s well known that the Chinese government engages in muscular pro-

tectionism to foster its home- grown companies, as well as to control the 

circulation of political expression, particularly salient for a company like 

Amazon that sells books and streams entertainment. It’s a nation that has 

perceived specific threats from American platform imperialism and used 

the economic and legal means at its disposal to either shut out American 

platforms, or extract major concessions to local restrictions from them. 

This has been a primary reason for Amazon’s failure to meaningfully pen-

etrate this market. But its inability to adjust to the specific expectations 

of Chinese online consumers is also likely a factor.

The United States is not the only economy whose power is considered 

“imperial” in the world today. China is an emergent superpower and the 

United States’ greatest economic rival, whose recent investments around 

the world are widely thought to be due to both its economic and geopo-

litical ambitions.64 It has a long history of imperialism within Asia that 

continues into the present day with ongoing territorial conflicts with mul-

tiple countries in the South China Sea (the conflicts extend to the name 

of the sea, which is contested), as well as its claim over Taiwan as part of 

its territory, and current global ambitions suggested by economic and 

infrastructure development activities associated with the Chinese govern-

ment’s Belt and Road Initiative. The conversation about platform impe-

rialism must certainly include China’s tech platforms, which have been 

protected within their massive domestic market, ideally positioning them 

for foreign expansion.

While as of this writing Amazon is the fourth most market- capitalized 

company in the world, China’s Alibaba— Amazon’s closest ecommerce 

competitor on the global stage— is the ninth.65 Digital capitalism, so often 

conceptualized as having low barriers to entry and offering the possibil-

ity for localized entrepreneurship, is looking awfully oligopolistic. Until 

recently, Amazon and the world’s second- largest ecommerce giant mostly 
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stayed out of each other’s way, “carving up the world” oligopoly- style, 

but as time goes on they are starting to directly compete in the world’s most 

promising markets outside of their home countries.

While Amazon’s origins are in business- to- consumer online retail sales, 

Alibaba’s original business, Alibaba . com, provides a business- to- business 

online marketplace that connects Chinese manufacturers to foreign buy-

ers. It operates in this capacity in more than two hundred countries, 

including the United States. It built out from this cross- border commerce 

business to establish Taobao . com, a consumer- to- consumer marketplace 

that includes thousands of smaller merchants; the business- to- consumer 

online shopping mall TMall, featuring bigger brands and retailers; the 

digital marketplace AliExpress for Chinese manufacturers to sell directly 

to foreign consumers; Ant Financial, a digital financial services business 

that includes a digital payment service for consumers similar to Paypal; 

and Ali Health, which sells medicines online.66

On the one hand, while Amazon and Alibaba are frequently conceptu-

alized as global competitors, they are far from identical companies, and 

have somewhat contrasting business strategies. According to an analysis 

by Morgan Stanley, Amazon starts with the consumer and builds outward, 

whereas Alibaba emphasizes its relationship with merchants.67 On the 

other hand, their business models are starting to show signs of conver-

gence, with Amazon growing its online advertising business, which is 

Alibaba’s largest revenue stream, while Alibaba is moving into retailing 

proper after being “pure platform” for most of its history, especially as it 

acquires brick- and- mortar stores in China that allow for hybrid online- 

offline retail. In the meantime, both Amazon and Alibaba are expanding 

their direct control of logistics, and both are focused on global expansion, 

increasingly in the same markets.68 Alibaba has long been dominant in 

fintech, or mobile payment services, and focuses on that in its overseas 

activities, either by offering its own AliPay or investing in local epayment 

systems, like Paytm in India. Amazon has also caught onto the impor-

tance of mobile payment services especially in international markets where 

access to credit cards may not be widespread, or where regulations make 

online payment by credit card less seamless, as is the case in India where 

every online transaction requires two- step verification.69 In 2017 Amazon 
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won a license from the Indian government to start its own digital wallet 

program, launching into fintech in a way that makes mobile payments 

much easier for its customers.70

In comparing Amazon and Alibaba’s global expansions, we can see 

different approaches to achieving global ubiquity. Alibaba’s global expan-

sions are not as visible as Amazon’s because Alibaba is more of a global 

conglomerate, either owning or having stakes in companies around the 

world alongside its own branded global businesses such as Alibaba . com 

and AliExpress. According to one industry analyst, Alibaba’s strategy is 

to “piece together subsidiaries to connect the world’s ecommerce mar-

kets.”71 As it seeks to expand abroad it prefers to piggyback on existing 

ecommerce companies around the world, in order to benefit from their 

local knowledge and understanding of their consumers. Furthermore, 

international expansion is not as high a priority for Alibaba since there is 

still so much scope for growth within the Chinese market.

Amazon, in contrast, has set up its own branded marketplaces around 

the world. When it does acquire a local incumbent, as with Souq . com, 

it rebrands. With the typical confidence of an American abroad, Ama-

zon seeks to benefit from its global brand recognition and reputation for 

selection and fast delivery. According to one industry analyst, Amazon 

also understands “the negative dilutive potential of investing in mul-

tiple brands globally, especially online brands where shoppers are less 

loyal: competing against yourself in your portfolio, fragmenting your 

shopper base, confusing your brand’s identity, and limiting your value 

proposition in a market (i.e. ‘Amazon’ now stands for far more than 

ecommerce).”72 As much as Amazon has sought to localize its identity 

and services in foreign markets, it has also stuck to the idea of being a 

global platform brand. There are certainly drawbacks in some contexts to 

its association with American cultural and economic dominance as well 

as platform monopoly, but Amazon has sought to manage those negative 

connotations while capitalizing on the recognition and synergy that a 

globally recognized brand can bring. Amazon’s Americanness may be a 

net negative in particular places and contexts, but globally it’s most likely 

a net positive. Amazon’s association with tech glamour,73 enhanced by 

Jeff Bezos who is well known as the world’s richest person, is a nontrivial 

benefit in its global expansions, especially in emerging economies that 
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sometimes receive investment by American tech capital as a flattering 

vote of confidence in their economic future.

CONCLUSION— THE POWER, AND LIMITS,  
OF PLATFORM IMPERIALISM

Across a number of countries where Amazon has set up an online mar-

ketplace, there’s a detectable ambivalence about whether to welcome the 

American tech giant or to set limitations on the company, in the name of 

protecting domestic business and culture. In India the government’s FDI 

restrictions on multibrand retailing cramp Amazon’s style and on paper, 

at least, prevent it from actually selling anything directly in the country. 

But the company is embraced there in many other ways, due to the actual 

and perceived benefits that come with foreign investment, particularly in 

the tech sector which aligns with the prevailing political vision for a “Digi-

tal India.” Coziness between Amazon and state entities was more than 

evident, for example, when India Post, with whom Amazon partners as 

its primary delivery carrier, released a stamp in 2016 commemorating the 

three- year anniversary of the launch of Amazon . in—“3 years of delivering 

smiles.”74 In this same category of ambivalence we might place Canada’s 

decisions first to allow Amazon . ca to operate and then to allow Amazon to 

establish a footprint in the country, despite a law that strongly discourages 

foreign entities dealing substantially with bookselling and culture.

Amazon emphasizes conventional marketing in addition to its signature 

personalized relationship marketing when it officially enters foreign mar-

kets. Amazon brings strong existing associations with America and global 

celebrity and icon of tech entrepreneurship Jeff Bezos. Many of these con-

notations are beneficial to Amazon, so the company rides the wave of its 

international reputation for selection, convenience, and service, as well 

as its associations with American tech glamour and market dominance. 

At the same time, Amazon must make special efforts to be relatable and 

welcomed in other countries, especially in the face of explicit discourses 

from government and the business community about the threat of foreign 

operations to local business development and culture.

Compared to some of the other platform imperialists, like Facebook 

and Google, Amazon’s global hegemony is far from complete. Shut out 
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of China (for the most part), no ecommerce footprint in most countries 

of the world, unsuccessful in some countries due to local tastes or regula-

tions, and battling major competitors in many countries, such as Flip-

kart and Snapdeal in India, Amazon up until recently has been bleeding 

money in its efforts to establish itself and overwhelm competitors in 

foreign markets with the greatest potential for growth. After the much- 

heralded launch of Amazon . com . au, the company’s progress was seen as 

“weirdly underwhelming,” including “early stumbles” and a sense that it 

“doesn’t meet the hype at all.”75 Part of the problem is that what Amazon 

can offer in a new global marketplace doesn’t always match what people 

know is offered in the United States. There may be fewer product catego-

ries, smaller selection, higher prices, and slower shipping. In Australia, 

for example, when Amazon Prime launched it only promised two- day 

shipping to major cities, rather than to the whole country.76

But what does it take to compete with Amazon, with its seemingly end-

less pockets, and the advantage of building brand recognition and relation-

ships by operating in multiple services— ecommerce, ebooks, and video 

and music streaming? As Australian scholar David Bond puts it, “Most 

Australian retailers are only retailers,” whereas Amazon not only runs a 

low- margin business, but subsidizes it through all its businesses, including 

the tremendously profitable Amazon Web Services, as well as the services 

it provides to third- party sellers.77 A commentator observed when Amazon 

. in was launched, “Amazon makes its entry with a known brand and deep 

pockets.”78 In India, Amazon’s main rival Flipkart, in search of another 

set of deep pockets, was acquired by Walmart in 2018. This, after almost- 

comical tit for tats: a day after Flipkart announced a $1 billion infusion of 

capital from investors, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos committed $2 billion to 

growing Amazon India.79 A year later, Amazon was announcing a $5 billion 

level of investment in India, in an effort to make it the company’s largest 

market outside the United States.80

Why do countries with laws to protect domestic culture and industries 

bend, as we’ve seen in Canada, Australia, and India, to make it easier for 

Amazon to enter? Certainly, persistent lobbying is part of the answer. In 

the case of India’s restrictions on foreign direct investment, Amazon lob-

bied lawmakers not just in India, but in the United States as well, in an 

effort to use the weight of the US government to further its interests, to 
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the tune of millions of dollars.81 Bezos’s 2014 visit to India, repeated in 

2020, was part of the charm offensive to persuade Prime Minister Modi’s 

government to make favorable terms for Amazon. Unlike in 2014, how-

ever, in 2020 Bezos was unsuccessful in winning an audience with Modi 

or other high- ranking government officials. In the midst of an antitrust 

investigation against both Amazon and Flipkart, protests against Ama-

zon from local retailers focused on its foreign ownership, and widespread 

upset about the Bezos- owned Washington Post’s coverage of the ruling BJP 

party, Amazon’s trumpeting of a $1 billion investment in Amazon . in and 

plan to enable $10 billion in exports from Indian small-  and medium- 

sized enterprises was met with a governmental cold shoulder.82 As India 

becomes a focus for foreign tech investment from all over the world (partic-

ularly China) while simultaneously building tremendous domestic capac-

ity thanks to government support, an American tech giant like Amazon 

may have less leverage than it did when the country was in the earlier 

stages of developing its digital economy.

A consideration for national governments contemplating the arrival 

of Amazon is the potential for local sellers to reach global markets via 

Amazon’s global selling platform. We saw this with Amazon’s promises 

that closer coordination with Canadian publishers would help promote 

Canadian writers around the world. Amazon is sure to get stories out, like 

that of small- business owner Sanjay Kumar in India, who sells his jewelry, 

home decorations, and games to customers not just at home but in North 

America and Western Europe, where they pay higher prices.83 In 2016 

Amazon launched a highly visible “Make in India” store on its Amazon . in 

and Amazon . com sites, in coordination with an Indian government ini-

tiative designed to promote Indian manufacturing at home and exports 

of its goods abroad.84 The global nature of Amazon’s video streaming plat-

form similarly offers the possibility of global audiences for local content.

Another reason Amazon is able to enter foreign markets with fewer 

obstacles than we might expect is because of regulatory lag. In 2016, 

when Amazon launched Prime Video globally, its arrival in Canada bol-

stered the complaints of Canadian cable companies and broadcasters to 

Canada’s media regulator, the Canadian Radio- television and Telecommu-

nications Commission (CRTC), that they faced unfair competition from 

OTT (over- the- top) streaming services, particularly Netflix.85 Although in 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



216 CHAPTER 7

Canada broadcast and cable television are subject to government content 

regulation, including quotas they must fill for Canadian content, OTT is 

not because it is delivered via the internet. Yet, OTT has clearly become 

a direct competitor to broadcast and cable in that it is delivering “televi-

sion.” If cultural protectionist regulations like Canadian content quotas 

are designed to promote Canadian cultural industries and maintain a cer-

tain level of Canadian video content consumption among Canadian view-

ers, then failing to develop policy for OTT becomes a significant oversight.

Tax laws are another good example of regulatory lag. For years, Austra-

lian retailers complained that foreign companies like Amazon and eBay 

could undercut them on pricing, even with shipping charges, because 

they didn’t charge sales tax.86 In 2018 that loophole was finally closed, 

just before Amazon . com . au’s launch. Indeed, it came to be known as the 

“Amazon tax.”87 At the time of the launch, Amazon blocked Australians 

from the American site, where consumers had long been shopping, despite 

the international shipping costs. This caused consternation, since Ama-

zon’s Australian marketplace had a much smaller selection of products. Six 

months later, seemingly in response to consumer backlash, Amazon lifted 

the geo- blocking and once again allowed Australians a choice between 

Amazon . com and Amazon . com . au, although now with 10 percent sales tax 

applied to purchases for Australian buyers, in compliance with the new 

law.88 But hadn’t Amazon already reaped years of advantage, and made it 

even harder for a domestic incumbent to develop its online retail business 

in the lead up to 2018? In 2019, reports indicated that revenues from the 

sales tax on low- cost items bought from abroad online were 300 percent 

higher than expected, suggesting that the government had vastly under-

estimated the value of goods that Australians were purchasing this way.

Governments develop their policies, but at a slow pace relative to how 

quickly a company like Amazon can roll out new services. In Canada, 

for example, the CRTC released its report on how digital distribution 

was affecting the “production, distribution, and promotion of Canadian 

programming” only in 2018, well after Netflix and then Prime Video’s 

entry into the market, and actual policymaking on these issues (apart 

from an ad hoc agreement with Netflix to fund Canadian productions) 

is still just a glimmer in lawmakers’ eyes.89 In India, the regulation of FDI 

in ecommerce has similarly been somewhat slow and evolving, to the 
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annoyance of Amazon and its investors who have proceeded despite the 

inherent uncertainty. Across the board, whether in the United States or 

internationally, regulation doesn’t only lag relative to the speed of plat-

form capitalism; lawmakers also fail to get their arms around the scope of 

what they are trying to regulate. These countries set out to regulate retail, 

bookselling, streaming video, or mobile payments, but Amazon operates 

across these business categories and beyond them, and its ability to subsi-

dize growth and outcompete within these areas is precisely because of its 

scale and integrated nature as a platform business.

We can examine Amazon’s global expansions through the lens of plat-

form imperialism, while recognizing that, just as with cultural imperialism, 

Amazon’s economic and cultural power as an American tech giant does 

not go uncontested. On the one hand, Amazon’s localization efforts can 

be understood as a relatively minor set of concessions and expenses. The 

fact that Amazon creates and distributes culture makes it a greater target for 

nationally protectionist policies than if it operated merely in hardware and 

software. On the other hand, Amazon’s powerful global selling platform 

appeals to countries’ national interests in promoting homegrown products 

abroad as well as at home, and can actually help Amazon open doors to 

new markets for what, in reality, is a much broader set of business activities 

than the distribution of culture.
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On Prime Day, which spanned July 15 and 16, 2019, the Awood Center, 

an East African community organizing group, staged its second walkout 

at the MSP1 Amazon Fulfillment Center in Shakopee, Minnesota.1 The 

event was the most visible to that point of American workers organizing 

for better working conditions and respect from the productivity- obsessed 

tech giant. Workers’ concerns didn’t focus solely on the negative con-

sequences of increasing productivity quotas, such as a high injury rate, 

but also the need for working conditions to accommodate the majority 

East African and Muslim populations— many recent immigrants— who 

worked at MSP1, including spaces and time allowances for daily prayer, 

and more schedule flexibility during Ramadan and Eid. The Awood Cen-

ter had held a number of actions to raise awareness of these issues and 

met with Amazon management about them during the previous year.2 

They were “the first known group in the United States to get Amazon 

management to negotiate” on workplace conditions, although Amazon 

itself rejected the framing of these meetings as “negotiations” and their 

outcomes as “concessions,” characterizing them instead as standard com-

munity outreach.3 The Prime Day walkout in 2019 was hailed at the time 

as the most significant labor action in the United States against Ama-

zon since its founding, despite the fact that the Awood Center was not a 

union, nor trying to be one (although it does receive some funding from 
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8.1 December 2019 cover of Wired magazine featuring labor activist Nimo Omar, 
cofounder of the Awood Center that helps East African workers organize. Source: Jes-
sica Bruder, “Meet the Immigrants Who Took on Amazon,” Wired, November 12, 2019, 
https:// www . wired . com / story / meet - the - immigrants - who - took - on - amazon /  .
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the Service Employees International Union).4 Amazon had previously 

defeated unionization efforts in Delaware and Seattle.5

Workers, in the United States and worldwide, have driven the con-

versation more than any other constituency about the costs of platform 

capitalism, particularly for a company like Amazon that requires a lot of 

labor power to fulfill its brand promise of the fastest deliveries in ecom-

merce. Unlike consumers, workers are not likely to suffer from distribu-

tion fetishism. The demands of getting products from click to doorstep 

in one day— Amazon’s shipping promise to its Prime members since July 

2019— are more than apparent to Amazon’s warehouse workers who are 

supposed to stow 300 items an hour, or Amazon’s subcontracted drivers 

who are required to deliver between 250 and 400 items per day.6 The affec-

tive relationships that Amazon cultivates with its workers are very differ-

ent from those it has with its consumers. In the place of service and care, 

according to numerous reports, are fear and ruthless discipline. Instead of 

making life ever more convenient and seamless, as it aims to do for its 

customers, Amazon ratchets up quotas and micromanages workers’ every 

action.

In the nations of the world where unions are more common and pow-

erful, workers have served as a check on Amazon’s power, in some cases 

stymieing its platform imperialist ambitions. Unionized workers have 

participated in demonstrations and strikes in Germany and Italy, princi-

pally for higher wages.7 In the spring of 2020 French unions shut down 

all of Amazon’s fulfillment centers due to safety concerns. Amazon made 

concessions there in terms of higher pay, shorter shifts to facilitate social 

distancing at shift changes, rigorous safety protocols, and a gradual and 

voluntary return to work for employees.8

But even in the United States, where unions have been on the decline 

for decades, and Amazon has famously resisted unionization of any kind, 

including multiple allegations of retaliation against pro- union employ-

ees, training materials for managers to help them discourage unioniza-

tion efforts, and mandatory anti- union meetings in warehouses, workers 

are starting to flex their muscles.9 In both Minnesota and Bessemer, Ala-

bama, where a union vote was held among warehouse workers in April 

2021, people of color are strongly represented among the activists, as they 
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increasingly make connections between the political calls of Black Lives 

Matter and the evidence they see of their lives not mattering on the job.

In September 2019, for the first time in Amazon’s history, more than 

1,500 of its corporate employees walked out to protest the company’s 

carbon footprint. The demonstration organized by Amazon Employees 

for Climate Justice was widely credited with influencing Amazon’s Cli-

mate Pledge initiative, which the group ultimately found lacking rela-

tive to their demands. Nonetheless, this walkout was inspired by, and in 

turn inspired, other protests and walkouts at other tech companies that 

collectively are coalescing into a visible “tech labor movement” among 

nonunionized corporate employees in the United States.10 Similar groups 

of Amazon workers exist, such as Amazonians: We Won’t Build It, who 

advocate for “accountability and transparency in the tech” they build, 

demanding that Amazon withdraw its cloud services from ICE (US Immi-

gration and Customs Enforcement), and the companies, like Palantir, 

that contract with it. In addition, unionization groups are proliferating, 

including Whole Worker, focused on unionizing Amazon/Whole Foods 

employees, and the Chicago- based Amazon Workers @ DCH1 United. 

These groups’ ongoing activism has paved the way for a number of walk-

outs as well as a coordinated May Day 2020 sick- out among Amazon and 

Whole Foods workers, along with workers from other industries deemed 

“essential,” demanding adequate PPE (personal protective equipment), 

sick leave, and better safety protocols during the COVID- 19 pandemic. 

In response Amazon has both pointed to the extent of its efforts in deep 

cleaning and monitoring its warehouses, given its employees a $500 pan-

demic “thank you” bonus, as well as arguably conducted retaliatory fir-

ings of protest organizers, although in each case the company has pointed 

to a different specified wrongdoing as the cause of the firing.11

These Amazon workers are organized. They drive media attention on 

Amazon. Both unionized groups and nonunion worker advocacy organi-

zations have won concessions and compromises from Amazon. They’ve 

spilled some of Amazon’s dirty secrets. They’ve drawn attention not just 

to their grievances as workers, but to Amazon’s social and climate impacts 

as well. Journalists are also playing a crucial role in seeking out workers 

and third- party sellers to tell their stories, and in some cases, going under-

cover at fulfillment centers to report on the working conditions. And 
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where are consumers, the people whose collective convenience, satisfac-

tion, and delight justify Amazon’s gargantuan investments and relentless 

drive for efficiencies?

CONSUMER POLITICS IN PLATFORM CAPITALISM

In this book I’ve set out to bring attention to not only the extent of 

Amazon’s ubiquity in many of our lives, but also the way that Amazon 

brands and normalizes it, rendering our entanglements with the com-

pany almost invisible. Amazon is convenient and personalized. It con-

nects us to a world of goods like never before. And by extending across 

a wide variety of synergistic products and services, it provides a self- 

proclaimed “ecosystem” that makes interacting with the same company 

for everything from regular diaper delivery to movie and music streaming 

seem perfectly natural. As New York Times reporter Scott Shane concludes, 

based on his investigation of Amazon’s activities throughout the city of 

Baltimore, “Amazon may now reach into Americans’ daily existence in 

more ways than any corporation in history.”12

It can’t be denied that Amazon offers significant benefits and con-

venience to consumers, given the company’s rapid growth of sales, 

profitability, and Prime memberships— estimated at 147 million paid sub-

scribers in the United States in 2021.13 There’s no question that Amazon 

is big— big in Prime members, big in physical footprint, big in employees, 

big in sales and growth, big in media subscription users, and big in mar-

ket capitalization. What’s less clear is whether ordinary consumers are 

able to perceive, or notice, its bigness, and the full range of consequences 

of both Amazon’s size and market dominance.

What I have set out to show is that there are a variety of factors stacked 

against consumers, in particular, being able to perceive the extent and 

consequences of Amazon’s market dominance and the costs of Amazon’s 

convenience. Delivery is often free, or included in the Prime membership 

that bundles a multitude of services, so the “costs” of Amazon’s distribu-

tion infrastructure are unlikely to register. The consistent focus on high- 

speed package deliveries fetishizes our relationship to time and masks the 

labor and infrastructures that move products across space. By being at core 

a service brand, Amazon builds tremendous trust and affection among its 
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users by placing our convenience, desire, and necessity at the center of 

everything it does. As we get more products and services from Amazon, 

the frequency of interactions between consumer and brand increases, as 

does the intimacy of the personalized service relationship. As more of 

those services move into the spheres of culture and the home, Amazon is 

able to more consistently collect data that reflect our most private selves. 

Personified as Alexa, the medium of voice points to even greater ubiquity 

and intimacy in this service relationship, as “she” is integrated into more 

parts of our lives, consistent with the trajectory of the Internet of Things.

The name of the company itself, some of its product lines (e.g., “Fire”) 

as well as the language of “ecosystem” and “cloud” metaphorically pres-

ent Amazon’s size and ubiquity as natural, merely providing an environ-

ment conducive to our thriving just as a natural ecosystem would (or 

should). Across the domains of distribution, culture, and image, Amazon 

promotes the comfort and care of the consumer, in an effort both to 

improve its business and secure our consent to its rapidly expanding mar-

ket dominance and intensive dataveillance.

Despite these efforts, consumers can and do notice as Amazon approaches 

monopoly status in many business areas, and start to question either its 

specific business practices, or the sheer extent of its market power, and 

by extension, its social and political power. Calls to boycott Amazon arise 

with some frequency— calls to “send a message” by canceling Amazon 

accounts and then vote with our dollars by supporting local businesses as 

an alternative to Amazon. However, the sheer scope, market power, and 

loss- leading abilities of Amazon make the traditional tools of the con-

sumer boycott a tall order in terms of impact. In the end, it’s probably too 

simple to say consumers should shop elsewhere and cancel their Amazon 

accounts, which is an individual- level solution to a problem that is soci-

etal and structural. Amazon has become “essential infrastructure” in too 

many ways, connecting a huge proportion of online sellers to buyers, 

providing computing infrastructure to countless companies and organi-

zations through Amazon Web Services, controlling the vast majority of 

ebooks and self- publishing, and owning many companies that consum-

ers may not even be aware of, such as IMDb, Zappos, Twitch, and Ring.14 

Complicating a boycott of Amazon is the fact that so many small and 
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medium- sized businesses do depend on it for distribution of their content, 

marketing, and products to customers. Until a comparable retail platform 

exists, such a boycott would more immediately hurt those sellers than 

Amazon itself.

To be effective, consumer boycotts need to be quick to understand and 

easy to act upon. “De- Amazoning” your life is anything but. One commit-

ted Amazon boycotter describes it as “not just a choice,” but an “ongoing 

practice.”15 Kashmir Hill, a reporter who spent a week blocking all Amazon 

products and services, found it ultimately impossible. A product she ordered 

on eBay was delivered via Amazon’s fulfillment services, her children’s favor-

ite digital entertainment came either via Prime Video or an AWS- supported 

streaming service, and AWS supports so many websites and apps that she 

could hardly communicate with colleagues or friends without it.16

While calls for consumer boycotts of Amazon are made with some 

regularity, and intensified during the COVID- 19 pandemic due to ques-

tions about warehouse conditions, there’s no evidence that they have 

significantly impacted Amazon’s sales, or received significant news or 

social media attention, the primary ways that boycotts impact company 

reputations and stock prices.17 The diffuse nature of Amazon’s brand, the 

network effects it enjoys due to its market share, and its flexibility and 

therefore varied meanings to consumers all tend to insulate it from con-

sumer actions such as boycotts. While being a large, high- visibility com-

pany like McDonald’s or Nike typically makes you an effective target for 

activism and boycotts, being a ubiquitous company makes it less effective. 

When a brand is as ubiquitous as Amazon, leading to multiple consumer 

interactions of different kinds per day, the greater consumer trust and 

attachment are, and the less likely consumers will be to resent or chal-

lenge the company’s bigness. Even if Amazon could be brought down with 

a consumer boycott, it would merely make space for a competitor— most 

likely Walmart, Google, or Apple, depending on the business area, rather 

than some scrappy upstart— that would take advantage of the same sys-

tems and structures of platform capitalism.

Unlike Amazon workers, Amazon consumers are not organized, at 

least not in a very visible way. The personalization at the heart of Ama-

zon’s brand means consumers have different kinds of relationships and 
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associations with the tech giant, and therefore less in common with each 

other. With Amazon’s brick- and- mortar locations still in their infancy, 

there are few occasions for Amazon consumers to encounter each other as 

such in public. When Amazon’s everywhere, it’s also nowhere. Amazon’s 

ubiquity makes it harder to pin it down for resistance.

Amazon has earned a great deal of consumer trust, and as it moves 

into a growing array of services, especially home- based services, it has the 

opportunity to make consumers feel cared for by the brand. This trust 

and sense of pastoral care too easily translates into complacency in the 

face of the extent of Amazon’s powers of governance. We might applaud 

a specific way that Amazon uses its power— such as providing a twenty- 

week paid parental leave to all its full- time workers (scandalously, a rare 

benefit for blue- collar workers in the United States)— but we should still 

question the power that Amazon has to extract policies and regulations 

that favor its business interests.

We saw the implications of corporate governance and decision power 

play out with Amazon and other tech giants in January 2021, when Twit-

ter and Facebook deplatformed Donald Trump and then Apple, Google, 

and Amazon rapidly deplatformed the social media platform Parler from 

their app stores, effectively banning it from public use for a period of 

time because of its role in hosting violent content that contributed to the 

January 6 insurrection at the US Capitol. These actions were met with 

relief and gratitude by many who were traumatized and frustrated with 

how Trump and some of his supporters had brought democracy in the 

United States to the precipice. The tech giants did what a sharply divided 

Congress ultimately couldn’t, which was to take decisive, timely action 

against the instigators of the January 6 insurrection and attack on the US 

Capitol. But this demonstration of platform power was also a sobering 

reminder of where governance increasingly lies— not with elected repre-

sentatives, but with corporations that answer first and foremost to share-

holders and themselves. Even if in a particular instance we applaud the 

move or align with the values expressed by these companies, we should 

recognize how little say in these decisions we ultimately have as consum-

ers and citizens. If we believe in democratic governance, we must resist 

the temptation to endorse or romanticize gestures of noblesse oblige from 

the current leaders of tech.
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It’s tempting to lay blame: with consumers for being insatiable for con-

venience and large selection at low prices. With Amazon for its endless 

appetite for growth, its drive to extract as much value from communities 

and workers as possible while paying as little in taxes as possible, and its 

cutthroat competitiveness. But all these behaviors are in accordance with 

the incentives and reward systems of capitalism, and the ways in which laws 

and regulations have failed to keep pace with the specifics of platform capi-

talism. The natural state of capitalism is to overwhelm the competition— 

competitive markets over the long run are made, not born naturally. 

Amazon and our own dependence on it are the logical outgrowths of rela-

tively unfettered capitalism, as it plays out with the affordances of digital 

platforms.

What the case of Amazon highlights is that our democratic institutions 

of governance are not prepared for this rate of change or this concentration 

of corporate wealth and power. The affordances of platform and digital capi-

talism allow for a scale and speed of growth and market transformation that 

are unfamiliar and hard to grasp, in terms of both cognition and regulation. 

On top of that, American culture, in particular, is out of practice in con-

straining corporate growth, and lacks the language and cultural frameworks 

to meaningfully talk about the concentration of corporate power. Memories 

are short— the peak of government antitrust activity, and the market condi-

tions that made it seem necessary, are mostly beyond living memory. So 

convinced have we become that companies have a divine right to get big-

ger, and consumers have an inalienable right to lower prices, more product 

choices, and faster deliveries, that we no longer have ways of conceptual-

izing reasonable constraints on a corporation, or what the benefits of such 

constraints might be.

In addition to cultural amnesia about antitrust, tech giants like Ama-

zon actively cultivate relations with their consumers, and shape consumer 

subjectivities, in ways that discourage identification and advocacy among 

consumers as a bloc. We’re differentially treated as consumers, relative to 

our ability to pay for a membership or go cashless, or due to the perceived 

future value of our loyalty, but the costs of that discrimination remain 

invisible when our engagements with the store are so personalized. At 

one level, this occurs because consumers spend less time in the shared 

quasi- public space of the store for a mostly online brand like Amazon. 
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This has been a perhaps unintended side effect of Amazon’s expansion 

into brick- and- mortar— its Amazon Books and Amazon Go locations are 

targets for protests aimed at Amazon’s business practices.

Beyond the inherent individualization of online shopping is Ama-

zon’s cultivation of the “time- starved subject” and its complement, the 

served self.18 Culminating in the digital assistant Alexa, these consumer 

subjectivities discourage critical perspective and psychological distance 

between consumer and brand compared to the choosing subject. In the 

arena of media, now increasingly offered as a “service,” audiences are 

provided with yet more reasons to stay within Amazon’s self- proclaimed 

“ecosystem,” while simultaneously providing Amazon with moment- to- 

moment data about their engagement with content, across music, video, 

ebook, and live gaming subscription services. Consumers frequently 

find themselves “locked in” to Amazon’s bundle of services, but since 

these are offered through the logic of the “pleasure garden” rather than 

a “walled garden,” it’s not necessarily experienced as a constraint or limi-

tation. The more integrated Amazon becomes across business areas, the 

more convenience it can offer its customers, and the more dependent 

they tend to become on Amazon, especially as these customers internal-

ize (or genuinely experience, given the demands of work and family) 

the necessity to be always saving time and effort. As pricing becomes 

more dynamic and personalized with online retail and the integration of 

digital price tags and mobile payments in offline retail, not to mention 

the way the Prime membership bundles so many services together, the 

literal cost of this convenience is obscured, and will only continue to 

become more so.

Can the served self be a meaningful check on platform power? What is 

the future of consumer politics when consumers and consumption are so 

fragmented and differentiated, and when so many resources are devoted 

to “delighting” us, sometimes at the expense of workers, communities, 

and the environment? My study of Amazon— the depth of the relation-

ships it forges with consumers, and the breadth of products and services 

it provides— leads me to wonder whether, rather than “amusing ourselves 

to death,” which Neil Postman argued in the 1980s would be the result of 

our engagement with mass media, we are being “served to distraction” by 

the personalized service of ubiquitous platform giants.19

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2246112/book_9780262368391.pdf by guest on 31 March 2025



CONFRONTING THE COSTS OF CONVENIENCE  229

I conclude this book with suggestions for how, as consumers, we might 

be activated to more fully understand the nature of a platform giant like 

Amazon and, if appropriate, resist its power.

CREATE A CONSUMER- LED ANTIMONOPOLY MOVEMENT

If market concentration is defended by Amazon and tolerated by regula-

tors due to a focus on consumer welfare, then it behooves consumers 

to confront the costs of convenience that Amazon’s market dominance 

affords, and offer other visions of consumer welfare and the social good 

that legislators, regulators, and courts can respond to. Currently in con-

gressional hearings and other spaces of fact- finding and decision- making, 

both tech giants and legislators purport to speak on behalf of consumers 

and have their benefit as their primary goal, but both groups are also 

beholden to other stakeholders. In those contexts, no one is speaking 

solely for the consumer. A less competitive business environment is being 

produced in our name as consumers. A dataveillance infrastructure— one 

that consumers have voluntarily integrated into their domestic spaces— is 

being constructed for our convenience but without our meaningful con-

sent. Amazon uses its focus on the consumer to justify its extractive, alleg-

edly sometimes abusive treatment of its workers, as well as the tremendous 

rate at which it consumes carbon to feed our desire for fast delivery and 

constant digital connectedness. Organized consumers could resist the nar-

rative that greater convenience, wider selection, or lower prices are the 

only considerations that should be consulted in justifying business prac-

tices and working conditions.

Consumers should be part of debating and deciding how to govern 

and articulate reasonable limits on platforms like Amazon that balance 

innovation and creativity in business with the need for competitive mar-

kets, fair playing fields, and benefits beyond “consumer welfare” to work-

ers and communities. Or, if it is concluded that Amazon’s provision of 

“essential infrastructure” makes it more like a utility, then it could be reg-

ulated as such with the accompanying benefits and restrictions. But how? 

My answer to this question considers not so much the nuts and bolts of 

antimonopoly remedies, but how advocacy and activism in this area need 

to respond to the everyday and affective nature of our relationships with 
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Amazon, and how it feels to be a consumer in the context of platform 

capitalism. In other words, a consumer- based antimonopoly movement 

must be culturally and affectively legible.

FIGHT AFFECT WITH AFFECT

In this book I have encouraged us to view Amazon, not often considered 

an emotional brand, as a highly affective brand that forges familiarity 

and intimacy with its users. While Amazon has deployed affect to gain 

consumer trust and promote its own ubiquity, we should also look to 

affect as a source of tools to resist the nature and effects of that ubiquity. 

In the case of Amazon, its familiarity and techniques of affective connec-

tion to consumers can be productively incorporated into activism against 

it. One approach to leveraging Amazon’s affective strategies can be seen 

in how activists, including labor activists and community members who 

protested Amazon’s HQ2 deal in Queens, New York, hijacked Amazon’s 

smile boxes in their demonstrations (see figure 8.2).20

8.2 “People opposed to Amazon’s plan to locate a headquarters in New York City hold 
a protest inside of an Amazon book store on 34th. St. on November 26, 2018 in New 
York City.” Photo and caption by Stephanie Keith/Getty Images.
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Using spray paint and stencils, the protesters literally flipped that smile 

upside- down. Beyond the inverted smile boxes, Amazon protesters regularly 

use brown cardboard as the medium for their signs, materially connecting 

their dissent to Amazon’s primary tactile connection to its customers. The 

familiarity and affection that people feel for these boxes creates a poten-

tially powerful focus to connect our everyday purchases to Amazon’s hid-

den impacts, whether on workers, the climate, or vulnerable populations 

who are unjustly profiled using Amazon’s facial- recognition technology.21

Another intervention at the level of affect might involve requiring plat-

forms like Amazon to allow more direct communication between sellers 

and consumers, so that sellers and product brands have a greater chance to 

forge relationships with consumers, rather than be overshadowed by the 

relationship that shoppers have with Amazon, as is arguably now the case. 

Platforms are by definition “two- sided” businesses; in the case of Amazon, 

it serves as an intermediary between consumers and product sellers. In this 

role, Amazon circumscribes the communication that can occur between 

buyers and sellers, with the trend line being toward more limited com-

munication. If there’s a problem with a product, buyers notify Amazon, 

which in turn passes the message on to sellers. If a buyer leaves a nega-

tive review, sellers used to be able to reply directly with a comment in the 

reviews section, but are no longer allowed to by Amazon. If consumers are 

almost literally shielded from direct communication with the individuals 

or companies they buy from, they are not in a good position to see how 

Amazon as a platform is shaping the terms of market exchange, often in 

ways that businesses find extremely challenging. These challenges are espe-

cially acute for small, third- party sellers, a significant proportion of whom 

make all of their income on Amazon.22 Sympathy for the challenges that 

these sellers experience on this mega- platform could be a powerful motiva-

tor for consumers to reflect on their relationship to this company, a pro– 

small business argument that is likely to be compelling to users across the 

political spectrum.

FIND A FOCUS FOR AMORPHOUS GUILT

One of the challenges of confronting the costs of Amazon’s convenience 

is its diffuseness across business areas. Because Amazon subsidizes some 
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business activities with profits in others, our use of its media streaming 

services, ecommerce, or any site supported by AWS all contribute to its 

ability to provide and grow all these products and services. Beyond that, 

just interacting with any Amazon service creates a data trail that feeds 

into Amazon’s rapidly growing digital advertising business. Similarly, peo-

ple’s unease about using Amazon is often amorphous in nature. Many 

people feel uneasy or embarrassed about how often they buy items from 

Amazon, whether it’s due to the conspicuousness of the Amazon boxes 

outside their homes, self- consciousness about no longer patronizing local 

stores, or vague concerns about the climate and community impacts of 

delivery vans. During the time of pandemic, the feelings become only 

more complex, because shopping online in order to stay home is widely 

understood to be socially responsible, but it simultaneously puts more 

pressure on and may endanger Amazon workers who have been deemed 

essential. Many consumers (not all of course!) feel vaguely guilty, but lack 

clarity about what the issues are and alternatives that they feel confident 

would make a difference.

Amazon encourages the distribution fetishism among consumers that 

causes them to obsess about the time until their package is delivered, 

but remain blissfully ignorant about the infrastructure, energy, and labor 

that it takes to get it there. It does so through its emphasis on fast deliv-

ery times in its marketing, its mobile push alerts, and the way its brand 

identity hangs substantially on fulfilling delivery promises. Defetishizing 

distribution would go a long way toward providing greater clarity and 

focus to the amorphous guilt that many consumers have. Amazon could 

certainly provide more transparency about where products are sourced 

from, the journeys they take, the number of human touches they receive, 

and the carbon impacts of different delivery options, in order to shift deci-

sion power to consumers. Consumers demanding information that helps 

them reclaim their decision power might not necessarily be focused on 

antimonopoly, but more generally on resisting the served self, where we 

let Amazon make so many decisions for us.

Making the fate of our data and exactly how Amazon will use it clearer 

and more user- friendly would defetishize another kind of distribution, 

and promote more meaningful decision power in that arena. Much ink 

has been spilled about the limitations of the choosing subject structured 

by the consumer cultures of the twentieth century. But it’s hard not to 
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see at least some value in respect for consumer choice given the lack of 

real choices around how much data we reveal to tech companies, and 

how they can use it. In the United States at least, it’s typical to simply be 

locked out of services entirely if you don’t agree to the standard “privacy” 

and End User License Agreement policies. Some progress in this area is 

already being made through government regulations such as the GDPR 

and CCPA. User- friendly procedures and interfaces that allow people to 

request and visualize who can use what data and how would be a step 

toward putting the dispossession of our data into its proper context. Such 

a demand from a consumer- based movement is relevant to Amazon but 

also well beyond it, given the prevalence of user data- based commodities 

and market advantages in the digital economy.

REMATERIALIZING THE DIGITAL ECONOMY

Demanding more transparency from Amazon and its fellow tech giants 

is a laudable goal, whether in the realms of climate impacts, workplace 

safety, or data security. However, there are limitations to transparency, 

especially when understood as the ability to “see” what is happening. 

Especially with the digital economy, which has often been imagined as 

immaterial in nature, there’s value to imagining what it would mean to 

rematerialize it. One such intervention that has done so is Kate Crawford 

and Vladan Joler’s 2018 “Anatomy of an AI System,” a map- like graphic 

and accompanying essay that attempts to represent the entirety of the 

supply chains involved in the life cycle of an Amazon Echo, at the stages 

of manufacture, use, and eventual end of life (see figure 8.3).23 The visual-

ization connects the single moment of asking Alexa the time to the global 

locations of resource extraction, rare earth minerals, dozens of types of 

human work, networked communication, physical transportation net-

works, and machine learning processes. Acknowledging that “the scale of 

this system is almost beyond human imagining,” it nevertheless does its 

very best “to grasp its immensity and complexity as a connected form.” 

While “a full accounting for these costs is almost impossible,” including 

the costs to human well- being in underpaid and dangerous work, and the 

environmental costs of rare earth mining, global shipping, and e- waste, 

among other impacts, “it is increasingly important that we grasp the scale 

and scope if we are to understand and govern the technical infrastruc-

tures that thread through our lives.”24
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“Anatomy of an AI System” is aimed less at transparency, or showing the 

viewer whatever there is to see behind the Echo, than at using visualization 

as a technique to rematerialize what is otherwise a virtual interaction with 

a disembodied voice. The map includes materialities that are difficult to 

see, such as the toxic qualities of different rare earth minerals, and the dif-

ferential wages between Amazon’s CEO and the manual laborers who mine 

minerals or dispose of e- waste. As Crawford and Joler point out, the Echo is 

one of the means by which Amazon collects wide- ranging and fine- grained 

data from its users that are a tremendous resource for its natural language 

processing and its business writ large. The map aims to even out— even if 

just a little bit— the knowledge asymmetries between consumer and brand.

Amazon is the tech giant in our living rooms whose ubiquity extends 

across the domains of home, business, government, law enforcement, 

entertainment, and shopping. The sheer breadth of its activities may be 

8.3 Kate Crawford and Vladan Joler, “Anatomy of an AI System,” 2018. Photographed 
by Ars Electronica / Martin Hieslmair. Used with permission.
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distinctive, but many of the lessons learned from it are applicable to other 

platform giants, particularly the other members of GAFAM: Google, Apple, 

Facebook, and Microsoft, as well as Walmart, with whom Amazon shares 

a great deal of business DNA. In some cases, as with smart speakers and 

the Internet of Things, these corporate giants are literally fading into the 

woodwork. We need to find better ways to appreciate the full extent of 

our entanglements with them and how they benefit or hurt our commu-

nities. We also need to find a way to understand, or imagine, what the 

alternatives might be, or how platforms might be asked to abide by differ-

ent rules. We should not leave scrutiny of Amazon’s corporate practices to 

workers, who necessarily put their jobs, livelihoods, and even their lives 

on the line to do so. Consumers bear responsibility as well. Without con-

sumers and citizens speaking out, we can’t expect politicians to do this 

work entirely on our behalf, independently, especially given “governance 

creep” that has occurred from governments to large corporations, partic-

ularly under the conditions of platform capitalism. We need to confront 

the costs of convenience, and reclaim our consumer power, rather than 

let ourselves be served to distraction.
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