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Translation 

Mr. Ince’s wage 
 
Dursun Ince is a drifter and yet always wants to meet people. This is why, as a 
stopgap, he does the strenuous and dirty jobs.  
 
A portrait of a man who spends his life chasing work. 
 
In the middle of the night on the way to the job casino 
Photo on previous pages: Dursun Ince being familiarised by site engineer, Bernd 
Buchwalder  
 
• During the night, when the Blackberry is fast asleep, his alarm reminds him that his 
time has come. It makes a monotonous, metallic hammering sound like the 
accompaniment of his days. He tosses and turns but eventually gives in. That’s his life in 
a sentence. 

He rolls out of bed and slips into blue working trousers and a knitted blue jumper and 
then pulls a blue knitted hat over his head. Dursun Ince, whose name is another story, 
looks like an Aral pump attendant on the high seas. He ties his shoelaces, with his shoes 
still caked with the dust and sweat from the last building site. He then takes his “Work-
On”, working gloves, made in China. He’s now ready for work, anywhere and perhaps 
even in the country where his gloves were made. 

During the night, when the wage days begin, the centre of his world shifts from his flat 
in Berlin-Kreuzberg to the quiet area of Neukölln – the area where it will be decided 
whether is he needed or not. Luck will decide and it may be cold. Days promising wages 
can change to days of waiting – in other words lost days. The hope of being of use 
makes men like him travel through the city at night, not knowing what decision awaits 
them. They are driven by a desire to belong, like the others who wake up and take their 
places in the world of work. They are looking for the gaps in this world – they want to 
plug them just for one day or a couple of hours and for a few quid. 

Ince is a prototype of the modern day labourer, a man who defines his relationship to 
work according to his perceptions. The new-age day labourers are different to the men 
of the Great Depression, who tied placards to themselves begging for “Any kind of work”. 
They are not the hollow-eyed creatures driven by fear. They don’t have to work every 
day or take on any job. They are not suffering from lack of money but rather the poverty 
of their days. 

If we accompany Ince for one and a half years through the phases of the life of the 
day labourer and the periods of inactivity, we obtain an image of a man, who has settled 
into his meagre present situation. He is being supported by a state, which will not 
abandon him. The state calls this “Basic security for job seekers”, whilst society calls it 
“Hartz IV” (being on welfare). Ince is grateful for this money, because it supports him 
through the days when he has no wages.  

The gap in his life is the shortage of work and the lack of any challenge. Like the 
majority of day labourers, he breaks the stereotype of being a recipient of unemployment 



benefit II. He does not wait for work, he follows it, but only up to a point and then he lets 
go. This is what is called the day labourer syndrome. They are incapable of commitment. 
They want to belong but do not make any effort to repair the gap between them and the 
world of work. They specifically target this gap. 

Ince quietly shuts the door behind him in his Kreuzberg flat and leaves his wife and 
four children. At 3.59 a.m. he catches the first underground train of the day at 
Schlesisches Tor. He has to catch this train if he doesn’t want to arrive late. The jobs are 
allocated at 4.30 a.m. and not a minute later. Ince travels through the world of work like 
this underground train – he goes a short distance and then gets off again. 

 
The gamble early in the morning: job or no job? 
 
He has started and left many jobs – that is the life of the day labourer. It is difficult to 
write them down on paper and to use them to apply for jobs. Ince‘s name rings of an 
immigrant background and other unhelpful concepts of the new Germany, but he is just 
a Turkish statistic as far as German history is concerned. Ince and the world of work 
never really came together and this associates him with German day labourers. They 
are strangers in their country. 

The place where the decision is made is at the end of Sonnenallee, in an area of 
Neukölln, which looks like an inflated toyland. On his way, Ince passes the Glücksoase 
amusement arcade, the Koma pub and the Estrel Hotel, which is moored up like a cruise 
ship on the banks of the Neukölln ship canal. Between the Curry-Sonne sausage stand 
and the Steinreich allotments he stops in front of a large, dark monstrosity of a building, 
on the front of which shines the word in white letters, which attracts him: WORK. 
 

The Berlin-South job agency is the Mecca for day labourers, the focus of their world. 
They traipse from all corners of the city to the monstrosity and stand in front of the rear 
entrance. They do not form a queue. Luck decides. They adopt the attitude of the day 
labourers. They stand ready and wait. 

The building, in which they look for work, has the architecture of the authority, which 
will find them work: massive and higgledy-piggledy – a building, in whose corridors one 
gets lost. During the early hours of the day, only three windows on the ground floor are 
lit. Behind one sits Thomas Schröder. He is the man who guides the day labourers to the 
gaps in the world of work. 

At half past three, when Ince is leaving his flat, Schröder is already starting up the 
systems in his office. He switches on the computer, radio and coffee machine. Then he 
sits down at his desk, listens to the messages on his answer machine and reads emails. 
The gaps in the world of work often open up outside his working hours. For example, if 
someone who pulls down the walls is missing from a building site; if someone to carry 
the washing machine is absent from the removal company; if there is somebody who 
wipes the blades who is absent from the slaughterhouse. 

Day labourers are easy to locate. They are found in rooms where it is very cold or hot, 
very dusty or very humid. But it’s always dirty. They work with their hands and perform 
clearly defined and not too complicated tasks. They are the people who carry and stoop 
– the most important part of their anatomy is their backbone. That is perhaps why so 
many of them are broken. 



On this particular morning, Schröder can make two men an exceptional offer. A 
building company is looking for two labourers to rip up a needle-felt floor covering. It is 
offering ten Euros per hour for three days. A day labourer’s dream. The company 
describes the job as “working in an uncomfortable position”. Schröder guesses what 
awaits the men. “Some time or other they won’t be able to stand up any more,” he says. 
“Then they will have to be rolled out with the felting.” 

The company has a request. It asks Schröder not only to look out for “the ability to 
cope with stress” but also for a “tidy appearance”. Schröder understands this, he is 
aware of the appearances of the day labourers. He highlights the request with a yellow 
marker and then goes to the door, behind which the men are waiting in the darkness. 
“Right,” says Schröder and rattles his bunch of keys, “Into the lion’s den!” 

The men stub out their cigarettes and go into the light. The room where the decision 
is made is a rectangle with seven rows of light blue bucket seats joined by bars, which 
can be found in almost all labour agencies – the corporate design of the reformed social 
state. The men all look in the same direction – towards the hole in the wall. 

Schröder is sitting behind the hole. When he has any news for the men on the other 
side, he opens a hatch and briefly shows his face. There is a small box in front of the 
hatch and as the men file past they put cards inside, on which are written their names. 
They then take a seat and wait for the moment to arrive. 

Every morning, the moment arrives at half past four, when Schröder appears in the 
hole. He grabs the box, takes out the cards and shuffles them. The men remain silent 
and stare at Schröder’s hands; some get up. Schröder shuffles the cards again and lays 
them side by side like a patience player. The jobs are given out in this order – if he has 
any. 

Schröder announces the order and the men who hear their name last, take their cards 
and go. Schröder has not yet said how many jobs he can offer, but the men know that 
there are seldom more than two or three. Schröder has 17 cards in front of him. 

He looks at the cards and thinks, then he asks the men, who appear to him to be 
capable of hard work and of well cared-for appearance, to come into his office. He now 
has to be careful.  He rules out luck. At this point the men are sensitive, particularly 
those of an unkempt appearance. Mr. Zimmermann doesn’t want to take out any needle 
felting. He says he’s done it before and afterwards could not walk upright for several 
days. The next candidate says: it’s too much money. 

 
The job exchange: Thomas Schröder (r.) shuffles the cards for Dursun Ince (l.) and the 
other day labourers 
 

This is the dilemma facing day labourers – too much money. In the eyes of the social 
state they are recipients and if the unemployed work, this confuses the state and leads 
to mistrust. It fears that they could receive too much. The state does not acknowledge 
day labourers but only unemployment benefits I and II. Day labourers receive 
unemployment benefits, class II – the state worked out a rate of 359 Euros per month for 
their “means-tested basic social welfare”. If they work too much and earn more than 100 
Euros a month, the state will deduct a large portion of their wages from their 
unemployment benefit. 

If day labourers exceed the 100 Euro limit, they enter the world of offsetting. The 



more they work the more they earn, the more is offset against them. To offset is a 
deceptive term. It sounds like acknowledgement but for the day labourers it’s another 
word for loss. For every Euro they earn above the 100 Euro limit, they are left with 20 
cents. If they exceed the 800 Euro limit, then they are only allowed to keep 10 cents of 
every Euro. 

To attempt not to forbid the unemployed to work and at the same time to protect the 
state against exploitation is the balancing act facing the social state. It is difficult to 
squeeze justice into formulae. 

Most of the day labourers disappear as soon as they reach the 100 Euro limit. They 
withdraw to their flats and wait for the end of the month when they again become 
recipients. However, some continue to work because they need the money immediately 
and because they cannot stand the emptiness at home. 

Thomas Schröder cannot change the system – he can only attempt to facilitate it. He 
is aware of the impatience of the day labourers and of their short-sightedness when 
handling money. This is their weak point and it applies to the candidate who says that 
the money is too much. 

“I’m sure you would rather have the money as cash in hand at the end of the day than 
wait until the end of the month,” says Schröder. “I don’t want to,” says the man – “Well,” 
says Schröder, “that is the problem”.  

The problem is Ince‘s opportunity. He is the third man on Schroder’s list. He listens to 
what is on offer and then the two face each other in silence. “Well?” asks Schröder after 
a while. Ince does not understand the question and doesn’t understand that he could say 
“No”. He looks at Schröder as if to ask: Have I got up in the middle of the night in order 
to turn down work? 

Dursun Ince, job offer 2071, tax class 3 now has work for 3 days. In Schröder’s file, 
there is an incomplete list of stations on Ince’s path through the world of work: car 
mechanic, packer, salesman, kitchen porter, warehouse keeper, professional lorry 
driver, plastics processor. Needle felt remover fits in well. 

Schröder now deals with the details as he is the personal advisor to the day 
labourers. He copies Ince’s wage tax card and social insurance ID and staples them to 
the “Certificate of casual earnings according to paragraph 313 of the Third book of the 
Social Security Code II”. He then copies a section from the city map, marks the place 
where Ince has to work and explains to him which underground train is the best for him 
to take. If the third book of the Social Security Code II demanded it, Schröder would also 
make him his sandwiches. 

That’s the attraction of the life of the day labourer. The men do not have to read the 
situations vacant column; they do not have to apply for a job. They just have to go to the 
decision room and trust to luck. 

The other needle felt flooring remover is Thomas Menzel. He is there for the first time 
today and an hour later he goes away with an address and the promise of 3 days’ work. 
He doesn’t look as if he feels happy about it. 

At half past six, Ince and Menzel meet at the underground station in Wedding. They 
go into a former factory hall, on the roof of which are white satellite dishes and then they 
wait in the foyer of Deutsche Welle. At reception they are received by Bernd 
Buchwalder. He is the man who they are to take up the felt flooring for. They put their 
names in the visitors’ book and clip the visitor ID to their chest. “We have to behave in a 



very restrained way here,” says Buchwalder. “Keep out of the way, stay clean; every 
minor misdemeanour is immediately reported upstairs,” – he means the bosses’ floor. 

Room 125 is 101.87 m2 in size and is fitted with grey felt flooring, according to 
established German office culture. 

 
Back-breaking work: Dursun Ince and Thomas Menzel take up the fitted carpet 
 
Ince and Menzel take out carpet knives and get down on their knees. They slit the 
carpet, then they take a hammer and ram a chisel between carpet and floor. They are 
looking for a place to start. They pull on the carpet but it keeps slipping out of their 
hands. They use pliers but the carpet appears to be inseparably glued to the floor. “Old 
Swedish steel,” shouts Menzel and throws his pliers away. He throws his head back and 
walks round in a circle. “The others knew why they didn’t want to do it.”  
Ince says nothing. 
They get back on their knees and pull the felt flooring in slow-motion, centimetre by 
centimetre as if they were skinning an animal. They cling to the carpet, they tug at it and 
their faces are red. They brace themselves against the resistance and are standing 
lopsidedly in their shoes. And then the carpet rips and they topple over as if they have 
been shot. 

Ince is better equipped than Menzel; he has his working gloves and handkerchief, 
with which to wipe away the sweat from his forehead. Menzel has bare hands and a 
quick temper. When Ince sees how Menzel‘s face goes red when he hears how he 
snorts and gets more and more annoyed, he passes him his bottle of water and says, 
“Take a break”. 

The felt flooring in room 125 is like a stage on which Ince and Menzel are performing 
an intimate play in the new-old world of work. Long before they were bending double in 
this place, the workers of the Allgemeine Elektricitäts-Gesellschaft [General Electricity 
Company] bolted locomotives together in these halls. The strands of various eras of 
work are combined in room 125. It is a fitting place for a story about modern day 
labourers. They are kneeling on the floor of the editorial department of “Deutschland 
heute”. 

Ince and Menzel are an incongruous couple. During the breakfast break, whilst drying 
themselves off, they gauge each others background. Ince was born 45 years ago near 
Erzincan. “I’m from Anatolia,” he says. It sounds like an apology. Menzel was born in 
Berlin 39 years ago. “I’m from Neukölln,” he says. It sounds like a reproach. He looks at 
Ince and reflects for a while. “I don’t have anything against foreigners,” he says, “but 
they chuck their rubbish out of the window.” Ince sips his tea and says nothing. He’s very 
good at keeping quiet. 

 
From Anatolia to Berlin, without actually getting there 
 
On the felt flooring, in the battle with high-quality German work, they complement each 
other well – the quiet Turk and the angry German. It helps that Menzel sees how Ince 
throws his sandwich bag in the waste bin. 

When Buchwalder indicates that it’s time for the lunch break, Menzel rushes to the 
door as if he intended to flee. Ince walks aimlessly along the road and stops between 



two snack bars, one Turkish and one German. He looks through the windows, hesitates 
and then enters the Turkish snack bar. He orders a doner kebab and sits at the table at 
the back on the left side, between the slot machines and the wall painting of a mosque. 
He is sitting somewhere between Berlin and Anatolia. 

He takes on a distant look when he remembers his childhood, the years in which he 
looked after sheep with his father in the mountains of Anatolia. He misses the expanse 
of the fields and their quietness. He would love to return to the land of his longing, 
Schleswig-Holstein. Ince was 14 years old when his father brought the family over to 
Germany, the country of employment. They ended up in Talkau, near Mölln, where the 
father found work on a farm. He was the farmhand who did everything. 

The owner of the estate died sometime but worked to the bitter end and Ince’s family 
moved on. Sometimes the widow writes letters to him asking if he doesn’t want to come 
back. He would go tomorrow but his wife refuses. She fears the loneliness in the 
provinces and he does not contradict her – he does not find that easy. 
When the first lights of the rush hour traffic pass the window, those who remain behind in 
the decision room begin their employment programme. They sit on the bars and 
consider whether they should emigrate to Norway. They wonder what it says in the 
Koran. They hear the sound of the heels of the female clerks in the corridor and imagine 
how they sway their hips in time. They ring their mobiles and dance to the ringtones. 
 
Nobody can continue working like this to 67: Dursun Ince during a breather 
 

One of the men never sits down. He shuffles through the room like a sleep walker and 
examines the door hinges, the light switches, the sockets and the heating valve. He 
shakes everything as if he’s looking for something that he might repair. At these 
moments, the room has a therapeutic effect. 

 
The advantage of the day labourer: he does not have to tie himself down 
 
In room 125, on the floor of the Deutschland heute editorial office, Ince places his hands 
on his stomach. He’s having trouble digesting the kebab. Sweat runs down his neck and 
he’s exhausted, but he does not give up. He pulls on the felting as if he were trying to 
resist the meaning of his name. When asked what Dursun means, he smiles and says, 
“Let it be”. 

Everything about him is chubby. His body fits a man who is quite elusive. He moves 
in an inconspicuous manner; his appearance is modest and he always seems to be 
hesitant but fully resolved in his mind not to commit himself too much. 

On the following morning, when Ince enters the foyer of Deutsche Welle and writes 
his name in the visitors book, Menzel‘s name is already there. In the column headed 
“Company name”, Menzel wrote “Job Center”. However, Ince enters the name of 
Buchwalder’s company. He wants to be part of it. 

They are better equipped today. Menzel is wearing his industrial gloves, site shoes 
and a clean white T-shirt. Buchwalder has got hold of claw grips to stop the felt flooring 
slipping through their hands. But the bending of the first day has really put them under 
strain and their movements are much slower and stiffer. After half an hour Menzel looks 
around and bends towards Ince and asks: “Shall we have a break?” “Please do,” says 



Ince and continues working. 
Menzel looks at him as if he would like to spit in his face. He attacks the felt flooring 

and tears at it as if it was a fight, which he must win within the first few seconds. Ince 
has a relaxed look and a more steady rhythm and never complains. He is the better 
German. 

Menzel now looks round more frequently. He becomes quieter. He lies in wait. 
Sometime after the breakfast break he puts on his jacket and says: “Back again in a 
minute”. 

It takes a while before Ince realises that Menzel has done a bunk. For a time he 
worries about him but carries on working as if nothing had happened. Buchwalder is 
pleased about this. He observes how Ince dispatches the felt flooring, quietly and 
without getting angry. At the end of the day he kneels next to him and says: “We will 
have to talk about your future”.  

Ince looks at him as if this word makes him anxious. Future. It sounds like something 
that could be too big for him – endless needle felt flooring. “You have proved that you 
have stamina,” says Buchwalder. “Can you imagine working for me on a regular basis?” 
Ince looks down at his shoes and says nothing. And then he says, what he often says at 
times when he has to make a decision. He says “Well yes”. 

Buchwalder makes things easier for him and asks what he did before his life as a day 
labourer. Ince tells him that he started an apprenticeship as a mechanic at Mercedes-
Benz but did not complete it. Buchwalder nods and waits for an answer to his first 
question. But Ince is at a loss for words. Buchwalder gives up and presses a 100 Euro 
note into his hand: the wage for the day. 

Day labourers live a contradiction. They make themselves available but do not want 
to be available. They want to belong to the working population but do not wish to give up 
the freedom of their lifestyle. The freedom to decide each morning whether to work of 
not. The freedom to accept one job and reject another. Things are not so bad for them 
that they are forced to break with their life as day labourers. 

There are design errors in the world of day workers. They do the hardest, dirtiest 
work, but the most capable and most able never enter this world. Most day workers are 
over 40, many over 50, some over 60. The younger ones, says Schröder, aren't willing to 
get up at three in the morning. “That's just about when they're usually getting home.” 
That’s lucky for the older people, but they pay for it. They come into the room a little 
more tired each day. Schröder sees it in the way they walk, hears it in their voices. 
“Some,” he says, “seem somehow used up.” 

Unemployment has been Schröder's work since 1982, back when the agency was still 
an institute. His title combines the bulk of the old days with the sound of the new; he’s 
called the “Technical assistant for job allocation in the job centre.” The newspeak of the 
agency is more than just a cover. It reflects the change in the working world, the 
decoupling of work from career, the end of the “position” as a permanent place. From 
work, defined in the German Duden dictionary as “bodily or mental activity”, we come to 
a job, an “opportunity to earn money”. 

Schröder sits in his office as though it were the antechamber to the new working 
world. He's a temporary worker, actually belonging to the Labour Agency, which handles 
the difficult cases, the recipients of Level I unemployment. But since the state has 
stopped differentiating between the unemployed and those in need of social help, 



Schröder helps out in the job centre, the collection point for the hopeless cases, the 
recipients of Level II unemployment. It’s changed his outlook, his feeling for what can be 
done. “I'm happy,” says Schröder, “when I go home in the evening and can say, ‘Today I 
made somebody happy.’” 

For most day workers, Schröder is a pig, the face of the state for which they’ve lost all 
respect. They don't see what the state does for them. They see only that the state asks 
questions, demands responsibility. That it believes paper more than their word. 
Schröder, the agent of happiness, is just a tool for them. They use him. 

At 5:30, a stranger steps into the room. He's combed his remaining hair back and cut 
it straight on the back of his neck, and under his arm is a clipboard. He's wearing sand-
coloured linen shoes with white soles, and glasses with narrow lenses that he pushes up 
on his forehead with a practiced movement. He looks like a head physician on his 
rounds. 
“The late shift!” calls someone. The stranger flinches, then sits in one of the back rows 
and opens a small book. It is entitled “Time management.” He places the clipboard on 
his lap and draws tables and curves on squared paper; maybe he's looking for his lost 
time. Sometimes he lifts his head and looks at the men around him like figures he’s 
trying to decode. He is an architect without work. He leaves at some point, and never 
returns. 

On the morning of the third day, Menzel shows up at the Deutsche Welle again. He 
wants his pay. With the meticulousness of an accountant, he reckons that he worked for 
three and a half hours before disappearing. That he left Ince in the lurch and took the 
spot from another day worker doesn't seem to have occurred to him. Buchwalder doesn’t 
want to argue. He gives him 35 Euros and asks why he left. “Because it's a crappy job,” 
says Menzel. Then he mimics Buchwalder and goes to the door, turns to Ince, and says: 
“Have a nice day.” 

Ince says nothing. He has a new partner on the felt floor. Crawling next to him is 
Norbert Linke, 39 years old, advanced Certificate of Secondary Education, quit his 
apprenticeship in Beiersdorf, contracts with temporary agencies, final inspection on 
conveyor belt, flight dispatcher at Tempelhof, a girlfriend with cancer of the tongue, 
prognosis not good. “I have to get out,” says Linke, “I'm going crazy at home.” 

At quarter to ten, Buchwalder approaches and Ince and Linke look at him knowingly. 
They’re sitting on a felt floor island that barely has room for them. “I've got nothing more 
here,” says Buchwalder. That's the kiss of death for the day worker. He pays them up 
until eleven o'clock, and asks Ince for his phone number. He's not interested in Linke's. 

Ince makes a defeated face. He saw the felt floor disappearing under him, but he 
thought it would somehow keep going, at least until the end of the day. The dreams of 
day workers are short term. He and Linke rip the last bit of felt off the floor, then they 
take the elevator down to the receptionist and hand over their visitor's badges, two guest 
workers in Germany. 
 
A happy moment: Dursun Ince with wife and children 
 
He could get by without work. But just financially 
 
They go back into the lottery. Linke goes to the supermarket to get the deposit for the 



empty bottles he gathered in the last few minutes on the work site. 1.25 Euros. That's his 
bonus, the value of seven minutes and 30 seconds of work in a less-than-ergonomic 
position. Ince goes home. There, he sits in front of the inlaid cabinet wall where the 
pictures of his life are on display, and watches the RTL 2 afternoon program on the 
television with his kids. “When I have a break,” he says, “I feel like something's missing.” 

Ince believes that the German social state takes good care of him. The state gives 
him money for a life without work, for the rent, the children, the electric bill. He doesn't 
understand how some families can’t live on this money. “It works,” he says.  

Ince would have liked to get his German citizenship. A few years ago, he tried for 
citizenship, but he didn't have the patience for the process. He moved through the halls 
of the bureaucracy like he moves through the working world. Finally, he gave up. 

Once, he wanted to leave Germany. He found a wanted ad in the newspaper; they 
were looking for lumberjacks in Canada. He liked the idea of working in the quiet of the 
forest. He called, but he didn't go. He just says, “Oh well.” 

In his office in Sonnenallee, Schröder picks up the phone and calls a few companies 
that regularly call him for day workers. He asks for their experiences, their needs. 
 
“They want to be stroked, too,” says Schröder. Then he calls companies who he thinks 
could be interested in his men. Some are surprised that there’s still such a thing as day 
workers. Others see it as an invitation to take advantage. They think they can pay the 
men off with a three-Euro hourly rate. “They think these are the bottom of the barrel,” 
says Schröder. Sometimes he sounds like the day workers’ lawyer. 

For Ince, work was always something to be chased, from Anatolia to Schleswig-
Holstein, from Kreuzberg to Neuköln. The thought that work could wait for him is foreign 
to him. He’s a man of all seasons, and he’s looking for the right job for each one. 

Last summer, he worked for a construction company. He was supposed to work for 
two weeks on tear-down work – a long-term contract for a day worker. He uses a 
wheelbarrow to take rubble to the container, reliable and quiet. But on the third day, he 
makes a mistake. A loading flap opens on the container and hits his thigh. He keeps 
working because he doesn't want to lose the job, but soon, he can't walk. Ince 
apologises and goes to the hospital. 

 
Once he tries to run. Into the past 
 
It takes a week until he can move his leg again, and he decides not to work on 
construction sites again. Ince is afraid that he’d have worse luck in the next accident. 
That the same thing could happen to him that happened to the day worker he once saw 
touching a high-voltage cable. 

In autumn, Ince takes a new path. He settles down a little. He takes a mini-job as a 
traffic sign cleaner, bringing order to the German sign jungle – pulling off stickers, 
removing graffiti, 12.5 hours a week, 400 Euros a month. It’s his reaction to the financial 
crisis. The gaps in the labour market are closing. It’s tight for day workers in times of 
insolvency. The life of a traffic sign cleaner is Ince’s attempt to stay relevant to the 
system. 

In winter, he broadens his portfolio. He becomes a member of the fast-response 
troops of the Berlin Municipal Cleaners. He rakes leaves, shovels snow, scatters salt, 



whenever the weather opens up gaps in the personnel coverage of the municipal 
cleaners. He’s lucky. It’s a long, icy winter. 

Ince feels that his body is a dwindling resource, and he starts to think like an 
entrepreneur. He widens his vision. He wants a forklift driving licence to gain access to 
the interfaces of the globalised world. He believes it might be a way out of the world of 
construction scrap and felt floors. 

He feels trapped in the cycle of the day worker’s live, the narrow confines of the city, 
and one morning he breaks out. After a night of weakness when he worked on a 
construction site again, he takes his pay and buys a ticket to Schleswig-Holstein. He 
gets in the train and travels back into his past, to the farm where his father was a hired 
man. The letters from the lonely widow don’t leave Ince alone. He wants to work for her, 
but he comes too late. The widow has found other men. He’s gone for a day, immersed 
in his dream of life. He returns to Berlin at night, disillusioned, lost in the city. A farmer 
without land. 

In the spring, Ince’s life falls apart. He gets thinner in the crisis, he eats little and 
drinks no beer. His liver test brings bad results. He hasn't been to see Schröder for a 
long time. He doesn't want it any more, getting up in the middle of the night, reading the 
cards in the decision room. 

On work days, he sits in his living room as though someone had forgotten him there. 
There's not much in this room. A sofa, a table, a television, and him. The cabinet wall 
where he kept the pictures of his life has disappeared. “My wife threw it out,” he says, 
and looks at the naked wall. The wife is still with him, but he sits there like a picture of 
the emptiness in his life. 

He’s torn the wallpaper off the walls and the carpet from the floor. He’s going to be his 
own day worker. In the hall, he’s laid a new laminate floor, but he had to take it back up 
again. He hadn’t asked the landlord for permission. Ince sits in front of the television as 
though it’s a fire at which he’s warming himself. On the table is a Watchtower pamphlet 
from the Jehovah’s Witnesses with the title “Christian rebirth: the path to salvation?” It's 
strange reading material for an Alawite. 

He’s harder and harder to reach, he’s often withdrawn, but for him, it seems that 
everyone else is drawing away from him. The widow has stopped writing. A letter he 
sent her was returned as undeliverable. He thinks she’s dead. Schröder’s gone, too. 
When Ince entered the decision room after a long time, another man was shuffling the 
cards there. But it’s a waste of time. He has no jobs. 

Germany's growing unemployment follows the crisis like an aftershock, and the orgy 
of short-term work is sealing up the last few gaps in the working world. Everything’s 
changing in the room – the figures, the faces, the atmosphere. Schröder isn’t gone, he 
was just on vacation. He sits behind the hole like a tourist, fit and tanned, and bows over 
the reports of the past few months. Before the crisis, he could assign over 200 jobs in a 
good month, but now it’s just over 100. The day workers’ lottery is repeated every 
morning, an endless loop of disappointment. 

While the Chancellor is off saving banks and scrap bubbles are forming, Schröder 
and the day workers are negotiating the coffee arrangements. The man can’t afford the 
coffee at the petrol station across the street any more, and they agree with Schröder that 
they will buy the coffee at Aldi, and he'll brew it for them. It helps Schröder bridge the 
silence after the day work lottery. Then he asks, quickly: “Coffee?” 



There’s one fewer row of seats in the room now. Maybe they needed the chairs on 
the other side of the street, in the job centre, where the line of unemployed in front of the 
door is getting longer and longer. They’re lined up for 70 metres down the street now, to 
the entrance to the McDonald’s drive-through. 

In front of Schröder’s door, the group is smaller. Mr. Bogen, the shipbuilder, is still 
there, sitting at the window and reading a book entitled “Renewable Energy.” Mr. Müßig 
is still working hard. Menzel, who left Ince in the lurch, still walks away when he’s tired of 
the construction site. But Linke, who replaced him, and Mr. Zimmermann, who didn’t 
want to tear out felt floors, have disappeared, as has the man who never sat down. 

Three new jobseekers are sitting in the front row, but they don’t fit into the room. They 
have the smooth faces of youth, and it says something about the pressure in the 
marketplace that they aren’t on the other side of the street to move a few pieces of 
paper. The two Turks and the Lebanese impress Schröder, because with their close-
clipped haircuts and low-slung trousers, they look like they’d rather be robbing mobile 
phones at four in the morning. But they’re here. They don’t turn any job down, they don’t 
disappear from any construction site, and they keep playing a song by the rapper Sido 
on their mobile phones. It's the background music for their day. 

 
 

Get up, go out / And just do it / Today's your day / Just get off your ass. 
 
 
Ince doesn’t return to the room. He’s his own job broker now. 
Sometimes he helps the fruit vendor on the street in front of his house, sometimes he 
works for the neighbour’s cleaning company and picks the rubbish out of the bushes in 
the park. He earns a little money, but he misses the pay from work. The feeling of been 
needed for more than a few hours, of belonging for more than a few hours. 

One night, Ince stands in a women’s toilet, hitting the walls. He's swinging a 
sledgehammer, and with every blow, he disappears deeper into a cloud of white dust. 
The call was unexpected – Buchwalder needed him, and Ince came. He's filling 
wheelbarrows with rubble and rolling them through corridors whose walls are festooned 
with service schedules and union brochures about broken pay schedules. Ince doesn't 
see them. He’s wearing safety glasses, a dust mask, and ear plugs. He’s a being from 
another world. 

Sometime during the night, Ince stands outside in a sweat-soaked undershirt and 
shivers, his eyes completely bloodshot. “I think,” he says, “I'm not going to make it until 
morning.” He drinks an espresso from the machine, the fifth tonight, then he hears one 
of the workers call: “Where's my Turkish sidekick?” He goes back into the women’s 
toilet. 

The next morning, he drags the bags of rubbish into the courtyard and sweeps 
around the container, his head covered with dust, looking like his hair has gone gray 
overnight. He takes his pay and crosses the street the way he came, moving backwards. 
He sits down in a bakery and has a bit of pastry, then goes downstairs to the subway. 
Halfway down, he stops, looking at the people passing, all going the other way. “They're 
going to work,” says Ince, “and I'm going home.” 

He looks as though that doesn't make him happy. 



Winner AV 

Thomas Reutter 

Report title: "Herr Dinse wird obdachlos" (“Mister Dinse turns 

homeless”) 

Published in: ARD, 13/01/2010 

After the completion of his studies of political science, Thomas Reutter started writing for 
the “Frankfurter Rundschau”, “die Rheinpfalz” and several other newspapers. He worked 
as a TV freelancer for the ARD programs “Monitor”, “Tagesthemen” and 
“Morgenmagazin as well as other programs. He was part of the Badische TV Production 
in the SDR Studio in Mannheim from 1995 to 1998 and produced background stories, 
reportage and documentary films for the federal state program and “das ERSTE”. In 
1998 he changed to the Report Mainz. The 21st International Environmental Film Festival 
“Ökomedia” presented his reportage “Urwald zu Kleinholz – Raubhändlern auf der Spur” 
in the year 2004. Amnesty International awarded him with the Mahler Movie Award for 
human rights in the Category “Foreign Country” for his coverage about children and 
teenagers in the Iraqi prison Abu Ghraib in 2005. In 2007 he was awarded the main 
prize of the international Environmental Film Festival EKTOPFILM in Bratislava for his 
reportage “Öl-Alarm in Westsibirien”. The Press Club Mainz Foundation awarded 
Reutter in 2008 with the Mainz Journalist prize for his movie “Mörderische 
Subventionen”. For the Movie “Der Tropenholzfirma auf der Spur”, he was awarded, 
together with Manfred Ladwig, the “Stork Nest Grand Prix” for long documentary movies 
at the Green Wave Festival in Bulgaria in 2009. 
 

Summary: "Herr Dinse wird obdachlos" (“Mister Dinse turns homeless”) 

Wolfgang Dinse lives alone in Greifswald/Germany. For a long time, he has been 
unemployed, but with the support of Hartz IV, he could make a living. To receive this 
benefit from the state, he regularly needs to send application letters. Since he missed 
applying for jobs, his social benefit was shortened. Many financial sanction later, he 
loses all benefits, his social security and in the end even his appartment: he becomes 
homeless. However, Mr Dinse is illiterate – he was never able to send application letters. 
And he always told. 

The reporter is present at the eviction of the appartment, he is accompanying Mr Dinse 
to the homeless accommodation and is confronting Erich Bartels, head of the agency in 
charge, with the case of Mr Dinse, asking for justification of the sactions.  

The story of Mr Dinse shows possible consequences of the recent Hartz IV law: the total 
exclusion of poor people. The report puts into question the need for sanctions, which are 
part of the Hartz IV-law, especially those sanctions related to housing. 

After a short report for the ARD-magazine REPORT MAINZ was produced, the reporter 
did a 10- minute report on the case of Mr Dinse. One year later, the documentation 
« Abgestempelt ? Leben mit Hartz IV » (Translation: Written off: Living with Hartz IV) 



was broadcasted: In this 45-minutes version, the reporter meets –exactly after one year 
– again Mr Dinse and Mr Erich Bartels.  

Additionally, other stories of Hartz IV-beneficiaries that are excluded and harrassed by 
their jobcenters, are presented. The submitted 3-minutes-version is part of this 
documentary.  

 

The national winners were selected by a national jury which consisted 
of: 

- Julitta Münch, WDR, National Ambassador 

- Phillip Krohn, Journalist, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 

- Michael Rediske, Head of Berlin-Brandenburg Journalist Association 

- Peggi Liebisch, National Poverty Conference 

- Carsten Lietz, EC representation 


	Mr. Ince’s wage
	• During the night, when the Blackberry is fast asleep, his alarm reminds him that his time has come. It makes a monotonous, metallic hammering sound like the accompaniment of his days. He tosses and turns but eventually gives in. That’s his life in a sentence.
	He looks as though that doesn't make him happy.


