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1
Relentless

It takes just 15 minutes to drive from my hometown of Piacenza to 
the oldest and biggest Amazon warehouse in Italy. Taking the A21 
highway westbound, the warehouse appears on the right just before 
the exit for the small town of Castel San Giovanni. Codenamed MXP5, 
the massive building is low in height but spans nearly 400 meters. Rect-
angles in different shades of gray decorate the exterior, capped by an 
orange line near the top—the same orange used for the smiling arrow 
that underlines the massive Amazon logo identifying the warehouse to 
passing motorists. Only a parking lot for the workers’ cars and a des-
ignated yard for the continuous flux of trucks separate the complex 
from the busy highway. For years I used to drive by this place, back and 
forth, every day, to my workplace down the road in Stradella, before I 
moved to a new job and a new country. But back then the warehouse 
was not there. It appeared during an explosion of growth in the early 
2010s, when an entire stretch of countryside in the Po Valley was rein-
vented as a sprawling logistics hub—strategically positioned to serve 
major markets like Milan and Turin. Hundreds of hectares of prime 
farmland are now covered by the warehouses of IKEA, H&M, FedEx, 
Zalando, and probably every other major global distributor you might 
think to name. Amazon’s facility opened in 2011, and new companies 
edge in every year, bringing with them more concrete, more roads, 
more trucks, more workers, and more spotlight for the once forgetta-
ble Piacenza.

If I pulled over and got on my phone, it would take me mere seconds 
to open Amazon.it and order something. The place spits out hundreds 
of thousands of orders per day, probably moving up to a million items 
when running at full steam. For years its speed set the bar for Amazon 
warehouses all over Europe. This means a total of more than 3,000 
workers organized in shifts, 24/7, under this roof. My order would 
not go straight to them, though. It would move at the speed of light 



the warehouse

2

from my phone to one of Amazon’s data centers, maybe the one in 
Ireland, where it would be analyzed by the company’s algorithms in 
its cloud computing servers. If I were ordering something to my child-
hood home and the product, say a new notebook, was stored and 
available in MXP5, the algorithm would ask the workers inside the 
warehouse to retrieve, pack, and ship it. If I were a Prime subscriber, 
the item would be in my mailbox tomorrow. Most people encounter 
Amazon exactly in that way: as consumers. The very name it gives to 
its warehouses, “fulfillment center” or “FC,” signals that the goal of 
the company is to fulfill people’s desires, or to create new desires that 
can be fulfilled by e-commerce. Thanks to its ability to take care of 
everything, from sourcing products to last-mile delivery, Amazon is 
becoming synonymous with the market, pretty much in the same way 
in which Facebook tried to become the internet. Buy more stuff, faster, 
more conveniently, cheaper, no need to look elsewhere.

According to theories of consumption, it is desire that motivates us 
to purchase commodities. This desire can be thought of as either an 
artificial thing forced upon us by marketing forces, or as reflecting a 
need to define ourselves through the things we buy.1 Not to mention 
much more mundane needs: as demonstrated during the coronavi-
rus pandemic, the consumption of food, clothing, or pharmaceuticals 
cannot be taken for granted. Our ability to consume is contingent 
and depends on complex global supply chains that can break down. 
Wherever our desire for consumption comes from, it must be fulfilled. 
But who we are as consumers cannot be separated from the society we 
are entangled in, a society where Amazon works to position itself as a 
global fulfillment monopoly, to overcome the distance between its 300 
million customers and the commodities they need and desire. Most 
of these customers are introduced to Amazon as a safe, convenient, 
and, in some areas, even necessary way to access the commodities they 
desire—the mainstay of today’s one-click instant consumerism.

But this is not how I was introduced to the company. Before I 
ever ordered anything from Amazon, I had read countless articles 
in Libertà, the local Piacenza newspaper, heard untold stories from 
people who work there—including old classmates and friends—and 
discussed it ad nauseum at dinner parties and political meetings alike. 
Amazon is a constant presence in the territories surrounding its ware-
houses, from billboards advertising job openings and signs directing 
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truck drivers, to local news articles featuring both mayors who praise 
the creation of jobs and environmental groups who denounce the pol-
luting effects of increased traffic. In Piacenza, Amazon became a heavy 
presence before the area was even an eligible destination for delivery. 
Boxes from MXP5 went out to the more modern and busier metropo-
lis of Milan, while we got the jobs, the downward wages and working 
conditions, and the environmental degradation. Eventually, we got 
some national—and even international—attention as well. Who would 
have thought that a strike at a warehouse in Castel San Giovanni, or 
anything else happening near Piacenza for that matter, would make 
it into The Washington Post, the American mainstream newspaper 
owned by Jeff Bezos himself: Amazon’s founder, former CEO, and 
biggest shareholder?

But that’s just what happened. On November 24, 2017, hundreds 
of MXP5 workers went on strike. Unions had entered the company 
just a few months earlier. From the perspective of those in Piacenza, 
this looked like an unremarkable affair—yet another strike at a local 
logistics facility, an industry whose workers are in a perennial state of 
ebullition that at times erupts into open revolt. But from a zoomed-
out perspective, this was more novel: MXP5 employees were among 
the first in the world to attack Amazon’s empire head-on. In the inter-
vening years, organizing and strikes at Amazon have grown, both 
in Europe and North America, making it a hotbed of struggles—a 
symbol of both capital’s unchecked power and worker resistance. The 
first MXP5 strike coincided with Black Friday, the day when many 
retail stores offer sales and discounts, and a big day for Amazon in 
several countries, Italy included. On the very same day, Bezos’ fortune 
attained a whopping $100 billion (US), making him the wealthiest 
person on Earth, at least at the time. Plenty of reasons for Piacenza to 
achieve momentary global fame.

unboxing amazon

In the opening lines of Capital, Karl Marx famously wrote that: “The 
wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of production prevails 
appears as ‘an immense collection of commodities.’”2 Yet, of course, a 
collection of commodities is nothing without their movement from 
production to the market. With the warehouse, it is the immense circu-
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lation of commodities that produces wealth. After all, if the warehouse 
is where commodities are accumulated, they must be moved around if 
they are to fulfill consumers’ desire. They must be kept in flow, restless. 
If the stuff were stuck inside the warehouse, this would spell death for 
commodities and their value.

But commodities do not circulate by themselves. What lies in 
between your home delivery and Bezos’ bottom line is a series of tech-
nological systems that organize the company’s massive workforce, 
speed up work, and contribute to making jobs more precarious and 
unstable. It is human labor that keeps the commodities moving, in 
concert with and under the direction of a complex infrastructure of 
both software and machinery. When we receive a box from Amazon, 
we do not always think of all the planes and trucks, all the data centers, 
all the human labor that went into delivering it. We do not always 
think of workers like Giulia. When I first spoke with her, Giulia had 
recently lost her job at MXP5 after a few months as a seasonal worker. 
Hired through a staffing agency, her contract ended after the winter 
delivery peak and was not renewed. As we met in a coffee shop not 
far from the warehouse, she opened our conversation by explaining 
the mismatch she felt as both an Amazon customer and a former FC 
worker. Like many others, she had walked in both shoes: 

If you think about it, those who [order from Amazon] don’t know 
who’s behind it, behind that package you receive at home. The only 
time I ordered something from Amazon, I received one of the boxes 
I used to pack. I hung it to the wall and added a caption: “lest I 
forget.”

Giulia told me a story that I could have heard from any of the dozens of 
Amazon workers I’ve spoken with. Amazon’s e-commerce operations 
rely on around 200 fulfillment centers globally. Each spans hundreds 
of thousands of square meters and employs several thousand workers 
known in corporate lingo as “associates,” and informally as “Amazo-
nians.” These “modest-looking buildings,” as an Amazon commercial 
describes the FCs, are often highly visible when you drive past them. 
But what happens inside or around them is often less clear. The ware-
house’s walls are not transparent, and capital always does its best to 
make workers, the human side of its operations, invisible. The fact of 
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automation, for instance, allows corporations to present what they do 
as the near-magical work of machines. But the removal of the labor of 
humans from the consumer’s view has not made it disappear. In a book 
on the dark side of the digital revolution, Italian philosopher Roberto 
Ciccarelli reminded us that labor is “the faculty that feeds circuits and 
automatisms […], the capacity that allows the production of a com-
modity and its value.” In other words, it is labor alone that allows a 
firm like Amazon to exist.3 And unlike commodities and machines, 
labor is something that no capitalist can fully own. It is workers’ labor 
power that can be purchased, controlled, and disciplined, but its full 
potential can only be possessed by workers. Amazon does its best to 
purchase labor power. With 1.2 million employees as of early 2021, it 
is one of the biggest private corporations in the world, trailing only 
behind Walmart with its over 2 million workers. This number is even 
more astounding when you learn that just ten years earlier, in 2011, 
Amazon had only 30,000 workers. These workers are located across 
the globe. A home base in Seattle forms the center of a massive global 
network of offices, campuses, data centers and warehouses—like 
MXP5—that span North America, Europe, and Asia.

Making sense of the company is a titanic task, and not simply because 
of its size. Bezos often says that Amazon has a “willingness to be mis-
understood.” That is to say, the company does not care if competitors, 
investors—or the general public—are unable to comprehend its strat-
egies.4 Amazon directs this same party line at workers, unions, and 
public institutions alike. For instance, in an unprecedented move after 
the 2017 strike, MXP5’s management no-showed a meeting called by a 
representative of the national government to discuss a possible agree-
ment between unions and the company. They did not offer a rationale. 
“We do not expect to be understood,” is what they told union repre-
sentatives as justification for shunning the meeting. Perhaps, then, we 
must go to the workers themselves and rely on their knowledge to help 
us unbox the reality behind the smiling arrow logo.

MXP5 associates represent but a small chunk of the compa-
ny’s global workforce, which is dispersed throughout its network of 
warehouses and other distribution centers. When they meet fellow 
Amazonians from other FCs, it is mostly at national or international 
union meetings, or in the online forums where thousands of workers 
gather to discuss their experiences, share tips for survival, and, often, 
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vent against the company. Nevertheless, their experiences are gener-
alizable in a way that might not be true of other companies. Amazon 
is highly centralized in the design and operations of its warehouses, 
and thus the human costs accrued by the company’s accumulation of 
wealth and power speak to a global system of exploitation—a system 
that one can find in many different local contexts, from a suburb in 
America to a de-industrialized European metropolis. Local differences 
matter, but workers in Castel San Giovanni encounter the same tech-
nology, workplace culture, and political strategies faced by Amazon 
employees in other countries and continents. They struggle against 
the same power structure and organization of labor. Everywhere, FC 
work is based on the use of Amazon’s innovative technology and, at 
the same time, on archaic forms of despotism reminiscent of the facto-
ries of yore. The flashy corporate image familiar to customers is in fact 
only one side of the coin. Amazon incarnates the disruptive power of 
technology and the excesses of modern consumerism, and at the same 
time beckons a new degradation of work. Amazon capitalism, as the 
economic system underpinning the company has been called, is rapa-
ciously predatory of workers, other businesses, and the environment.5 
It can also be resisted.

amazon doesn’t stop

Amazon prides itself on being relentless. This is a recurring word in 
Amazon’s corporate history and it appears over and over again in Bezos’ 
speeches and annual letters to investors. In fact, Bezos once envisioned 
naming the company Relentless, and if you type in “relentless.com” 
in your browser, it will redirect you to amazon.com: the company 
still owns the domain. Amazon maintains that it remains relentless 
because, in Bezos’ words, “it’s still day 1.” That is, one of the biggest 
corporations in the world still thinks of itself as a start-up company 
that needs to move fast and never settle for the status quo. And indeed 
the 24/7, always-on, crunch-time obsessed, burnout-prone culture that 
characterizes tech start-ups is rampant throughout the company, and 
is even impressed upon the company’s warehouse workers. The tech-
nologies, management techniques, and cultural elements that impose 
productivity onto start-up coders in Silicon Valley campuses are 
increasingly applied to more and more sectors of the workforce. Bezos 
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has repeatedly emphasized his focus on making Amazon a lasting 
influence in the evolution of consumption, but he rarely describes how 
his company is also influencing the broad practice of work at a deep 
register. Amazon has the ability to reshape the fabric of our societies, 
redefine the role of corporate power, and shape the future of work to 
the advantage of capital.

The company has expanded dramatically from its rather unassum-
ing origins. Bezos founded it in 1994 as an online bookstore, planning 
to take advantage of the new opportunities opened up by the commer-
cial internet. His e-commerce ambitions were broader in scope, but 
books were a perfect test: brick-and-mortar bookstores are constrained 
by space and can carry thousands of titles, at best—a fraction of what 
you can squeeze into a warehouse. Books are also homogeneous in 
shape and weight and thus easy to store, and come with a well-estab-
lished coding system. Initially, the company operated out of a single 
warehouse near Seattle. But the idea had always been much bigger. 
Bezos planned to digitize a business model that had been around for 
a bit: mail-order catalogs, a product of 19th-century modernity that 
created massive companies such as Sears in the US, Postalmarket in 
Italy, or Eaton Co. in Canada. By 1998, Amazon was already selling 
music and DVDs, to which it soon added home goods, toys, and video 
games. In the early 2000s it expanded to health and personal care 
products, gourmet foods, and sporting and outdoor goods. In 2005 
it launched Amazon Prime, a subscription program that gives access 
to special services such as free one-day delivery—today, it is available 
in hundreds of cities worldwide. Amazon now sells everything, from 
cookies to electronics, bicycles and home appliances. In the US, it has 
grown to occupy about half of the entire e-commerce market, accord-
ing to recent estimates—the quota is even higher in countries that lack 
competition. In Italy, for example, Amazon’s market share reaches 60%.

But Amazon has become much more than just an e-commerce 
company. And e-commerce is not where the company’s profits 
come from. This is an important, if difficult, reality to grasp. Indeed, 
Amazon’s size and internal differentiation make it difficult to capture it 
in its entirety. Amazon Web Services (AWS) is the biggest provider of 
web space and computational power in the world. Services like Netflix, 
Pinterest, Airbnb, and Uber are run on these servers. Amazon also 
develops a number of commercial software technologies, such as its 
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“1-Click” online payment service. The service Amazon Mechanical 
Turk (AMT) allows businesses to hire remotely located “crowdwork-
ers” to perform tasks that computers can’t perform without human 
intervention, such as identifying content in a picture, tagging and 
cleaning data, or writing product descriptions. The platform breaks 
down these tasks and outsources them to a distributed workforce—
anyone with a computer connected to the internet can sign up and 
work for AMT.6 With its Rekognition program, Amazon sells surveil-
lance technology to governments. It produces digital gadgets such as 
the Kindle e-reader and the Fire tablet. Its Echo smart-home device 
runs Alexa, a virtual assistant underpinned by natural language pro-
cessing algorithms. Amazon also owns and operates a streaming 
platform, Prime Video, and has become a major producer of films and 
TV series through its Amazon Studios. It owns a chain of automated 
convenience stores called Amazon Go. Its many more subsidiaries 
range from game streaming platform Twitch to organic supermarket 
chain Whole Foods.

Amazon Web Services is the real money maker. Each dollar Amazon 
spends operating AWS generates ten times more profit than a dollar 
spent on its other ventures. That is to say, while the FC and services 
like Prime turnover more money than AWS, those services are not 
always profitable. AWS, on the other hand, generates a massive stream 
of money, enabling the company to expand its flagship e-commerce 
operation by relentlessly building new warehouses across the globe, 
steadily securing near-monopolistic positions in more and more 
national markets. Only Chinese e-commerce behemoths Alibaba and 
Tencent approach Amazon’s size.

Amazon applies its concentrated economic power toward techno-
logical change too. This simple fact means that it has the ability to 
deeply influence the way in which we work. Not only in its ware-
houses, but throughout our societies. The reason is simple: from the 
widespread robotization of its FCs to its deployment of algorithms to 
monitor workers and extract valuable data from their labor, Amazon is 
relentless in increasing the rate of technological innovation in its ware-
houses. And this means other companies adopt similar technologies in 
their attempt to catch up with Amazon and uproot the company from 
its dominant position in the market. New technologies, more sophisti-
cated, more pervasive. More workers and more precarity, too.
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Relentless, also, is the circulation of billions of commodities, which 
move across the globe to converge on the warehouse, where they 
rest for a few hours or weeks on its shelves, and then depart again to 
reach new destinations. Their movement must be seamless, fast, effi-
cient. Frictionless, as economists would put it. Workers are the most 
problematic factor in this equation, and thus must be carefully con-
trolled and governed lest they generate friction, slowing down or 
even stopping the movement of commodities.7 Amazon is at the fore-
front of digital capitalism, which means it excels in the corporate use 
of digital technology to maximize the private accumulation of power 
and money. But because workers play such a crucial role, Amazon is 
also at the forefront of a global offensive against labor. This offensive 
is fueled by the technology Amazon designs and deploys in the ware-
house: Amazon has made precise choices to use technology in service 
of its obsession for control, for speed, and of course for money. Its 
technological infrastructure is aimed at workers’ exploitation rather 
than emancipation.

The brutal reality of work at Amazon is no mystery. Even Amnesty 
International has issued a report about the poor conditions encoun-
tered by workers in Amazon warehouses, concluding that it is time 
for the company to protect the rights of its workers—for example, by 
respecting their right to unionize.8 The undercover investigation of 
an Amazon fulfillment center has practically become a full-fledged 
genre for journalists in both Europe and North America. And Amazon 
serves as shorthand for the awfulness of contemporary work in a rich 
tapestry of internet memes. In Italy, Lercio (an Italian sarcastic news 
organization roughly equivalent to The Beaverton in Canada or The 
Onion in the US) once titled an article: “Amazon employee boxes and 
ships herself home to get a few minutes of break.” These jokes do not 
come out of nowhere. Bezos himself has acknowledged repeatedly 
that “it’s not easy to work here,”9 emphasizing that sacrifice is a part 
of what’s requested of Amazon employees, from the warehouse all the 
way up to the shiny executive offices in Seattle.

Many books have been written about Amazon. Often they are those 
ubiquitous business manuals found in airport bookstores, targeted at 
corporate executives—or wannabe corporate executives (one provides 
a blank page at the end of each chapter for “Reflections and ideas to 
consider for your company.”10) The authors, who are typically business 
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journalists, consultants, or business school professors, tend to present 
Bezos as a contemporary hero of entrepreneurship and innovation—
but even they cannot avoid mentioning his temper and disdain for 
workers. The white-collar workforce is subject to his ire, too, we are 
told. Business journalist Brad Stone, the author of one of the best of 
these books, reveals that Bezos is well known for screaming at employ-
ees in public or firing them in the elevator. Employees interviewed 
by Stone described the company’s former CEO as cruel and lacking 
empathy, as someone who treats workers as expendable resources.11 
A 2015 New York Times article also unveiled a cut-throat and punish-
ing workplace culture in Amazon’s offices, a place where employees 
routinely cry at their desks and where metrics are used to evaluate 
and pit employees against each other. Amazonians told the journal-
ist they felt like they had to leave the company because of health crises 
and pregnancies.12 These stories, mind you, were about engineers and 
executives.

Now imagine warehouse workers. They work under physically 
punishing rhythms, dictated by distant corporate algorithms which 
organize their labor. A pervasive surveillance system monitors their 
productivity at every step. The valuable information generated by their 
labor is captured and monopolized by Amazon’s software systems, 
and then fed to the machines that run the warehouse and organize 
fulfillment processes. Employee turnover is high, by design, as the 
warehouse quickly discards and replaces workers worn out by the 
dictated pace. Precarity is promoted and exploited by management, 
enabling it to adjust the size of the workforce to meet the always fluc-
tuating demand of the market. Amazon’s management techniques 
take explicit and subtle forms. Supervisors interface with warehouse 
workers both directly and with the aid of digital technology. Mean-
while, the company cultivates a workplace culture aimed at convincing 
workers that warehouse work is special and fun. A combination that 
can be unsettling. And this is just the warm-up: Amazon has plans for 
a future FC that is even more technology-intensive, where its dom-
ination over the workforce is even stricter, and the labor process is 
increasingly automated.

The coronavirus crisis has enhanced the visibility of these dynamics, 
as Amazon increased its workforce and e-commerce quickly grew to 
become one of the dominant areas of the retail industry. In a sense 




