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How Far beyond Marienthal? 

Unemployed Protest in Germany in 
the Internet Era 

DEBORAH VIETOR-ENGLANDER 

In August 2002 a German government commission under the 
chairmanship of Peter Hartz proposed radical reforms to the 
German labour market and measures to stimulate employment. 
Hartz, who five years later received a suspended prison sentence 
for bribery, was at that time head of personnel at Volkswagen AG, 
Europe's biggest car manufacturer. To this day, the reforms 
remain closely associated with his name. Mter the implementation 
of stages I and 11 on I January 2003 and stage Ill a year later, the 
fourth and most controversial stage of the reforms, commonly 
called Hartz IV, came into effect on I January 2005. Hartz IV rad-
ically changed the benefit system for long-term unemployed (those 
unemployed for more than one year). Until then, the duration for 
which an unemployed person could receive income-related unem-
ployment insurance from the Central Unemployment Insurance 
Fund had depended on how long they had paid contributions. The 
second tier of the system was means-tested benefits for the long-
term unemployed (Arbeitslosenhilfe). Thirdly, welfare payments 
(Sozialhilfe) were designed to deal with cases of poverty and were 
administered by a different agency. 

The new system merged the welfare payments for able-bodied 
claimants and the means-tested unemployment benefits and 
brought the latter down to the level of the former. Unemployment 
Benefit 11 (Arbeitslosengeld If), or Hartz IV as it became known, was 
designed to provide only the most basic necessities of life. The 
reform also created a new type of local agency to administer 
Benefit 11, the Arbeitsgemeinschaften (ARGEn). Under the new 
rules, people who are made redundant are entitled to a maximum 
of one year's unemployment pay if they have paid insurance con-
tributions for a total of twelve months during the preceding 
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twenty-four months. Twelve months is the limit, regardless of how 
long unemployment insurance contributions have been paid, 
except for workers who are near retirement age. When insurance 
payments have ceased, residents of the Federal Republic between 
the ages of 15 and 65 who are physically able to work for a 
minimum of three hours a day can apply for Unemployment 
Benefit II. Low-paid workers whose wages are inadequate can also 
apply and receive a subsidy which is the difference between their 
net wage and Benefit II. 1 Benefit 11 is subject to a household 
means test. Applicants have to reveal all their sources of income 
and the income of a spouse or partner living in the same house-
hold is also taken into consideration. 

The reforms resemble those attempted by the British govern-
ment in 1934-5 and described by Stephanie Ward in her essay in 
this volume.2 And as in Britain almost seventy years earlier, they 
triggered spontaneous outbursts of protest action all over the 
country when the government moved to implement them from 
2003 onwards. As in Britain, the household means test was partic-
ularly resented. Protest was strongest in eastern Germany, where 
unemployment was especially high after reunification in 1ggo. 
The Monday Demonstrations became the signature event of this 
surprising wave of protest in which the workless and those who 
still had paid employment participated together. The name was 
taken from the weekly protest marches which initiated the down-
fall of the East German regime in 1g8g, but the Monday Demon-
strations against the welfare reforms were less successful. 

A New Forum ofProtest 

While the Monday Demonstrations were unable to stop the 
reforms, the internet offered some of the unemployed a new forum 
in which to voice their protest. This essay provides an analysis of 
this protest based on a continuous study of internet forums in the 

1 Benefit II consists offour segments paid by tbe ARGE: health insurance, excluding tbe 
standard fee of 10 euros per quarter for tbe first visit to a GP; contributions to tbe pension 
and care insurance fund; housing benefits for a flat of appropriate size for tbe number of 
people in the household and heating allowance; and monthly benefit allowance (Regelsatz) 
of 351 euros for a single person over 25 and child allowance (211 euros up to the age of 14 
and 281 euros up to the age of 25 minus state child benefit of 154 euros per child). 

2 See also Matthias Reiss, 'Hartz IV: Das britische Beispiel', Damals: Das Magazin für
Geschichte und Kultur, 36 (Dec. 2004), 8-II. 
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twenty months from I June 2006 to I February 2008. There are 
currently between twenty-five and thirty forums for the unem-
ployed and their number is rising. They differ considerably in type. 
One forum named Chefduzen, which is not included in this study, 
uses the German term Schmarotzer (scrounger) to describe itself. It 
sees itself as a forum for the 'happy unemployed' whose main aim 
is to avoid work and obtain maximum benefits, and it includes a 
section entitled 'arbeitslos und SpaB dabei'--in other words, being 
unemployed is fun. A semi-official forum, Diskussionsforum der 
Sozialamter, can be read by anyone, but only people actually 
working in welfare offices can contribute to it. It had I,468 regis-
tered users and 2o,I67 contributions in November 2007. This chat 
room is less relevant here as it is not a forum for protest, but has 
the purpose of facilitating exchange between officials. All the 
forums stress that they are not allowed to give legal advice and that 
they will not support fraudulent behaviour. Anonymity in the 
forums is by no means absolute. Unusual names, for example, can 
be traced through search engines, and references to local groups 
and demonstrations are frequently made in the messages. For this 
study, eight forums have been examined. 3 

The internet is, of course, not accessible to all the unemployed. 
According to statistics published by the Bundesverband fiir 
Alphabetisierung in September 2008, there were four million illit-
erate adult German citizens plus an unknown number of illiterate 
foreign residents. 4 This figure refers to people who are unable to 
read and write, not to computer illiteracy. However, illiterate 
unemployed frequently ask friends and relatives for help, so that 
their voices are represented in the forums to a certain extent. A 
large number of contributors to the forums (approximately 35 per 
cent) stated that they were writing on behalf of a friend or relative 
who was computer illiterate. Unemployed who are computer illit-
erate and have no friends or relatives to help them are, however, 

3 These chat rooms (number of queries as at Nov. 2007) are as follows: (1) 
<www.tacheles-sozialhilfe.de>, 430,8919 queries; (2) <www.erwerbslosenforum.de>, 8,8oo 
users, 5oo-6oo users online at any one time; (3) <www.arbeitslosenselbsthilfe.org/forum>, 
154,848 contributions, 8,035 users; (4) <forum.kijiji.de/forum-19.html>, 96,923 contribu-
tions, 1,584 users; (5) <forum.ahfd.org>, 98,611 contributions, 2,354 users; (6) <www.arbeit 
slosennetz.de> 68,ooo contributions, 8,900 users; (7) <www.sozialhilfe24.de>, 93,629 con-
tributions, 14,035 users; (8) <www.sozialhilfe-online.de>, 70,000 users per month. No. 2 
is the nearest thing there is to a lobby representing the unemployed, or, at least, it sees 
itself as such; nos. 7 and 8 include contributions from benefit office employees and are 
therefore not only protest forums. 4 <www.alphabetisierung.de>. 
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excluded. As a recent sociological analysis has shown, the digital 
world has created a new information underclass composed dis-
proportionately of the elderly and the poor. 5 This underclass is 
unable to deal with the world of the intemet and has very infre-
quent, if any, access to it. Many of its members have spent their 
lives working in occupations that do not require computer skills. 

Young people (those under 25) are more likely to be computer 
literate and are therefore over-represented, although they do not 
dominate the forums. However, the younger generation is split 
into two groups by their level of educational attainment. Members 
of both groups are frequently computer literate and have access to 
the intemet. However, the less well educated often use the inter-
net mainly to play games, while the better educated also use it for 
other purposes. The German school system divides children into 
three groups after four years of schooling at the age of 10. There 
are also a number of comprehensive schools ( Gesamtschulen) in 
Germany, but the three-tier system (Gymnasium, Realschule, and 
Hauptschule) still dominates. As several researchers have noted 
recently, children of claimants are most likely to attend the lowest 
tier (Hauptschule). Markus Breitscheidel, for example, revealed that 
every third child living in poverty had to repeat a year at primary 
school and that those attending Hauptschulen are well aware of the 
fact that they are considered losers. Many of them see no point 
in making an effort since their chances on the labour market are 
very slim anyway.6 

Geographically speaking, internet protest occurred on a very 
broad scale throughout Germany during the period under exam-
ination here. Certain areas, such as Berlin, were slightly more 
active than others, and more forums were created in the old states 
of West Germany than in the new Länder of the former German 
Democratic Republic, where the rate of unemployment was 
highest and wages low. 

For the purpose of this study, intemet protest is defined as 
voicing discontent about one's fate or level of benefits in the 
forums and asking for and receiving advice related to these griev-
ances. Contributors can remain anonymous if they wish and can 

5 Nadja Klinger andJens Konig, Einfach abgehängt: Ein wahrer Bericht iiber de neue Armut
in DeuLrchland (Berlin, 2006). 

6 Ulrike Meyer-Timpe, Unsere armen Kinder: Wie Deutschland seine Zukunft verspielt(Munich, 
2008), g; Markus Breitscheidel, Arm durch Arbeit: Ein Undercover-Bericht (Berlin, 2008), 57, 62; 
Huberta von Voss, Arme Kinder, Reiches Land: Ein Bericht aus Deutschland (Reinbek, 2008). 
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participate with relatively little effort. In the forums, comments 
are made as to the efficacy and efficiency-or the opposite-of 
specific ARGEn. In addition, people are put into contact with 
local advisory groups and local lawyers. 

The Reasons for the Internet Protests 

Further clauses were added to Hartz IV on rJune 2006 and came 
into force two months later. The government intended these to 
stop what it considered abuses of the new regulations. These 
clauses were the main cause of protest in the forums during the 
period of twenty months under review. 

The new regulations stated that if young people under the age 
of 25 were living in a flat of their own with the ARGE paying the 
rent before 17 February 2006, they could not be forced to return to 
their parents' household. If they were resident in their parents' 
home on or after this date and decided to move out, they would 
receive only 80 per cent of their benefits. Those who still lived with 
their parents after r August 2006 were considered to be part of 
their parents' Bedarfsgemeinschaft. Their share of the rent and their 
benefits were now paid to their parents. If the parents' income is 
high enough, they usually have to support their children until they 
turn 25 or have completed an apprenticeship or traineeship. 7 

The new regulations also prohibit unemployed people from 
leaving their immediate area of residence without the ARGE's 
permission, and not at all during the first three months of unem-
ployment, when special efforts are to be made to help them back 
into work. Benefit recipients are also required to check their mail-
boxes once a day. However, many ARGEn use private postal 
services which deliver several times a day. The letter from the 
ARGE might inform the unemployed of an appointment for the 
following day, and failure to keep such an appointment might well 
be penalized. Sanctions are frequent and can account for up to 
roo per cent of the Regelsatz for under-25s; a second sanction can 
mean that rent is no longer paid. The ARGE can permit fifteen 
working days' a year absence, but it is not obliged to do so. This 

7 This regulation can be lifted in special circumstances, e.g. if children physically attack 
their parents or cause damage in the household and are therefore no longer entitled to 
support from their parents. 
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must not be referred to as a holiday (claimants are not entitled to 
holidays) but as absence with permission. This is one of the most 
common causes of protest, as most people incorrectly think that 
they are entitled to three weeks' holiday. Permission is only 
granted just before the departure date. If claimants stay away for 
longer, or leave without permission, their benefits are cut. 

The regulations were also tightened in other areas. The 
ARGEn have always been allowed to verify the information that 
claimants provide about their bank savings, and from 2007 
onwards they were no longer obliged to inform claimants about 
this. Since the cut-off date of 1 August 2006, people sharing 
accommodation have been under much greater pressure to prove 
that they are not living in a civil partnership similar to a marriage. 
Until that date the ARGEn were obliged to prove that it was a 
marriage-like partnership, and this was usually not assumed unless 
a couple had lived together for twelve months or they had biolog-
ical children together. Now the burden of proof has been 
reversed. The ARGEn assume the existence of a civil partnership 
from the moment people live together, which makes the partner 
liable to support a benefit claimant. Home visits seek to prove the 
existence of a partnership, such as a shared bed, refrigerator, 
washing machine, joint food budget, and so on. These visits often 
lead to confrontational situations. Contrary to official guidelines 
the inspections are often unannounced, and the unemployed are 
usually unaware that they can refuse a visit. Nevertheless, many 
ARGEn cut off benefits if a visit is refused, which leaves the 
unemployed no other option but to go to court. 

Protest by Young People 

It is essential in this context to quote extensively from my study of 
the internet forums for the unemployed and claimants fromjune 
2006 to February 2008. Generational attitudes towards work in 
the Federal Republic of Germany have undergone extreme 
changes since the so-called post-Second World War economic 
miracle and 2006. However, there is little or no secondary aca-
demic literature available on these attitudes as expressed in recent 
years in the internet forums, and this generation's direct state-
ments must therefore be used as evidence, however problematic 
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this may seem. It is unlikely that the statements were engendered 
by mere bravado, as young people consult the forums for support 
in obtaining what they feel to be their rights and entitlements. 
From the evidence of the forums, the 'culture of entitlement' 
appears to exist to a greater extent among the less well-educated 
young contributors whose first concern is to obtain maximum 
state support. It is nurtured by a general generational attitude of 
'buy now pay later'. 8 The evidence of the forums indicates that 
many under-25s felt that the state owed them a living and deeply 
resented the more restrictive regulations from I August 2006
onwards. Their statements also provide evidence of a limited sense 
of realism and a lack of realization that they should work for 
material comforts and not rely on the state. The most frequently 
read column in all the forums was the information for under-25s 
on the possibility of obtaining their own accommodation. 

The following are typical contributions from the forums. A fully 
apprenticed 22-year-old could not see the point of going to work 
unless the salary was very high indeed. His stated aim in life was 
to be able to sleep and 'chill out' all day. 9 Three I7-year-olds 
wanted to share a flat and thought it unjust that the state would 
not pay the rent. A I6-year-old wanted to work part-time for 400 
euros a month, which meant that 240 euros would be deducted 
from the benefit his mother received for the two of them. He felt 
that this was unfair and suggested that his mother should marry 
an old age pensioner so that he could keep his full benefits. 10 A Ig-
year-old who was completing an apprenticeship and wanted to 
move out of her parents' house remarked that 'a one or two room 
flat and a car would be sufficient for her. Because she did not 
want to ask her parents for money she wanted to know what she 
was entitled to from the state.' 11 A schoolleaver with low final 
marks wanted an office job but had nothing in the way of skills to 
offer; nor did it seem to occur to her that she needed any. All she 
was thinking about was what she wanted in the way of a salary, 
and this was high. Her posting indicated that she thought she 
would be doing a firm a favour by working for them. 12 Another 
IS-year-old who left school with no qualifications and was not pre-

8 Klinger and Konig, Einfoch abgehiingt, 55.
9 Skolje, 23Jan. 2008, <www.kijiji.de forum-Ig.html>. 

10 Thomass945, 27 Jan. 2008, <www.arbeitslosennetz.de>. 
11 Quisira, 7 Jan. 2008, <www.sozialhilfe24.de>. 
12 Nenne, 2oJan. 2008, <www.arbeitslosennetz.de>. 
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pared to try to obtain any or apply for an apprenticeship wanted 
to know how much the state would give him, as he wanted an 
LCD TV, a car ('a Mercedes Smart would do to start with'), and 
a flat of his own. He expressed envy of all foreigners who seemed 
to be able to get jobs, whereas he felt that his own country did 
nothing for him. He had dreams and wanted to drive around lis-
tening to music. 13 Like many other contributors, he was almost 
incapable of formulating a complete sentence. Many young con-
tributors asked why they should bother to train for anything if 
they could get the same amount of money for doing nothing and 
staying at home. Before the new rules were introduced, many of 
them had moved into their own flats. There were frequent com-
plains that their benefits were insufficient for cigarettes, alcohol, 
and the clothes they wanted. A 17-year-old was solely concerned 
with the tattoos he intended to get when he had come of age. His 
parents objected to them, and he did not seem to realize that 
piercing and tattoos would affect his chances of getting an appren-
ticeship. His future did not seem to concern him. 14 Many ofthese 
young people mentioned that their parents, and in some cases 
their grandparents, 15 were welfare recipients. A recent publication 
on the underclass, a term which had become obsolete but 
returned in 2006 in new publications, highlights the frequent 
descent into apathy. 16 When Mariejahoda and her colleagues 
wrote Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal, young people were far more 
aware of their family's situation and far more prepared to make 
sacrifices. 17 It has to be stressed, however, that a proportion of 
young people in eastern Germany felt justifiably frustrated by the 
lack of local opportunities. Despite reasonable educational qual-
ifications, they were unable to get an apprenticeship. 18 

Ethnicity was also an issue in the forums. As already hinted, 
some contributors expressed hostility and envy towards foreigners 
in the forums. Some young people of Turkish origin probably fed 
this animosity by claiming that their mothers who were claimants 

13 Boytim, 24 Feb. 2007, <arbeitslosennetz.de>. 
14 skeykati, 31 Oct. 2oo8, <www.kijiji.de/forum-1g.html>. 
15 lnge Kloepfer, Aufstand der Unterschicht: Was aufuns zukommt (Berlin, 2008), 45.
16 Klinger and Konig, Ein.fach abgehängt, 25, 28; Kloepfer, Aufstand der Unterschicht, 223. 
17 MarieJahoda, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal: Ein 

soziographischer Versuch (Frankfurt am Main, 1975), 77-8.
18 Nadja Klinger and Jens König analyse this aspect trenchantly in Einfach abgehängt,

16-17.



How Far beyond Marienthal? 375 

should not be forced to attend German language classes as they 
did not need to speak German in their largely Turkish neighbour-
hood in Berlin. One young man argued that his mother did not 
need German language skills to do the housework, and was hor-
rified by the prospect that her benefits might be cut. 19 

Protests by Women 

Pregnancy was a frequent topic among young people in the 
forums, and pregnant women were over-represented. Given their 
youth, they or their partners were often computer literate, and 
their pregnancy entitled them to additional benefits which they 
were determined to secure. From the thirteenth week of their preg-
nancy, women are entitled to a 17 per cent increase in benefits. 
They also receive an allowance for maternity wear and baby 
clothes, or access to a second-hand furniture shop for a cot and so 
on when they reach the seventh month of pregnancy. Many preg-
nant women complained in the forums about delays in payment, 
or that they had to go to a particular second-hand clothes shop 
instead of being able to shop on e-Bay. Some women resented 
having to make do with used items and thought that they should 
receive everything they needed brand new. 

Pregnant women over 18 are allowed to move out of their 
parents' homes into flats with the fathers of their children. How-
ever, the ARGEn do not always tell them about this or some of the 
other extra benefits available to them. In the forums, the women 
also often objected to being told that their child's father was 
expected to pay support for them and the child until the child's 
third birthday if they were not living together. Pregnant unem-
ployed women felt disadvantaged by the new system of parental 
leave which was introduced on I January 2007. Working mothers 
get 67 per cent of their income for twelve months up to a maximum 
of 1,8oo euros per month. The father is entitled to the same for 
another two months if he chooses to take paternity leave. Provided 
that the father takes at least two months' leave, parents can divide 
these fourteen months as they wish. Unemployed parents also com-
plained in forums that they only receive 300 euros per month for 
twelve months, instead of twenty-four months, after the birth. 

19 Dardan, 8June 2006, <www.sozialhilfe24-de>. 
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High unemployment in the east also triggered nostalgic com-
parison with the GDR, where everyone had at least had paid 
employment. In the new German states of the former GDR, older 
women found it especially hard to adjust to enforced idleness. 
Many were highly qualified and used to work full time, with 
full-time child care provided. In Marienthal, Jahoda and her 
colleagues observed in the rg3os that women were often much less 
apathetic as housework gave them something to do, and they also 
had to make the gready decreased household budget stretch. 20 In 
the internet forums, women displayed a much greater willingness 
than men to fight for their, and especially their children's, rights. 
For example, mothers, especially single women, complained that 
their children were being socially excluded and marginalized. 
Extra-curricular school activities cost money which they did not 
have. The ARGE is obliged to pay for class trips of more than 
one day in duration, but not for one-day excursions, school books, 
and school supplies. School books are a burning issue in the 
forums at the beginning of each school year, as the ARGE is only 
prepared to provide a loan which has to be paid back. 21 Shoes 
and clothes for growing children were a constant problem, as 
were social events such as birthday parties. In the forums several 
women declared that Benefit 11 was enough to exist on but not to 
live on. At the end of each month, their living status was reduced 
to a bare minimum. 

Another source of discontent among women was the vexed 
question of child support and step-parents (another clause which 
was revised in August 2006). They felt it was unjust that biological 
fathers could avoid child support by various means, while a new 
partner or husband was obliged to support the child without any 
of the parental rights or tax advantages to which the biological 
father was entitled. When this regulation was confirmed by a court 
decision in November 2008, it triggered an outcry in the forums. 22 

Food also was a major cause of protest in the forums, again 
mainly from women. They felt that they were often accused of 
failing to provide a healthy diet for their children, but considered 
it almost impossible to do so with the small food allowance they 

20 Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel, Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal, 8g. 
21 From mid-2009 onwards children up to and including tenth grade received an 

allowance of 100 euros for school supplies at the beginning of each school year. 
22 Frank.forter Rundschau, 14 Nov. 2008. 
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received.23 Towards the end of each month, the charity food 
kitchens run by the German organization Die Tafel were even 
more overcrowded than usual and short of food to distribute. In 
2005, a Hartz IV cookery book was published, and The Times 
commented: 'The way forward for Germany, the book suggests, 
is to eat more dandelions, pick rocket leaves from overgrown 
pavements, improvise meals with stale bread and rustle up turnip 
stews that were first tried out in the First World War. It is a case 
ofhard cheese for hard times.'24 Benefit recipients found the book 
too expensive at 12 euros and preferred a free download of far 
more appetizing recipes developed by two unemployed men and 
presented free on Stem TV.25 

All the forums contained numerous protests against the wide-
spread discourse on the way in which claimants spent their 
income. A politician named Oswald Metzger claimed in Nov-
ember 2007 that claimants spent their time stuffing themselves with 
carbohydrates and alcohol in front of the TV and treated their 
children in the same way.26 Many forum participants referred to 
comments made to them by neighbours and in supermarkets, par-
ticularly emphasizing that they bought large televisions instead of 
buying their children proper food. 27 The contributors also com-
plained that the mass media had used a series of incidents in 
March 2005 Gessica), March 2007 Gacqueline), and November 
2007 (Lea-Sophie) in which three children of benefit recipients 
were discovered in a severely malnourished condition and subse-
quently died of starvation, to slander the image of all long-term 
unemployed. 28 There was also widespread resentment in the 

23 In the period under consideration here, the food allowance was 121.45 euros per 
month for an adult and 2.72 euros per day for a child or 3 euros for a teenager. This usually 
meant a preponderance of cheap carbohydrates in the diet unless the women were partic-
ularly good managers. School lunches, if provided, often cost 2 euros, which put them out 
of reach for claimants. 

24 The Times, 6 May 2005, 3. Sigrid Ormemon and Nicole Schlier, Hartz IV Kochbuch 
(Berlin, 2005). In England, Bernadine Lawrence published the Benefit Book: How to Feed your 
Family on £4 a Day as early as 1989. The revised edition, £5 a Day, followed in 1991. In con-
trast to the ultra-healthy diet devised by Lawrence, the Hartz IV cookery book offers 
Spartan and unappetizing food. 

25 Uwe Glinka and Kurt Maier on the Stern TV website in Nov. 2008, downloaded 
by more than 40o,ooo people. 

26 <www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland>, 21 Nov. 2007. 
27 Newspaper Mainspitze quoted on <www.erwerbslosenforum.de>, 27 Dec. 2008. 
28 Also mentioned in Meyer-Timpe, Unsere armen Kinder: Wie Deutschland seine Zukunft ver-

spielt, 7; and von Voss, Arme Kinder, Reiches Land, 115. 
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forums about two studies on obesity and poverty in 2007. The first 
study (Robert Koch Institute) in May 2007 established a clear link 
between being overweight and poverty among children, 29 and a 
second study of 28,ooo children in Berlin (June 2007) found that 
16.2 per cent of underclass children were overweight as opposed 
to 7 per cent of middle- and upper-class children.30 In January 
2009 the job Centre in Flensburg tried to introduce special 1 euro 
jobs for overweight benefit recipients, and forum participants felt 
that this reinforced the stereotype of the overweight, underedu-
cated claimant with a plastic bag full of beer bottles.31 

All this fuelled a feeling of marginalization which was frequently 
and powerfully expressed in the forums. Some contributors, for 
example, said that they felt people were looking at them judge-
mentally for being out on the street during the day. Whether these 
grievances were real or imagined, these and other comments 
provide clear evidence of the strong pressure the long-term unem-
ployed often feel. The perception of social exclusion was most often 
expressed in comments such as 'society doesn't need me any more 
and I have no role to play', quoted in a book published in 2006 on 
the problem of exclusion, which analysed precisely this problem 
in fourteen papers by experts in various academic fields. One of 
them asked how it was possible not to have discussed problems of 
exclusion or marginalization for such a long time, despite four and 
a half million unemployed in Germany, half of them long term. 32 

Protest by the Older Unemployed 

Older people over 50 did not use the forums to the same extent 
as the younger generation, and the culture of entitlement was not 
nearly as noticeable in this generation. While it was accustomed 
to having a great deal less, this generation had never.been unem-
ployed. In East Germany work had been available for all, while in 
West Germany this generation had profited from a labour market 
which had successfully absorbed not only millions of foreign 'guest 
workers' (Gastarbeiter) but also millions of workers who left the 

29 KiGGS (K.inder- undJugendgesundheitssurvey), Robert Koch Institute, May 2007. 
30 <www.berlin.de/ sen/ statistik/ gessoz/ .index.html>. 
31 <www.eiWerbslosenforum.org>, 18 Jan. 2oog, examining these 1 euro jobs. 
32 Martin Kronauer writing in Heinz Bude and Andreas Willisch (eds.), Das Problem der 

Exklusion: Ausgegrenzte, Entbehrliche, Überflüssige (Hamburg, 2006), 27. 
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GDR between I949 and the construction of the Berlin Wall in 
I961. However, the over-sos did protest against a range of issues 
on the intemet. One issue they felt particularly strongly about was 
the feeling that many employers discriminated against people 
aged over 45 and even more over 50 when they applied for jobs. 
Many also objected to receiving only one year of income-related 
unemployment pay, despite having contributed to the unemploy-
ment insurance fund for many years. There was widespread 
resentment against being forced to work in I euro jobs. In these 
jobs, the unemployed did community work for a maximum of 30 
hours per week so that they had time to apply for other jobs. 
Benefit recipients received all their benefits plus I euro an hour 
for the hours they worked. The jobs were supposed to be of use 
to the community and they were not meant to be work that 
regular employees usually did. Finally, the older unemployed 
expressed concern about their personal debts. Many had taken 
out a mortgage while employed and now found themselves in 
difficulties. They were allowed to remain in owner-occupied prop-
erty, but received help only with the mortgage interest, not the 
capital, which still had to be repaid. 

Other Problems Discussed in the Forums 

Most of the forums were (and still are) divided into different sec-
tions dedicated to specific target groups or problems. A common 
section, for example, dealt with the behaviour of ARGE staff. In 
the forums potential claimants reported what in the USA is called 
'diversionary' behaviour, that is, ARGE staff gave inexperienced 
unemployed people the impression that it was pointless to apply 
for benefits, even though they were entitled to them. 33 Others 
used the forums to let off steam or dispense advice on how to deal 
with particular problems. In the forums, the unemployed often 
expressed resentment at being called work-shy, lazy fiddlers, 
scroungers, or parasites who abused the system, by widely read 
magazines such as Der Spiegel, 34 and subsequently by neighbours or 

33 Sharon Hays, Flat Broke with Children: Women in the Age ofWelfare Reform (Oxford, 2003), 
104. 

34 A very influential article in Der Spiegel on 24 Oct. 2005 on 'how social welfare encour-
ages people to help themselves to benefits' caused massive protests in the forums. The 
terms in German are: arbeitsscheuefoule Abzocker, Schmarotzer, and Parasiten. 
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even their own acquaintances. However, these terms were used 
in the forums to refer to contributors who were suspected by 
others of being guilty of benefit fraud. As already mentioned, 
ARGE employees also contribute to the forums, and their mes-
sages reveal what some of them think of their 'clients'. One par-
ticular ARGE employee posted comments including: 'Are you too 
stupid or too ignorant to read the court verdict?', 'what is the 
point of that stupid question?', and 'you are the worst kind of 
social welfare scrounger. It is not surprising that I want to puke 
every day at work having to deal with people like you. '35 This par-
ticular ARGE employee had made 9,743 contributions to index-
sozialhilfe24.de since December 2005 (an average of I2.5 per day); 
I,2I8 to Beamte4U; 377 in twelve months to arbeitslosenselb-
sthilfe.org; I79 to the Diskussionforum der Sozialamter; and 458 
to sozialhilfe-online.de. The statistical frequency of her contribu-
tions makes one wonder how she was able to hold a full-time advi-
sory job, why she found it necessary to express herself in personal 
attacks (frequently so vulgar that the gentle reader is spared here), 
and whether this was how she treated her clients. Her comments 
were typical of those made by the majority of ARGE advisers in 
the forums and in a short book published by one of them, but the 
majority did moderate their language. 36 

All the forums contained numerous and constant protests that 
the official unemployment figures stated in the media do not convey 
the full extent of the problem. On I February 2008, the official 
unemployment figure for Germany was 3,659 million, while the 
total number of claimants was given at 8,rr8,oo7. The unemploy-
ment rate in Germany was 8.7 per cent. In western Germany, 7.I 
per cent were officially out of work, while the rate for eastern 
Germany was 14.9 per cent. Of the 8. I million claimants in 
Germany, I,ogo,g5o received Benefit I and 5,ro6,ogo Benefit 11; 47 
per cent of Benefit 11 recipients were registered as unemployed. 
According to the official figure, I. I million people were working and 
receiving Benefit 11 to supplement their income. 37 Approximately 

35 Turtle, an ARGE employee, to Riljana, 1 Feb. 2007, <www.sozialhilfe.de>; to 
Ausgebeutete25 on 3 Feb. 2007, <www. sozialhilfe24.de>; and to Nina18, 13]an. 2008, 
<www.beamte4u.de>. All translations by the author. 

36 See also Eva Sach-Bearbeiterin, Gang, Giinge, Giingeleien: Hartz IV Episoden. Per Tiefgang
durch die ARGE (Kaarst, 2007). 

37 The lnstitut für Arbeitsmarktforschung (Labour Market Research Institute) put their 
number at 1.33 million on 28jan. 2008, <www.spiegel.de/wirtschaft>, 31]an. 2oo8. 
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40o,ooo Benefit II recipients were in workfare measures 
(MajJnahmen) or were doing 1 euro jobs, while 246,ooo were so 
close to retirement age that they were no longer obliged actively 
to seek employment. 38 In other words, around 5·5 million people 
instead of 3,659 million were without work in Germany in 
February 2008. However, this figure does not include those who 
would have been eligible for Benefit II were it not for the high 
income of their partners or parents. The forums tended to include 
them and also family members in the figure of those affected by 
unemployment as did the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, bringing the 
total number of people closer to 10 million. 39 

Other Forums ofProtest: 7he Street and the Court Room 

The internet forums were, of course, not the only arena for unem-
ployed protest available to the unemployed. As already mentioned, 
the German government's reform plans triggered widespread street 
protest, in which both the employed and the unemployed partici-
pated. Mter the implementation of the reforms, however, the street 
protest of the unemployed quickly became insignificant, while the 
employed continued to participate in large-scale public protest 
when jobs were threatened. In other words, people who were still 
in employment were much more likely to protest in the street 
against unemployment than those who were already out of work. 

A demonstration of unemployed people from all parts of 
Germany held in Berlin on 3]une 2006, for example, produced a 
turnout of only 3,500 to 5,ooo people. There was deep disappoint-
ment among the organizers, participants, and in the forums that so 
few people had taken part. The Monday Demonstrations of the 
unemployed also continued, but on a much smaller scale. In addi-
tion, the protesters faced occasional harassment by the police. On 
22 January 2007, for example, only about 100 people joined a 
protest march against Hartz IV. Although they had a permit for 
the protest, a police officer interfered with the march and tried to 
ban the protesters from using loudspeakers. The officer refused to 
give his name and police number and assaulted a demonstrator 
who was trying to take pictures of him. Arrests were made and 
people taken away in handcuffs. 40 

38 <http:/ /www.pub.arbeitsamt.de/hst/service ... onat/2oo8oi.pdf.> 
39 Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 2jan. 2008. 40 Junge Welt, 25]an. 2007. 
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By way of contrast, the threat of job losses at Airbus produced 
a much larger turnout in early 2007. Demonstrations against plans 
to restructure the company, which endangered between 5,000 and 
8,ooo of the 23,000 jobs in Germany, were organized at several 
production locations, and 24,500 people turned up. Similar large-
scale protest was organized against the phasing-out of coal mining 
in Germany during 2007, and the transfer of a Nokia factory from 
Bochum to Romania early in 2008. On 22january 15,000 people 
took to the streets in Bochum to protest against the move. Schools 
gave their pupils the afternoon off if they wanted to join the 
demonstration, and employees from the Opel car manufacturing 
plant and many other companies marched with the 2,300 Nokia 
employees who were to lose their jobs.41 Once again, people still 
in paid employment took to the street, supported by the public, to 
protest against job losses. 

Unlike these protests focused on job losses at specific work-
places, the numbers participating in demonstrations by the unem-
ployed remains very low. I have listed the large number of 
participants who voice their discontent in the internet forums. 
Many unemployed use the information supplied in the forums to 
launch their own individual protest by going to court. The forums 
often motivate people to start court proceedings by giving precise 
advice on what should be done and how to appeal. 42 Some 
forums run virtual law offices, or help people to find the right 
lawyer to take their case to court.43 

Lawsuits and court cases are an effective form of protest, espe-
cially if the appeal is directed against sanctions imposed by the 
ARGEn.44 The unemployed only have to go to the nearest 
Amtsgericht (District Court) and pay ro euros for a voucher for 
legal aid which entitles them to a lawyer. At the Sozialgericht 
(Social Court) in Berlin, Germany's largest court for these cases, 
52 of the 8o judges were exclusively occupied with Benefit II and 
the number of judges was increased from 59 to 103 during the 

41 An additional 2,ooo workers may also be affected as they work for subcontractors in 
Bochum. 42 See e.g. <www.sozialticker.com/widersprueche>. 

43 The forum <www.arbeitslosenselbsthilfe.org> has four virtual lawyers' offices avail-
able for consultation, while <www.anwaltssuchdienst.de> helps to find specialized lawyers. 

44 Sanctions are imposed if a recipient leaves a job voluntarily, is guilty of misconduct 
at work, refuses a job interview or the offer of a 'reasonable' job, for failure to carry out a 
mandatory employment programme, i.e. a programme supposed to fit them for employ-
ment, or missing appointments. Sanctions are also imposed if a jobseekers' agreement 
between claimant and adviser (EGV) is violated. 
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three years of Benefit II, from 2005 to 2008. The 6o,oooth case 
was expected inJanuary 2009. In 2008 this court received 21,500 
new Benefit II cases and completed 17,000 cases in the same year, 
finding in favour of the unemployed litigants in 48 per cent of 
cases. For the Federal Republic as a whole 122,000 had been sub-
mitted by the end of November 2008, whereas there had only 
been 99,150 for the whole of 2007.45 Judges presiding over Benefit 
II cases commented that ARGEn officials started to improve their 
handling of cases from the moment litigation started. When it was 
obvious that the ARGEn had made significant errors, a phone 
call from a judge was often sufficient to rectify the matter before 
the case was heard.46 In June 2007 405 new cases were filed at the 
Social Court in Berlin; 83 per cent were settled by mutual agree-
ment before the case was heard, and 45 per cent of those which 
were heard were decided in favour of the Benefit II recipient.47
In June 2007 325,000 households in Berlin were in receipt of 
Benefit II payments. In December 2007 the Berlin newspaper Der 
Tagesspiegel called the Social Court in Berlin the 'repair shop of an 
overtaxed social bureaucracy'.48 A similar situation exists in other 
federal states. In North Rhine Westphalia, where there are eight 
Social Welfare courts, half of Benefit II notifications and assess-
ments issued to benefit recipients were incorrect in 2007. The 
backlog for 2007 amounted to 78,ooo cases, plus 5,ooo new cases, 
making a total of 83,000 for 2007.49 By November 2008, the 
number of Benefit II cases had increased by 25 per cent compared 
to the previous year. 50 Because of the growing number of appeals, 
even the Bundessozialgericht (Federal Social Court) in Kassel had 
to take on more judges. 

Conclusion 

Germans still hesitate to talk about the existence of an 'underclass' 
in their society, although this term has been used more often since 
the adoption of the welfare reform measures. But a new term has 
also emerged for those who are now in danger of falling into 
dependency on means-tested welfare benefits within one year of 

45 <www.morgenpost.de/wirtschaft/article>, 17 Jan. 2009. 
46 Berliner Zeitung, 23 Jan.2007. ''7 Berliner Zeitung, 18july 2007. 
48 Der Tagesspiegel, 5 Dec. 2007. 49 <www.justiz.nrw.de/Presse>, 23 Jan.2008. 
50 Frankfurter Rundschau, 14 Nov. 2008. 
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becoming unemployed: the Prekariat. Etymologically derived from 
the word precarious, the term refers to those who have no job secu-
rity or work for low wages. Because Germany has no general 
minimum wage law, German trade unions have expressed concern 
about the low wages paid, for example, by Zeitarbeitsfirmen(private 
temporary employment agencies). The Ver.di trade union chapter 
in Hamburg established a hotline for low-waged workers in 
January 2007, and the lowest wage reported was 1.75 euros an hour. 

The Prekariat was-and still is-more prevalent in the east than 
in the west of Germany. High unemployment and low wages have 
created a feeling of nostalgia for the socialist regime in the east 
('Osta!gie'), especially among the older generation. This may account 
for the election successes of the party Die Linke, whose origins can 
in part be traced to the GDR's totalitarian Socialist Unity Party. 
Its successes were greatest in the east of the country, but in January 
2009 it also gained some seats in the Landtag in Hesse. In the 
Austrian village ofMarienthal in the early rg3os, the lives of several 
hundred people were geared to a fortnightly rhythm between the 
days when benefits were paid. More than seventy years later, the 
long-term unemployed in Germany wait for their benefits payment 
on the last working day of the calendar month. Each month, large 
numbers of Benefit II recipients express their concern and fear in 
the forums that the payments might be late. Nevertheless, their fears 
and frustration are not transformed into collective public protest 
action. Unemployed demonstrations remain small, infrequent, and 
not coordinated in any significant way. In their lack of political 
activity, the modem unemployed in Germany resemble the unem-
ployed ofMarienthal. As Nadja Klinger andjens König put it in 
2006, Marienthal reads as if it were written yesterday. 51 However, 
the intemet forums continue to offer the unemployed new chances 
to vent their anger, exchange experiences, get advice, or organize 
resistance to real or perceived injustices. The forums are not acces-
sible to all the unemployed, but they are a new and important tool 
for many of them. The Monday Demonstrations failed to prevent 
the reforms of the German welfare system which created the 
Prekariat. The forums, however, have created a network which 
empowers and encourages people to resist individually by going to 
court. In this sense, they might nowadays be a more effective arena 
for protest than the streets. 

51 Klinger and Konig, Einfach abgehiingt, 83-6. 




