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Rother Baron: 

Relay Work 
Second Conversation with Paula:  

Talk about 
Labour Division and Wage Pyramids 

 

 

On Paula's small South Sea island there are 

no prisons and no army, no parties and no 

property. She looks at what we take for 

granted with the astonished eyes of a child.  
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"With her wrap-around dress, on which 

exotic birds screamed in bright colours, her 

face that seemed to be carved like out of 

ebony, her thick black hair, in which the sun-

light sparkled, and her supple feet whose 

smoothness formed a striking contrast to the 

cracked asphalt, Paula looked so alien to me 

that I stared at her as if she were a halluci -

nation."  

 

from: How I got to know Paula (Conversa-

tions with Paula, Introduction) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://literaturplanetonline.com/2021/03/10/wie-ich-paula-kennengelernt-habe-how-i-got-to-know-paula/
https://literaturplanetonline.com/2021/03/10/wie-ich-paula-kennengelernt-habe-how-i-got-to-know-paula/


3 
 

Table of Contents 
 

Paula's Smile ............................................... 4 

A Baffled Garbage Man ............................... 5 

The System of Relay Work ........................... 7 

The Value of Ecstasy .................................. 10 

Spiritual and Material Riches ..................... 13 

"Does money determine the value of 

labour?" .................................................... 15 

Football Priests.......................................... 17 

Picture Credits ........................................... 19 

 

 

  



4 
 

 

Paula's Smile 

 

There is hardly a human form of expression 

as multifaceted as the smile. We have the 

eagle smile that keeps the other person at a 

distance, the dog-like, submissive smile, the 

cat-like purring smile that pulls the other 

person into the maelstrom of one's own 

being, or the priestly smile that is given out 

like a host. The world of smiles is like a code 

of its own, a language with complex signs, 

each of which has its own network of 

meanings. 

If I were to classify Paula's smile in this sign 

system, I would characterise it as a bridge 

smile. Paula's smile is like a door that is al-

ways open. Whoever is touched by it has the 

feeling of coming home. 
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A Baffled Garbage Man 

 

That was also the case on the day when 

Paula had a conversation with the garbage 

man. To be honest, I have never had a long 

conversation with a dustman myself. The 

reason for this is simply that the rubbish 

collectors come to the street in front of my 

flat very early – usually around six o'clock in 

the morning, when I am just getting out of 

bed. 

Apart from that, I always have the impres-

sion that the garbage men are in a hurry, 

that they want to get their work done as 
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quickly as possible and don't want to be de-

layed by unnecessary chatter. 

For Paula, however, none of this mattered 

at all. Once, on a particularly hot day in Au-

gust, a garbage truck stopped right next to 

us. When the dustman reached for a bin 

with his broad, gloved paws, she addressed 

him straightforwardly: "This is not for the 

faint-hearted, is it?" 

The man looked at Paula mistrustfully. But 

her smile instantly melted his suspicion into 

a cheerful smirk. 

"That's quite true!" he shouted against the 

stomping of the garbage truck. "But what 

can you do? The rubbish has to be removed 

– in summer even sooner than in winter!" 

I don't remember what else the two of them 

talked about. I only recall the man's baffled 

face when Paula shouted encouragingly as 

they parted: "Well then – chin up!  It's not 

forever!" 
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 But in the end, Paula's 

words were only a kind of 

embellishment to her 

smile. The man had 

probably already forgot-

ten them when the rub-

bish truck drove past us 

shortly afterwards and 

Paula waved once more  

goodbye to her chance 

acquaintance.  

 

The System of Relay Work 

 

I'm afraid I frowned a little too conspicu-

ously at the stench. That was probably the 

reason why Paula comfortingly assured me: 

"Don't worry! I'll help you when it's your 

turn." 

I looked at her in amazement: "Excuse me? 

What are you talking about?" 

"Well," Paula explained, "you will surely be 

able to influence your own time on duty to 
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some extent. If necessary, you can swap 

with someone else. And then I'll arrange to 

be there when it's your turn to clear the rub-

bish." 

"To be honest – I wasn't planning to become 

a rubbish man," I replied with a laugh as we 

started moving again. 

Paula winked at me conspiratorially: "So you 

know a trick to avoid the service?"  

"I don't have to avoid it because no one is 

asking me to go into the rubbish business," I 

clarified. 

"Does this mean that you haven't any relay 

work at all?" Paula asked in surprise. 

"No – what is that supposed to be?" 

"Well, work that nobody wants to do, but 

which is nevertheless indispensable for the 

community," Paula explained. "We try to 

solve the problem by either doing these 

things all together or by taking turns." 

"Indeed, we don't have anything like that," I 

confirmed. 
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"And how do you get others to remove the 

rubbish?" Paula wanted to know. "Is that 

some kind of punishment for you?" 

"No, not at all!" I emphasised. "The free 

choice of profession is one of our funda-

mental freedoms.  No one is forced to be-

come a garbage man!" 

"You see," Paula reprimanded me, "that's 

exactly the problem: by calling someone a 

'garbage man', you identify him with his 

dirty job – which becomes degrading pre-

cisely because of that. This is one of the rea-

sons why we introduced the system of relay 

work." 

"But it's just a job title!" I defended myself. 

"Besides, the work can't be that degrading. 

After all, it's a regular job and, as far as I 

know, the pay is quite decent." 
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The Value of Ecstasy 

 

Paula paused for a moment and looked at 

me with the distanced interest of a jungle 

researcher. Involuntarily I averted my eyes. 

"So you try to compensate for the dirty na-

ture of the job by paying a correspondingly 

high salary?" she concluded. "The more un-

pleasant a job is and the less prestige it 

brings, the more money you get for it?" 
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I shook my head. "No, that's not the case 

either. There are jobs that have a high social 

prestige and are well paid nonetheless." 

Paula kept looking at me intently: "For ex-

ample?" 

"Well, for instance, activities in the field of 

management," I cited the most obvious ex-

ample. "After all, the prosperity of entire 

companies depends on the decisions of 

managers. The willingness to take on such 

responsibility has a high value for the com-

munity and is therefore also rewarded with 

a correspondingly high salary. But even pop 

stars, successful film actors or professional 

football players can sometimes earn several 

millions a year." 

"And what value do these pop stars have for 

your community?" Paula followed up. 

I sensed the critical undertone in Paula's 

question, but didn't let myself be distracted. 

"On the one hand, the stars of the enter-

tainment industry are the main factor for 

high turnover in this branch of the economy, 
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which in turn ensures that jobs are main-

tained or new ones are created," I ex-

plained. "On the other hand, these celebri-

ties are also a kind of projection screen for 

our desires and longings, an image of our 

dreams. In a certain sense, they can perhaps 

even be called modern priests. After all, they 

enable us to experience the kind of ecstasy 

that religion used to be responsible for in 

former times." 

"Strange," Paula mused. "I always thought 

that the priesthood would be characterised 

by the renunciation of material possessions, 

because the priest concentrates entirely on 

spiritual riches ... On the other hand, it does 

you honour, of course, to put priests at the 

top of your pyramid of values." 

I looked at her from the side: Was she 

speaking seriously, or was this just another 

attempt to draw me out?  

"That's not what I meant," I corrected her. 

"We don't pay real priests like pop stars. I 
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only chose the comparison to illustrate why 

pop stars are so important to us!" 

 

Spiritual and Material Riches 

 

We arrived at the 

station, where we 

went through an 

underpass to the 

other side. The ac-

cordion fantasies 

of a street musician 

echoed  through 

the tunnel. When a 

train pulled in 

above us, they 

were shattered 

into dissonant frag-

ments of noise. 

"So people who devote themselves to 

spiritual things are not at the top of your 

scale of values after all?" asked Paula after 

we had emerged from the tunnel again. 
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"Perhaps they are," I pondered. "Poets and 

thinkers are highly esteemed among us. But 

this is not necessarily expressed in the 

remuneration for their work." 

"But didn't you say before that the value 

you attach to an activity is also reflected in 

the pay?" Paula reminded me. 

"Yes, I did," I affirmed. "But that presup-

poses that this activity itself also contributes 

to the increase of social wealth." 

"Is that not the case with poets and 

thinkers?" Paula asked. "They unquestiona-

bly contribute to the increase of the spiritual 

wealth of the community." 

I shook my head with displeasure. Some-

times it got on my nerves that I always had 

to explain things to Paula in detail! "We are 

talking here about concrete, material 

wealth", I clarified. "After all, the reward 

shouldn't be a friendly applause for which 

you can't buy anything. That is why some-

one who claims money for a service must 

also generate a material added value with it. 
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Otherwise, where should the money come 

from with which he is paid?" 

 

 

"Does money determine the value of 

labour?" 

 

A school class rushed past us, happily 

shouting and laughing. Frantically, the two 

accompanying women were trying to 

dampen down the excursion euphoria of the 

children released from the school cage. 

"What about people like these teachers 

here?" asked Paula, pointing to the school 

class. "They don't bring you any immediate 

financial added value either – and yet you 

have to pay them for their work." 
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"You're right, of course," I conceded. "In this 

case, the remuneration is seen as an in-

vestment in the future, so to speak. After all, 

teachers are educating the next generation, 

who will one day be responsible for in-

creasing society's wealth." 

"I see," Paula said. "Then teachers are 

probably at the top of your salary pyramid." 

"No," I contradicted her, "not that either. 

They don't earn badly, but nowhere near as 

much as a successful entrepreneur or a 

racing driver." 

Paula's eyes widened: "A racing driver?" 

"Yes," I nodded. "If you are successful in car 

racing, you can become a millionaire very 

quickly. There's just a lot of money in-

volved." 

"So in the end, money determines the value 

of the work," Paula concluded. "Where the 

public presence of an individual brings a 

high financial added value, you also get a lot 

of money for your work – regardless of the 

concrete value it has for the community. But 
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actually it should be the other way round. 

Or did I get you wrong in some way?" 

In some way? Oh, Paula, I thought: You've 

got it all wrong again! These issues were 

probably just too complex for someone who 

still lived in a prehistoric exchange and share 

economy. 

 

Football Priests 

 

Fortunately, we had reached our destination 

– the city park – at that very moment. Now 

Paula's attention was drawn to other things. 

Our general debate on economic policy ab-

ruptly lost its appeal to her in view of the 

stall at the entrance to the park, where a 

large selection of ice creams was available. 
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After we had both supplied ourselves with 

our favourite ice creams, we took a seat on 

a bench at the edge of the park. Idly, we 

watched the hustle and bustle on the large 

playground and sunbathing lawn in the mid-

dle. While I was more interested in the 

beauties basking in the sun with their milk-

glistening bodies, Paula was attracted by a 

group of adolescent boys who were chasing 

a ball with great ambition. 

"Watch out!" she suddenly shouted. By the 

time I turned my gaze away from the beau-

ties, it was already too late: the ball landed 

in the middle of my ice cream and scattered 

it in pop-art style all over my clothes. 

"What a bummer!" I cursed. "Those damn 

hooligans!" 

But before I could rant any further, Paula 

had already put her hand soothingly on my 

arm. "Take it easy!" she laughed. "Don't for-

get: today's hooligan could be tomorrow's 

football priest." 
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