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THE FUTURE WE EMBARK ON WILL BE THE PRESENT WE HAVE TO LIVE IN

To be upfront about it: Of course, I have an active Amazon account and am one of 44 million German customers, who contribute to the ka-ching at Amazon. I still remember the first time I ordered a book online. Back then, Amazon was a small online vendor. I was pressed for time and couldn’t go to my favorite bookstore that I would usually visit on Saturdays. The book I eagerly wanted wasn’t available, which meant I had to wait a week for them to get it for me. I asked my bookseller if maybe he would start a website so it would be possible to order from them via email. “Yeah, we’re talking about it but it’s going to take a while,” was his answer. All right, DSL had not been invented yet, and the digital world on your computers was turning at a leisurely pace of 56 kbit/s. But while my bookseller was contemplating getting an email account for customer orders, Amazon was already offering the cornucopia of the printed word including home delivery with a simple click of your mouse. Naturally, that was super cool and it made you feel connected to the future.

In the meantime, my admiration for Amazon has waned significantly. Nowadays I use it more like the frozen pizza I keep in my freezer. If I’m really hungry and there’s nothing else to eat, I’ll go back to it. In less than 25 years Amazon founder Jeff Bezos has managed to turn his small-time Garage startup into a billion-dollar behemoth, the most valuable company on the planet alongside Apple. At the same time, he also made himself the richest man on the planet with a supposed wealth of $ 150 billion dollars by recent estimates. Great! – And guess what, I was part of it and lined his pockets. There are only 58 countries worldwide that can boast of a higher G.D.P. than Jeff Bezos’ private fortune. The other 135 countries have a far lower G.D.P. You can admire the guy and the achievement, and I’m sure he’s a hero in certain circles, much like Steve Jobs. But we all know that a stellar ascent always comes at a cost. In this case paid for by others and not the industrious Mr. Bezos. Go ahead and ask any of your critical thinker contemporaries about their online behavior: “Why are you still using Facebook, WhatsApp or Instagram?” And they will most likely answer: “Well, you know, without WhatsApp I just couldn’t organize my job/family!” Yet, ever since the Cambridge Analytica debacle we know what Facebook et al. do with all our private data.” “Yeah, I know, you’re right, but..,” which is how these conversations usually tend to dissolve with a shrug. That almost sounds like saying “Eat more excrement – 44 million flies can’t be wrong!”

Why are we still buying from Amazon? We all know Amazon tries to dodge taxes wherever they can and encourages hordes of marketplace sellers to evade sales tax. We know that Amazon treats their workers in their logistic centers badly, pays them miserably, and monitors them permanently. We know that Amazon has reached this paramount position by killing businesses and entire markets. Not to mention the growing freight traffic, the underpaid package delivery people, and the impact on the environment. Amazon has also become a data monster. Because that’s the recipe for success: Jeff Bezos wants to know his customers down to a T, he wants to know what we will buy next before we even know. And in order to do that he needs a lot of data, to analyze our shopping habits. All of that is old news still we flock to Amazon with increasing enthusiasm. The numbers don’t lie: In the first quarter of 2018, the gains were $ 1.6 billion dollars and the share value doubled in the past 12 months. More than 17 million German Amazon customers are Prime members and pay roughly eight euros per month for free shipping, streaming Prime video and music as well as special discounts. And 61% of all German web consumers could not imagine a world without the convenience of online shopping. Is it really the convenience that sedates our critical thinking as soon as Amazon lures us with bargains? Have we become so sluggish that we simply ignore what happens to our personal data, whenever we share and like on Facebook, post our pictures on Instagram and send messages via WhatsApp? While presumably, 70% of all EU citizens are concerned about their personal data being misused on the Internet? Or maybe the Writer Arthur Koestler was right, back in the analog Stone Age of the 1970s, when he was exploring the causes of this strange rift between thought and action, which seems to be so obvious in humans? Koestler assumed it was an evolutional fault in the construction of the brain that actually consists of three brains. While the right and left hemisphere of the cerebrum, which is in charge of our intellectual properties are wired pretty decently, the vertical wiring of the brainstem, where emotions and instincts are controlled, shows obvious hitches, so Koestler’s thesis (A. Koestler 1989). This is a deficit with profound implications: Our cerebrum ceaselessly produces innovational ideas and basically designed this brave new digital world at an incredible speed over the past four decades, but culturally and emotionally we have not been able to keep up with the technology we created, because on that level we’re still Neanderthals. Which is why war cries are still the dominating soundtrack that accompanies the story of mankind. We are clearly not capable to really synchronize our thoughts with our feelings. That is why we easily detach from everything that takes place behind a sleek smart screen. So we like, share, post, and buy stuff without giving it much thought. If that wasn’t the case just the idea of clicking the “checkout” button on Amazon would make us nauseous. Unfortunately, that is not the case. And because of this hereditary perceptual deficit, our super smart virtual world could easily give us a rude awakening (at some point/ if we don’t watch it).

The future we embark on will be the present we have to live in. This is roughly how Edward Snowden worded his advisory thought. Some of us may remember, in 2013 Snowden exposed the illegal worldwide spying operations of the American and British intelligence agencies. “Spying on friends – is a no-go,” was the German chancellor Angela Merkel’s comment to the fact that her cell phone had been wire-tapped in what was later known as the NSA-scandal. It’s surprising that after the degree of outrage that followed, the practices of the secret services never really changed and Mr. Snowden is still exiled in Russia because none of the western oh-so-ethically-centered democracies ever bothered to grant him protection from American persecution and a new home. Yet, the whistleblower underscored his action with a sentiment we all can support: “I don’t want to live in a world, in which everything I say or do is recorded.”

So, which future are we conforming to now? Let’s take a look at what this means: We enter any old downtown department store, where you can buy everything you might need on a daily basis from groceries to books, cosmetics, household goods, clothes, sporting goods to electronics. It could be a Walmart, or Target (much like the German versions Kaufhof and Karstadt that are incidentally in the process of merging – as I write this – because e-commerce has been so detrimental to them that even the imminent merger might not save them). You could blame it all on Jeff Bezos when every other dollar that Americans spend ends up in the coffers of Amazon – and this dominance is mirrored in Germany – so you could say he’s got something to do with it. But back to our thought experiment: So we’re walking into the department store and a friendly employee greets us, who asks us for our name, address, phone number, and bank details. When we inquire why the hell we should disclose all that, the friendly person answers that we need to open a customer account, before we get to shop. Without an account or credit card number on file, we can browse through the store but won’t be able to purchase anything. At this point, most of us would probably walk out with a polite “screw you very much.” But all those of us, who were not put off by the initial greeting would have the friendly employee follow them around persistently, taking notes on what we’re looking at and as soon as we would show serious interest in an item the friendly person would whisper in our ear “Customers who bought this also bought this, and that.” Seriously, did any of us ever think about what other customers bought back in the department store days? Ok, now let’s assume, we’ve endured this very in-your-face customer service, finally bought the toaster we wanted, and returned back home. Not even a day later the doorbell rings and the friendly employee wants us to rate the thing we bought yesterday, after all, it’s important to ensure customer satisfaction and besides it would help other customers with their purchase. Well, we like to be helpful, so we rate our purchase by giving it a few stars, and maybe write three sentences in the comment box. From now on that person we opened the customer account with – who is also unsolicitedly chummy – shows up at our doorstep every three days and pesters us with more things we should buy or special offers. Then finally we get introduced to their assistant Alexa, who would like to stay at our place to help us with all kinds of things, given that we pay a small fee of 100 euros, most of us would probably report that pain-in-the-neck person to the police for stalking.

The friendly employee might be a bit ridiculous, but that is what Amazon sends us. We voluntarily give all this data to Jeff Bezos when we sign up. But on top of that all of our clicks are monitored on Amazons webpage and all our orders registered, stored, analyzed and evaluated in relation with up to 100 other customer profiles. Where we live, how far the next supermarket is from our house, which credit card we use, what time of day we shop and what the weather is like that day. Our user behavior informs our customer profile, which is how Amazon tries to figure out what we think. Andreas Weigend, Amazon’s Chief Scientist from 2002-2004 summarized it like this: “One thing I saw time and again is that Amazon knows its customers better than they know themselves” (Also see J. Blume 2017). Back then Weigend developed the strategies for customer profiling, today he’s prompting us to reclaim our data in the “Post-Privacy Economy,” because he is concerned of the amount of power the “manipulating machine” that instills ideas and desires in us, we would have never had by ourselves. Seriously?

Jeff Bezos, whose credo is the absolute customer satisfaction, won’t share these worries, since analyzing the data just makes it easier for us – silly customers- to make better choices. A way smarter Amazon-Prime life is worth sacrificing a tiny bit of that very boring personal privacy. Right, and that’s why Jeff, who just wants us to have the best experience started offering us the Amazon Echo in 2016 – a speaker with 7 microphones and point-to-point technology that responds to the name “Alexa” and talks to us, and incidentally catapulted customer data collection to a whole new dimension.


A TALKING HOME HAS A LOT OF STORIES TO TELL

“Echo connects to Alexa to play music, make calls, set music alarms and timers, check your calendar, weather, traffic, and sports scores, manage to-do and shopping lists, control smart home devices, and more. Just ask.” This is how lovely, and promising Alexa is described on the Amazon website and it does sound enticing. Echo, or any other similar devices like Google Home, or Apple HomePod are designed to pave the way to the smart home. Manufacturers and service providers of smart products are expecting gigantic revenues from home automation for the smart home. The interactive home environment that lets you control pretty much everything from room temperature to your door lock with a voice command. The key to this house, or rather the manager of all these incredible possibilities is, ta-da: Alexa – Because she is already equipped with an open interface that can be updated on a daily basis with a growing number of tasks and functions. Alexa can already communicate with 20.000 devices and has 50.000 skills. In the near future, Alexa will regulate our lighting and thermostats, order groceries or call a Taxi. Alexa can start the microwave, the robotic vacuum cleaner, the washing machine, or the coffee maker. She plays music, and films for us, gives us the news or the weather forecast, tells us if a yogurt in our fridge is past its sell-by date, or the ketchup is running out. And of course she makes our shopping list with all the smart gadgets, and whatever else we need for the daily lives and all of it is available from Amazon directly. That’s how convenient and easy our lives already are, thanks to Alexa.

Our homes used to be a haven that gave us comfort and peace from the daily hustle and work related stress, a place of calm, to relax and recuperate in. One thing the smart home won’t be is quiet. Let’s face it, we caress our smartphones more than our children or partners, and most likely we’ll soon talk more to Alexa or our fridge than to our housemates. Thanks to point-to-point technology we can control everything in our home from the sofa since Alexa even understands us while music is playing. Interactive homes make for more interactive residents. The WHO and healthcare providers are already issuing warnings that there will be an increase in health issues related to a sedentary lifestyle. To stay fit and healthy they recommend at least 150 minutes of moderate activity per week, like brisk walking or alternatively 75 minutes of running, which would be rated “intense activity.” But this minimal demand is currently only met by roughly 43 percent of the German population. Meanwhile, the healthcare costs have risen to billions: From back problems, obesity, and diabetes to cardiovascular diseases. One in ten Germans does not engage in more than 10 minutes of physical activity on a daily basis. Of course, this is not only Alexa’s fault, but the more tasks she performs, the more our tendency to inertia increases, which is why Alexa may become a serious health risk. And there is even more danger lurking. Who among us still memorizes phone numbers, when you have your smartphone in your pocket, or remember which route to take, when your GPS or Google maps can get you there? Why employ your brain, when you can store it all on your phone? Tough luck though, when you lose or misplace your phone. That is when our brains go blank, and we feel shipwrecked and lonely on the desert island of our mind. Keeping with the analogy let’s imagine we’ve been living in our smart home for a few years relying on Alexa. We would probably forget where the light switch was, or how to start the washing machine – if that even still has a dial for manual operation. But what if the smart home network fails and Alexa goes silent, we could scream as loud as we wanted – our formerly smart home would be deaf and dumb. Without all our smart appliances we would probably wonder how we used to take care of those pesky crumbs on the kitchen floor. Yeah, right, there was this thing with a long handle, what was it called again?

Yet, there is a far more imminent threat coming from Alexa, which most of her users don’t quite realize or have already blocked out of their minds. Alexa’s seven high-sensitivity microphones are permanently wide-awake, as not to miss any of our commands. But only when you say her name or one of the two selectable wake words, like “computer” or “Amazon” will the blue LED ring on the Echo light up to signal that Alexa is ready to take your orders. And every single one of these commands is recorded by Alexa and archived in the respective customer profile on an Amazon Server. Thus, in the smart future, Jeff Bezos will not only know what we click on at Amazon, but he will also know what time we get up, what we eat, what kind of music we prefer and which movies we like to watch. He knows how frequently we clean our house or wash our hands, what time we leave for work and what our commute looks like because we check in with Alexa to see what the traffic is like. And most likely there is much more for Mister Bezos to hear. Tests have shown that Alexa not only reacts to her name but anything that sounds like any of the wake words. So, for example if someone with a funny accent says “I’m not your son” instead of “Amazon”, or you greet your friend with “Hey, Alexandra great to see you”, our ever-alert Alexa wakes up and might just “accidentally” record entire conversations we have with family, friends, guests, or the dishwasher. Is that really the kind of future we should commit to and the kind of present we want to live in? Ever since the German reunification, the German government has been funding an agency that documents and reviews the dealings of the East German “Staatssicherheit” Agency (a.k.a ‘Stasi’) to help any former East German to get access to what their government knew about them. Back then, spying was a fairly tedious job, you had to have informants and people who would break into homes to install bugs so that officers could then listen in and record all of it on tape in some basement. Not even 30 years later, we’re happy to dish out 100 euros or more for a super-bug with a sleek design – that in some models comes with a monitor, hence making us transparent by surveilling us around the clock. With the new pocket-sized “Echo Input” our Assistant Alexa is now mobile and accompanies us wherever we go. That way Amazon never loses track of us, even when we’re not at home. “Ah, whatever, I’ve got nothing to hide,” is the standard reply from all those who don’t bother protecting their privacy, but pretty soon they might have second thoughts on that. Did Alexa ever ask permission to store our information? (Most likely it was in the fine print of the terms and conditions we agreed to when we bought the device.) Do we know how Amazon uses our information and where that data might end up? Sure if you read the manual and find the right setting you can erase Alexa’s command history via the App. Which does not automatically mean that Amazon hasn’t analyzed and processed it already. Or why else should all our conversations with Alexa be automatically stored? Only to allow Jeff Bezos to help us, the overwhelmed customer, to make our decisions, right? When really that decision should be to shut up Alexa.

Here’s a fun fact: The name Alexandra and the short form Alexa are derived from the Greek and basically means “protectress.” Yet, Jeff Bezos designed this “patron saint” for our homes more like a Trojan horse – he sells them to us as little Genies that phone home everything Amazon needs to grow into an even bigger behemoth.


A MARKETPLACE FOR ALL, PROFIT FOR ONE

“Digitalization” is the buzzword of the hour bringing unexpected unity to politics in Germany – all parties across the political spectrum have taken up the cause. Angela Merkel – who admitted that the Internet was “uncharted territory” for her until recently, has promised to bring high-speed Internet to all citizens by 2025. State secretary Dorothee Bär, who will be in charge of the digital departure is dreaming of flying Taxies and proudly boasts of her Instagram account that kids can now tell their parents “Hey, I know someone in Government”. Horst Seehofer, Minister of the Interior, just learned how to tweet Now, isn’t that nice? With such combined digital competence of our country’s leaders, one can’t help but wonder if anyone here knows what we’re all up against once that smart future comes upon us. José Ángel Gurria, General Secretary of the OECD believes that the Tech-giants are roughly 20 years ahead of politics, and I would guess for Germany it’s a few more. In any case, when it comes to LTE-grid-expansion, Germany ranks at 32 in Europe, just behind Albania. What is heading our way is probably best explained by taking Amazon as the example. For most customers, Amazon is a big online department store or “The Everything Store” as Bezos likes to brag. But Amazon is really much more. In the year 2000 Amazon launched Amazon Marketplace in the US, which came to Germany the following year. The idea of this marketplace is that basically anyone can offer merchandise on this site alongside Amazon’s articles. That ranges from a private seller offering a used book, to small businesses and manufacturers who offer their goods in their own stores but also want to sell on the Amazon platform, all the way to global brands. Approximately two million sellers are active in the Amazon Marketplace, and they pay different fees: The small seller pays a fee plus a percentage of every item sold, the power sellers book a monthly subscription (currently 29 euros) and can add logistics options and storage, if they want to ship via Amazon’s fulfillment center. Here, Amazon is paid by the customer and relays the profit, after fees and commission, to the seller. All of that sounds pretty straightforward and like a good thing. The customer gets a wide selection with Marketplace, and the sellers can reach roughly 300 million customers worldwide. Variety and competition – if that isn’t a capitalist dream. Bezos swoons over his marketplace, where sales-dreams come true for every entrepreneur. The dreamiest, of course, is the yield for Amazon. The suppliers that deliver directly to Amazon, and both the bigger and the smaller Marketplace sellers, who seek their luck on this E-commerce platform have much less to dream about. Most of these suppliers have likely experienced this before in the analog world of brick-and-mortar department stores with oppressive delivery contracts and trade agreements. At Amazon customer focus with decreasing margins naturally never affects their own markup but is always passed on to the supply partners who Amazon expects to cut their prices. Every one of these suppliers can tell a story or two about that. Not only do they have to deliver their products but also all kinds of data linked to it, guarantee delivery and returns at a full refund plus any additional shipping, then there’s marketing charges, strict transport requirements and much more. But even the “independent” sellers in this marketplace don’t enjoy any more freedom. Vendors who peddle their 99-Cent items here can easily make a loss since commissions and fees can quickly outweigh their profits. And since the cunning Mr. Bezos not only monitors his customers but also keeps a close eye on his vendors, it basically doubles as Jeff’s research lab for trends and innovations. If, for example, a vendor strikes a chord with customers over a new product and it becomes a bestseller, Amazon will quickly start producing the same product and then oust the seller or simply buy the small business to incorporate it into its empire. The rest of the marketplace vendors stay in the game. As of recently, the vendors are also allowed to use Amazon’s marketing services, which in turn secures a good chunk of the online ad market for – you guessed it: Jeff Bezos. And it works like this: A coffee seller can place a buy button underneath the listing of a competitor and advertise his blend as cheaper more aromatic and smoother in taste, for example. The competitor is now put on the spot to place another bid, and pay more to get rid of the pesky rival – reminiscent of Google – and get his rank back. A cut-throat game that ends 0:3 in Bezos’ favor, because Amazon makes money off the marketplace fee, the seller commission and the rankings. Amazon is not only the biggest seller on the Marketplace but also it’s owner – and in addition also makes the rules. Amazon decides who gets the prime property to open shop and who has to peddle their wares in the back alleys if they’re allowed in at all. No such thing as fair competition in this marketplace, it’s more like a big monopoly machine that only favors the top dog, who gets bigger and richer with every move.

When naming his business Jeff Bezos was inspired by the abundant, and voluminously largest river in the world, the Amazon in South America. Much like its namesake Jeff Bezos’s Amazon has created a voluminous stream of products and abundant monetary flow. Yet, according to Mr. Bezos, every new day is “day one,” which can safely be assumed as a serious threat because what he means by that is: We’re just getting started. Before Jeff Bezos founded Amazon, he was a successful hedge fund manager in New York, which means he knows how big business works. For many years he reinvested every dollar he earned into further developing Amazon. By being a talented storyteller, he simultaneously managed to get over high losses, the Dot-com bubble, and other minor setbacks and was time and again able to secure the trust of investors on Wall Street and acquire fresh capital. The effect was a double gain for him – the company grew at breakneck speed, while the losses minimized his taxes and the returns for his shareholders. Yikes! He even chose Seattle to be his headquarter, because it had the best corporate tax rate at the time. Meanwhile, Seattle has the same problems as other cities that invited Big Tech, like San Francisco with Google, Apple, and a few others. The big companies bring prosperity to the cities, yet rising rents price out poorer residents who then become homeless. To address this problem the city of Seattle recently decided to establish a head tax, where big companies like Starbucks or Amazon would pay a local tax of 26 cents per employee and work hour. So for Amazon, being the most valuable company in the world, this would mean an additional tax payment of a laughable $ 20 to 30 million dollars. Unthinkable. Amazon threatened to stop all its building projects and pressured the city council until they abandoned the idea. This just goes to show what kind of person the richest man on the planet is.

But wait, isn’t Amazon championing social causes, like Amazon Smile, which donates a percentage of what you spend on Amazon to the charity of your choice? Amazon’s German chief executive Ralf Kleber raves “the donation doesn’t come out of your pocket, but Amazon’s pocket” (see K. Bliem 2017). How nice. If you register with Smile, Amazon donates 0.5 percent of the amount you spend, to the cause you choose. So, let’s say you want to raise $ 50 dollars for the homeless in Seattle, all you have to do is spend $ 10.000 on Amazon merchandise. Now, that must really make you Smile.

But Seattle is not the only place where politicians kowtow to Amazon. The German finance minister, Olaf Scholz is congratulating himself for putting a stop to the rampant sales tax fraud that thousands of – mostly Chinese – Marketplace sellers have committed over the years. For everything German customers bought, they diligently paid the sales tax, but since only very few sellers have a German Tax ID, that sales tax never came back to Germany. Amazon played innocent and insisted that it only hosts the platform and can’t be responsible for vendors dodging the tax. At least that will change since the new law makes the platform operators like Amazon or eBay responsible to ensure their sellers get registered and the sales tax gets paid to the German Revenue Office. As always in these cases, the name of the game is “catch the little fish and let the big ones off the hook.” And guess where Amazon’s European headquarter is located? In Luxembourg, where the revenue Amazon made between 2007 and 2016 – more than 110 billion euros yielded a profit of 475 million euros (= 0.4 percent). And using the Luxembourgian art of bookkeeping Amazon didn’t pay a cent in taxes, but rather got a tax refund of 15 million euros. After looking the other way for years, the European Union finally decided to act and slapped a 250 million euros subsequent payment on Luxembourg – not Amazon. Well, as I told you earlier, Jeff Bezos has a clever way of doing things. For a fast expansion you reinvest the revenue back into the business, make sure your losses are high or revenue really low, then by eschewal of taxes, you shuttle everything to where you pay the least taxes. The large river of revenue is to flow freely without any runoff for anyone else. Something that makes sense for Jeff Bezos and his shareholders. Yet, as an average taxpayer you ask yourself, why should it be so hard to make Internet giants like Amazon and the others pay their fair share? Make them pay taxes right where the customers are and where the profit is made, and, of course, before they cook their books and send their money off to tax havens. The European Union has been debating uniform tax laws time and again, but those talks usually fizzle out before any decision (let alone law) is made. And German finance ministers including the Socialist Olaf Scholz have not been at the vanguard to possibly curtail any of the tax havens. You can’t really blame Amazon for taking advantage of those loopholes.

Ever since Jeff Bezos started Amazon he has been operating it by the same method. With every new venture he starts in a new line of business, he aims for market dominance, by forcing his competitors into a price war, and ideally destroying them in the process. In the United States, he has significantly contributed to the demise of roughly 85.000 local retailers, and the disappearance of approximately 35.000 manufacturers, which makes it obvious that Amazon actually kills more jobs than it creates. If we ignore the upper echelons of well-paid employees like Managers, IT specialists, and Data Analysts, most of the jobs are in the fulfillment centers. Amazon runs 12 logistic centers in Germany, with about 14.500 employees. At peak periods like Christmas season roughly the same number of seasonal workers is added. Yet parcel packaging by the piece is not limited to the time of year at Amazon. With Germany’s still fairly strong unions Amazon has a slightly harder time implementing the rough work methods used in the US, but even in Germany workers toil in the logistics centers, with extreme time pressure, low pay, and permanent video monitoring. Ever since the labor union Verdi has pressured Amazon, packing operations are one by one moved across the borders to the Czech Republic and Poland, where wages are lower. German manufacturers ship the merchandise across the border, where it’s packed and sent back to customers in Berlin or Munich. For Amazon the packers in the logistic centers are an annoyance, which is probably why they have been working at full speed to completely automate the fulfillment centers, to finally get the troublesome unions off their backs. Until that happens, worker exploitation will continue. The so-called Prime day on July 12, 2016 – the day when Amazon offers special discounts to Prime-customers – was up until that date the most successful day of all times for Amazon.de with a total of seven million items sold. With roughly 81 orders per second, one can imagine what the logistics center looked like. Or maybe one would not. Which brings us back to the strange divide between how we think and how we act. We are aware of the terrible working conditions at Amazon, and we’ve also noticed that most of the delivery people are paid minimum wages, with not even two and a half minutes time per delivery. One look into the hurried eyes of the delivery driver, when the next one shows up at your front door says it all. Does that ever stop any of us to click the Amazon “checkout” button? So the warranted outrage at the news that Amazon destroyed merchandise that was sent back by customers seems almost hypocritical. Of course it is scandalous that brand new merchandise worth several tens of thousands euros should be destroyed each day – but let me ask you this: Who sends all that stuff back? Yep, it was German customers – we’re the record holders in returns. This, of course, does not warrant the not at all sustainably sound disposal-method Amazon uses when it comes to handling returns, but it is directly linked to our conduct as customers. Returning an item is ostensibly ‘free’ but a terrible squandering of resources and it also impacts our already fraught environment with senseless haulage miles. Not at some point in the future, but right here, right now. By the way, most of the German returns are sent to the Czech Republic – I wonder why?

The fairytale success story of Amazon started with books. Those are easily stored and shipped and had another big advantage: continuously new titles and contents. An ideal product for online trading, which also comes with the very nifty international ISBN codes, so it’s perfectly suited for an automated process. In Germany Amazon found an ideally organized market when Jeff Bezos made his debut here in 1998. First, he tripped up the conventional booksellers, whose numbers have significantly dwindled since. People read less, at least when it comes to traditional books, and a customer who shops online doesn’t go to the bookstore. Meanwhile, the publishers have to brace themselves too because Amazon has grown into a Media empire, with the production of Films and Series and lately also books. There are roughly 800 “homegrown” titles Amazon currently publishes, and there will be more. Maybe that is also why Amazon just struck a deal with the wholesale booksellers Koch, Neff & Volckmar so they have a foot in the door for their titles with practically every single bookstore in Germany. Put your hand on your heart, dear booksellers – if a customer walks in tomorrow and asks to buy a book published by Amazon will you say “Sorry, we don’t sell Amazon books,” or will you just go ahead and make the sale? And why do publishers still supply a competitor with their books, if that competitor basically threatens all of them? That almost feels like handing the guy who’s aiming a gun at you some ammo so he can use it to shoot you.

Let’s look at the worst-case-scenario: The Day One of Amazon’s scheme for the takeover of the German book market. Initially, Amazon would open a chain of brick and mortar bookstores in strategically selected locations, like downtown pedestrian zones, the big department stores and in close proximity to established bookstores, as Amazon has demonstrated in Seattle, Chicago, and San Diego. In these esthetically standardized shops, Amazon offers their books in the usual marketing-lingo “Books with over 10.000 reviews” or “Books with 5 stars ratings.” I’m absolutely convinced that Amazon’s algorithms have already analyzed cross sections of all the bestseller lists of the past 5 years and came up with the 500 highest grossing authors. The next step would be to throw money at these writers until they all sign exclusive book deals with Amazon. With one stroke Amazon would eliminate the majority of their publishing competitors. Any halfway ambitious publishing house is probably happy to break even on 85 percent of their books because a lot of times it can be a money-losing business. But why do it if there is no money to be made? Maybe because they feel their authors matter and have stories to tell, and something meaningful to say and books on certain topics should be published, even outside the mainstream. The benefit for readers is a wide variety, which is basically financed by the 15 percent of books that sell better than average. So, if Amazon now skims off those 15 percent of moneymaking books and authors, the other publishers are economically devastated. A truly horrific scenario, but it could happen that way. It’s a code red alarm and all our sirens should be going off. Because if the above described happens, not only the booksellers and publishers go bust, but also wholesales. If in the very near future, Amazon owns the biggest chain of actual brick and mortar stores, while being the biggest online seller anyway, why would Jeff Bezos – who mainly sells to his own stores – want to share wholesale profits with anyone else? And besides, Bezos’ own logistics are perfectly organized to do that too. So the pattern is obvious “dominate markets” is followed by “replace markets.” Well, it’s not attractive but we can’t afford to stay paralyzed by shock – like pretty much throughout the past 20 years, while Amazon aggressively takes over the playing field. It’s time for a little movement and defensive play. So, what would Day One for our small German publishers look like? Here’s an idea: All German publishers and booksellers band together and start an online platform for books on the Internet. Imagine an online shop that would have roughly 5000 pick-up stations in every German bookstore, where each customer would also get expert advice and recommendations. Amazon would have a hard time rivaling that. Customers would have a choice: They could order online and get home delivery, or pick up their books at the bookstore of their choice where they could even talk to a real-life bookseller instead of Alexa. They could also just choose a book at the store and have it delivered anywhere. A concept that would utilize all of the digital distributing and service potentials for customer satisfaction in combination with the “shop small”-idea of supporting local stores. This new online platform could also become a home for all the self-publishers out there, the blossoming subculture that exists outside of ISBN codes but is a promising emerging market, which is currently entirely ceded to Amazon. And while we’re at it, why not turn the whole enterprise into a cooperative, so readers could come on board? Customer connectivity through shares – a more interesting and sustainable way for a loyalty program than paying money for a Prime Membership. Of course, the devil is always in the details and everyone would have to agree on fair conditions so that stationary shops could participate in profits, but it could be a starting point.


WELCOME TO GOTHAM CITY

Amazon’s most substantial profits aren’t made in online sales or the Marketplace, but with Amazon Web Services (AWS), which was started in 2006. AWS provides on-demand cloud computing platforms to companies and individuals that want to shift their information technology to the Internet. Amazon is competing with Microsoft and Google in this field but has – who would be surprised – already become the world market leader. In the second quarter of 2018, Amazon was able to increase sales by 49 percent to $ 6.1 billion dollars, with an operating profit of $ 1.6 billion dollars (see R. Lindner 2018). More than a million active customers are using the service, from individuals that store their data and picture libraries, to start-ups that can’t afford their own datacenter, all the way to big players like Netflix, Adobe and roughly two-thirds of German DAX-listed companies, who outsource their IT-structures to Amazon to save money. David Cheriton strongly advises against this “It’s like outsourcing your brain with Bezos to let him do the thinking for you.” Cheriton, a computer scientist, and Professor at Stanford, is an authority in the digital world and had a hand in developing the technologies that Amazon built its empire on. In the late 1990s he gave Larry Page and Sergey Brin, a couple of Stanford students a $ 200.000 dollar loan for their start-up, by the name of Google. His warning addresses the potential dependency that anyone who outsources their IT to the Amazon Server may encounter. Once you are linked to the structure it’s very hard to find your way back out. And if something goes wrong at AWS and the Servers crash – as has happened – 150.000 web pages go offline simultaneously. Government offices and public institutions are increasingly using the service. Museums and Hospitals, for example, but also the CIA – who commissioned a $ 600 million contract with AWS to develop and run what could be called a “secret cloud”, which is now tucked away secretly somewhere on one of Amazon’s servers. And currently, the US Department of Defense (DoD) is in talks for a similar commission estimated at $10 billion dollars! This is still in negotiations and others, like Microsoft, are still in the race. But with a referral from the CIA, the world leader Amazon might have a leg up already. It’s kind of funny. President Trump loves to taunt Jeff Bezos on Twitter, because he’s killing the US Postal Office with his low shipping prices, but also because he owns the Washington Post, which in Trump’s eyes is spreading “fake news” about him. Yet, in the background, the DoD is negotiating a mega-million-deal with Jeff Bezos. Doesn’t that make you wonder who has the sway?

Let me just summarize all of the above: Amazon is the biggest online department store in the world and at the same time the proprietor of the biggest marketplace for vendors from all over the world. On top of that Amazon operates the largest digital infrastructure that keeps our smart world turning, and stores the data and ideas of thousands of companies worldwide. And because Alexa will soon be available on the go, Amazon will be able to track every move of millions of customers. And of course, the CIA and the Pentagon have cozied up to Amazon too. Where the hell is Batman when you need him? If we’re not careful Gotham City might be closer than we think. Amazon’s next step in that direction goes by the name Amazon Go and is aimed at Supermarkets, and the gimmick is that there are no registers. When the customer walks in, they are authorized by a smartphone App and then just take whatever they want to buy. All of this is monitored by sensors and cameras, and at the exit, the balance due is deducted from their bank accounts. You never have to get into a line again it’s perfect for people on the go, it’s a dream come true. You just grab and go, which also gives away what the product range will look like, readymade processed food, because the automated process needs standardized products. So, in essence, Amazon Go is a Junk food store, with facial recognition technology instead of a cash register. And that’s the problem with this smart world. Monopolized structures, like the ones that Amazon keeps building one by one are inevitably headed for totalitarian practices. The smart surface promises more comfort and ease along with maximized customer satisfaction, but beneath that exterior lurks a methodical total surveillance apparatus. And so we glide, comfortably lounging on our sofas, and sedated by our customer satisfaction into a “smart dictatorship” as Harald Welzer describes this process. (H. Welzer 2016.) The Everything Store becomes the everything dominator, and then a little down the road, it could come in handy that the Pentagon’s parked brain is right there on Amazon’s servers. The mad President keeps tweeting – and Jeff controls the drones.

But it doesn’t have to come to this. We don’t have to embark on that future. Luckily no one can force us to buy at Amazon. We don’t have to turn into consumer-zombies with a Prime membership that leaves us salivating every Prime Day just because there is a bargain to be had. That is deepest, darkest Neanderthal. No, we’re not obliged to anything. We are millions and we decide ourselves, whether we want to buy at Amazon. Or, we can all cancel our accounts there tomorrow. And tell Amazon Go – to go Home!


THE FUTURE USED TO BE MORE FUN IN THE OLD DAYS

So what’s the use of vilifying Jeff Bezos and portray him as the Darth Vader of e-commerce, the dark side of the market force? What exactly are we accusing him of? That he was in the right place at the right time, back in the early 1990s and understood the opportunities the internet had to offer? That he radically exploited every single market rule of our neoliberal system to build his empire? Rules and laws were few and far between in the digital prairie and are still kind of rare – so is it any wonder he acts like a pioneer in the Wild West? Survival of the fittest, winner takes all. That’s what it looks like when markets are simply not regulated at all. But, if we’re not okay with it, we don’t have to play along. Jeff Bezos is not a stroke of fate that has come over us, we don’t have to bring sacrificial offerings of freedom and consumerism on any day, not even on Prime Day. What we do is our own decision. On the internet – and that’s where Jeff Bezos is right - it really is just Day One. God only took seven days to create the world, but then again, the smart world is so much more complex now that four decades aren’t really a big deal. We’re still at the beginning, and if we realize in this kindergarten phase of the world wide web that three or four kids are dividing up the playground among themselves – Google has the search engines and ads, Facebook the social media and Amazon the commerce – then we just have to rethink this and make a change for the better.

In the analog world, every city, town, and village has a commercial zone or industrial area. There, the communities try to attract companies by offering favorable tax factors, public transport, or desirable real estate, so jobs and tax revenue contribute to funding their public services. The same principle applies to a classic marketplace, where vendors pay a fee for their stall and the sales tax goes to the treasury. In the land of “Internet” – which by the way is already ranked sixth place when it comes to energy consumption (Data traffic in Germany alone needs the service of 5 large power plants) – most of the marketplaces are owned by Jeff Bezos. If data is the new oil, Amazon and subsidiaries have the biggest oil tanker and the most pipelines. In our analog world, a market dominance of that magnitude would have long been subject to antitrust laws, which were put in place to guarantee a level playing field in commerce. The smart world doesn’t have antitrust laws and also no public infrastructure. You may ask, why is that? Where will the tax revenues for cities and towns come from in the future, when all the money goes directly into Amazon’s account, a company that is additionally assisted to pay as little in taxes as possible? Flying taxis and autonomous driving, for example, need an enormous amount of data processing to operate the remotely controlled vehicles accident-free. This kind of mobility needs gigantic data centers. Will Amazon build and operate them or will Google, Mercedes Benz, or Volkswagen do that? If that happens will all highways suddenly become privatized? You can keep that thought going with pretty much any business. Politicians will not argue about tolls for cars and trucks anymore, because we will all pay some smart mobility service that also offers on-board-entertainment, which bypasses the state coffers, so the billions we spend on getting around instead go directly to Amazon or Google. But if we privatize our entire infrastructure, which includes the most profitable marketplaces and industrial zones and leaves them to the tech giants, what will the state be able to have any influence? Precisely! The smart state is now a business – or the other way around – and the idea of free enterprise morphs into neo-feudalism – where we all live totally comfy and “prime” and at the highest level of customer satisfaction, for at least as long as we pay. What a convenient and pretty future we’re signing up for just now.

The problem with digitalization isn’t so much a question of technology. The much more important question would be to figure out what digitalization does to us, to society as a whole, and to our democracy. Why aren’t there any publicly owned data centers, so basically the industrial areas of our smart world, where big companies and little start-ups set up shop, and percentages of their revenues flow back into the public coffers? If community and online-community are important to us, why can’t we organize social networks that aren’t overflowing with ads, where data privacy is controlled democratically? Of course, you could argue that such close proximity to the state could be awkward. But to just leave our entire customer profiles with Google, Facebook or Amazon can’t be a solution in the long run. Who knows, whether or when a little backdoor in the secret cloud is opened by the CIA, just to take a quick peek at the data of roughly 300 million customers? If you want to know what that might look like, check out China. By 2020 the Chinese Government wants to have its extensive “Citizen Score” in place, an all-around surveillance system for social behavior, which is currently in the test phase. Every citizen has an account where points accumulate for good behavior, which then buys certain perks, like cheaper airline tickets, subsidized loans, or even job promotions. And of course, points can also be deducted for jaywalking, buying too many alcoholic beverages, or criticizing the government, which then, of course, minimizes perks and career prospects. To process that amount of data the Chinese government works with the big tech companies like Alibaba, China’s equivalent to Amazon that was founded by Jack Ma, who just retired from his post to pursue philanthropy. Alibaba offers pretty much everything Amazon sells: a huge online shop and meanwhile also brick and mortar shopping malls, where customers pay with “Alipay” the largest online payment system with 500 million users, which was developed by Jack Ma and his company Ant Finance. Back in the days of (Chairman) Mao workers were called “blue ants” for the mandatory blue work uniforms they wore to toil for Party and State. Today Chinese workers pay via Ant Finance with Ma, where they can earn points with Sesam Credit, an Alibaba developed profiling-system that rewards well-behaved customers whenever they use any of the Alibaba services. Combined with the state’s point system it will help everyone in China to make even better choices. But all those who refuse this help will be expelled from the system with one click. There goes the user account. All of the above is possible in the future we are currently committing to.

But enough already of these grim horror stories. After all, we live in a democracy where civil rights and the right to freedom are protected under law. Yet, when you take a closer look at the personnel in politics right now, you could have a few misgivings. Just look at the spineless way German politicians have dealt with the diesel emissions scandal where the automotive industry bosses deceived and lied to the public, it speaks volumes. Instead of putting their foot down and demanding the immediate refitting of all diesel vehicles through the manufacturers, three years went by without any action. Now, if they’re lucky the duped customers will get a replacement premium. Which means a discount on replacing your perfectly running car with another really expensive one from a dealer who ripped you off in the first place. You could also call it a stimulus program for a gang of criminals. That has little to do with climate protection and sustainable economy because, let’s face it: The dirty diesel cars that we pulled off German streets will go on to spew pollutants in Eastern Europe or Africa for years. So if we display this attitude, we can’t really tell Jeff Bezos and his colleagues what fair business practices look like in a digital world. It looks like we will have to roll up our sleeves and start doing something.

If all 17 million German Amazon Prime customers were to cancel their subscription tomorrow, Amazon would feel the bite of not having the extra 136 million euros each month. Or, if 44 million German customers would just say: “Shut up, Alexa and see you later, Amazon!” A bold statement like that would quite certainly impress Mister Bezos. Okay, that’s not going to happen. But why not? If we keep shopping at Amazon all happy and carefree, we legitimize all these questionable developments. We accept that of the $ 174 billion revenue that Amazon raked in in 2017, only a measly three billion remain in gains, which probably gets them a big fat tax refund from Luxembourg. We accept that the cheap stuff we buy on Amazon is handled by 560.000 underpaid, mistreated workers. We accept that we have no idea which personal data Amazon collects from us and how they analyze, use, and store it. And probably worst of all, if we keep shopping at Amazon, it would send the wrong message to Jeff Bezos, because he might think “Everything is great as it is. People love all of what I do and what Amazon has to offer. They love their comfortable smart lives.”

Okay, if that is the way you feel, no problem at all. But don’t forget: The future we commit to will be the present we have to live in.


AMAZON GO – HOME!

Nowadays, our indignations and outrage are easily roused, maybe because it’s so easy to whine and rant on social media. It’s definitely harder to kick habits – be they cute quirks or unhealthy behavior, like drinking, smoking, sitting too much and so on. So how can we possibly free ourselves from the grip of a Monster, when it keeps pulling us in with more offers, bargains, and perks? For example with the latest customer loyalty program: A credit card for Prime customers. With every purchase, you get bonus points worth three percent of your purchase, even when you use it on purchases elsewhere for which you – naturally – only get 0.5 %. You then use your earned points at Amazon, which is really convenient – especially for Amazon, because now Amazon knows what their beloved customers spend their money on, and also where. Of course, Amazon also checks their customers’ creditworthiness with credit agencies, like the German Schufa. Combined with all the other information that Amazon has about our lives and our consumer behavior, the servers of Amazon and other Tech Giants are now packed with treasure troves of detailed personality profiles of half the earth’s population, and nobody really knows how all that data is analyzed and used. The Everything Store is a now also omniscient: Big Bezos is watching you.

So, what should we do? Reading a little book can at best spur your motivation. But the real question is how the gain of knowledge travels from the brain to the hand to keep our finger when it gently glides across our tablet from clicking the “add to cart” button on Amazon? To lift your lazy behind, when you’re sitting down comfortably can be very hard. But, this is serious stuff and that is why we can’t sit idly by and watch how Amazon goes from an Everything Store to an Everything Ruler and from know-it-all to destroy-it-all. We have no choice we have to get off our sofas and out of our comfort zone.

Climate change and migration are the pressing issues of our times, and they are inextricably linked to our misguided global economic policies, which put profit before the planet, have no scruples employing modern child and slave laborers and have suffused entire continents with resource wars and misery. In this perfectly oiled machine of economic interests, which caused social oppression and growing inequality worldwide, a company like Amazon acts like a turbocharger for bigger, faster and more convenient consumerism. And we’re part of it, we bolster and stabilize a system that we know is going to lead us into the abyss. “We didn’t know,” is not going to cut it.

Twice a week there is a food truck selling freshly made rotisserie chicken in my neighborhood. The enticing aroma of the roasting chickens is detectable a block and a half away in my backyard. For a while, I regularly followed my nose all the way to the food truck, until one day when I was about halfway I started doing the math: seven euros for one whole fragrant, perfectly roasted, crispy brown chicken. You have to pay for the truck, the electricity for the grill, and the guy who stands at the grill all day and sweats. So how much would the actual chicken cost, when it comes out of the chicken factory, all plucked and headless? It can’t be much more than 2 Euros. And for that price that chicken was raised in just a few weeks with concentrated feed, plenty of antibiotics and under perverse production conditions until it reached its slaughter weight! After thinking that thought I was still hungry but said: “Thanks, but I’m not really hungry,” instead.

I think it’s called auto-suggestion and if we want to wean ourselves off of Amazon, a little self-hypnosis might just be the right thing. Here’s a little mantra we can go back to each time we catch ourselves on Amazon.com, to spell out what we really should remember to do:

Q, as in

Quick, cancel that Prime subscription right now, because it really is a prime scam. Roughly 100 million Prime customers buy two times as much as regular Amazon customers. Why is that? Because with a hefty Prime membership fee it just feels better to get two more packages with free shipping. We think we’re saving money, but really we’re just spending more. So, get rid of the subscription – which is also the best way not to fall for the Prime credit card.

U, as in

Un-think that Amazon is just a store. It’s a mega corporation and as such inevitably aiming to monopolize. Currently, the 300 million Amazon and Marketplace customers have 353.710.754 products to choose from. Additionally, Amazon Web Services provides digital infrastructure to thousands of businesses and enterprises. With the introduction of the Prime credit card – listen up, all you bankers! – Amazon is now moving into the financial business. I’m guessing that Prime-Loans and Prime-Insurance may be next. Covering all the bases – that has been Amazon’s strategy from the get-go. With the data from all these services Amazon not only makes us predictable and transforms our fundamental democratic rights into a smart dictatorship including high-tech-surveillance.

I, as in

Imagine what it’s like for workers at Amazon. Jeff Bezos recently proudly announced that the minimum wage for the United States would rise to $15 an hour. But behind that raise lurks a by no means altruistic calculation. Quite the contrary is true: It’s all about weakening the competitors. As soon as the holiday season ramps up, Amazon will have the much-needed temporary staff by offering higher wages than others like Walmart or Target. Here in Germany, the worker’s union ‘Verdi’ has been fighting with Amazon over a wage agreement for years. These 14.500 pieceworkers work full speed and under permanent surveillance, we can’t turn our backs on them.

T, as in

Think about your personal carbon footprint, when you shop online. In Germany Amazon ships approximately 1.1 million packages each day. Delivering a package right to your doorstep makes for 277 grams (or 9.77 oz.) of CO2. If the delivery needs three attempts, it’s already one kilo (or 35.3 oz.) of CO2, and if you return anything you ordered online, well, good night climate protection. But what’s even more catastrophic for your carbon footprint is to go try something on in a store and then order it online, just to save a few cents.

N, as in

No to shopping with Amazon should come naturally for anyone who’s a clear thinking, freedom loving human being.

O, as in

Our objective should be to put an end to Amazon’s omnipresence in our lives and not deepen our dependency. Let’s imagine Amazon as an industrial farm and we are the livestock that is fattened up. This beautiful smart life only lasts as long as we can pay for it. And once we can’t – Amazon doesn’t have more than a Smile for us – as was the case in Seattle – and then just moves on to minimizing its profit and maximizing its revenue to save taxes again.

W, as in

Wow, you did it!

You spelled it all out so you can QUIT NOW!

Quitting Amazon will only be the beginning of thinking about what kind of present we will want to live in the future…


Feel free to leave feedback or further thoughts on the topic at

#schnauzealexa or via email: schnauzealexa@westendverlag.de


Special thanks for inspirational exchanges go out to

Lotte, Milli, Friedhelm, Mathias, Marlene, Sandra, Marvin and all the friends of Westend Verlag
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