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BOOK REVIEWS 
White Collar: The American Middle Classes. By 

C. WRIGHT MILLS. New York: Oxford Uni- 
versity Press, I95I. PP. xx+378. $5.00. 
In The New Men of Power Professor Mills ex- 

amined the role of various types of labor leader 
and of the unions in the context of current de- 
velopments in American economy, ideology, and 
polity. In White Collar his scope is even larger: 
the decline of the old and the growth of the new 
middle classes and the consequences in ways of 
work and leisure and in social and political 
structure and struggle. Both books show the au- 
thor's grasp of the jugular-of what, in White 
Collar, he frequently refers to as "the main 
drift." But while the earlier book placed, de- 
spite all cautions and misgivings, a certain re- 
liance on the possibilities of a native American 
radicalism developing out of the unions-and 
likewise dramatized the effort of highly sophisti- 
cated Fortune-style conservatives in countering 
this-the mood of White Collar is as drab and 
lacking in hope as the picture of the assorted 
salespeople, file clerks, intellectuals, and other 
professionals whose portrait Mills draws. 

As a backdrop for his study the author 
sketches the world of the small entrepreneur as 
it existed in the last century, where success and 
the sturdier virtues were linked in competition 
and self-reliance. To this near-vanished world 
he manifests a curious ambivalence of attitude, 
reminiscent of Marx's feeling for the feudal- 
pastoral world. On the one hand, with his his- 
toricist preoccupation with the main drift, he 
dismisses competitive capitalism and economic 
liberalism generally as ghosts who have no right 
to haunt today's ideology and politics and do so 
only as a cover for big business. But, on the 
other hand, he uses the values of independence, 
craftsman-like work, and media-free leisure to 
damn without mercy or possibility of redemp- 
tion the ways of today's middle class. In some 
degree, perhaps, such ambivalence of attitude 
cannot be avoided; it represents, in part, the 
Populist or Wobbly heritage in Mills's outlook. 

To grasp the magnitude of the shift from 
small middle-class property to new middle-class 
occupations, the author has analyzed census and 
other data in terms of his definition of the white- 

collar strata as propertyless people who weaz 
street clothes at work-an amalgam of occupa- 
tional groups whose status at the top merges 
with the owning class and at the bottom is al- 
most indistinguishable from factory labor. Mills 
follows the growth of these occupational groups 
from the nineties to the present day as to propor- 
tion of national income, incidence of unemploy- 
ment, percentage of unionization, and other in- 
dexes-all bearing on the life-chances (in Max 
Weber's sense) of the white-collar strata in the 
market. In view of the limited data available 
and the perplexities of historical reconstruction, 
Mills has done an admirable job in this whole 
area, and he has capably worked his tabular ma- 
terial into his story. The new middle class-and 
his definition of its occupational boundaries 
seems to me to make sense-numbered 6 per 
cent of the labor force in I87O and 25 per cent in 
I940, of whom 65 per cent are salespeople and 
office workers. 

To understand the actual meaning of white- 
collar life today in its several cadres, Mills turns 
to a variety of subtle indicators: to novels such 
as Kitty Foyle; to success manuals, with their 
increasing emphasis on the gamble of personal- 
ity as against the sure thing of virtue, culminat- 
ing in the "internalization of success" (see p. 
283) in the peace-of-mind books; to his own 
long interviews with white-collar workers, from 
which he draws a number of poignant quota- 
tions; to brochures of office managers and others 
concerned with white-collar morale; to observa- 
tions of salespeople, civil servants, and others in 
the white-collar galaxy; etc. These research data 
are carefully built up into pictures of the "man- 
agerial demiurge" (he denies the thesis of Burn- 
ham and others that the managers, as distinct 
from owners, have real power); the doctors, 
lawyers, professors; and "Brains, Inc.," as he 
dubs the intellectuals who make a living by pro- 
viding justifications for self-conscious and in- 
secure power groups: 

Around each interest a system is made up, a sys- 
tem founded on Science. A research cartel must be 
engaged or, if none yet exists, created, in which care- 
ful researchers must turn out elaborate studies and 
accurately timed releases, buttressing the interest, 
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competing with other hatreds, turning pieties into 
theologies, passions into ideologies. 

All these groups have roots in the old middle 
classes, but, as Mills describes matters, they 
have been subjected to functional rationaliza- 
tion in the new streamlined society of our day; 
even the doctors (here he draws on Oswald 
Hall) have become co-operative enterprisers in a 
nexus of intangible bureaucratic ties, while the 
higher learning has continued to succumb to the 
trends at which Veblen jabbed. 

Still more bleak is the picture presented of 
the salesgirl; Mills presents a series of types such 
as the Wolf, who pounces on customers; the 
Charmer, who focuses customer attention on 
herself rather than her stock; the Ingenue, whose 
strategy is self-effacement; the Old Timer, who 
is either bitter or complaisant. These vignettes 
convey what goes on in a big-city department 
store with exceptional force. Less convincing is 
the discussion of the file clerks and office work- 
ers and the steady growth of mechanization and 
rationalization among them, for here the author 
draws rather on the literature about the clerks, 
both German and American, than on direct ob- 
servation. He may possibly underestimate their 
powers of sabotage, accommodation, and even 
joie de vivre at work, as he certainly underplays 
the intellectual skills involved in many filing 
and other office jobs which can be challenging 
and demanding despite their low prestige and 
pay. Just as the intellectual is apt to see the fac- 
tory assembly line as robotization and to neglect 
the ways in which the workers adjust the ma- 
chines to their own rhythms and enjoy their 
skills in restricting production (a high-skilled 
operation even on so-called semiskilled jobs), so 
Mills may miss some of the ways in which even a 
group of office girls maintains some control over 
their working day. By opposing to white-collar 
routines and self-salesmanship the ideal of pre- 
industrial craftsmanship (and he does con- 
sciously present this as an ideal and not as a 
nostalgic picture of what once was), Mills leads 
the reader to a verdict on modern industrial so- 
ciety not many steps away from Orwell's I984- 
both books breathe a similar hopelessness. There 
is a difference, however, between the savage 
satire of a novelist and that of a sociologist. The 
former does not ask us to accept his portrait as 
typical; we are privileged so to regard it but also 
to discount it as exaggerated and even fantastic 
-and this at the same time may be the very 
source of its revelatory power. But a sociologist 

such as Mills seeks to persuade us, by the inter- 
larding of statistics, by reliance on sources, and 
by constant preoccupation with trends, that he 
is presenting the norm, not the exception. 

In Marx, with whom Mills conducts a run- 
ning sympathetic argument throughout the 
book-he takes Marx's problems as still real and 
works within his framework of alternatives and 
his ethos of work and alienation-a similarly 
savage view of contemporary society was of 
course coupled with great hope for the society 
the workers would build. In Max Weber, Mills's 
acknowledged guide to the study of stratifica- 
tion and power, this hope has disappeared and 
is replaced by a stoical attitude toward the "iron 
cage" of the industrial and bureaucratic state. 
But Max Weber had at least the satisfaction of 
discovering the lineaments of this impending 
future and of advising his young students how 
to face it heroically, even romantically; while 
Mills, like other authors who write with similar 
perspective (though few write with similar en- 
ergy), does not write as if he is making discov- 
eries, even when he in fact makes them, or as a 
guide to personal conduct for his audience whom 
he compels to share the monotony and misery he 
envisages as the white-collar fate. 

Obviously, to say that his view is depressing 
(like his fine dust-jacket photo of a white-collar 
man dwarfed by a bleak urban edifice) is to say 
nothing about its correctness; even if it is not 
correct, it may be a symptom of partial truth, or 
even an entrant in the stream of self-confirming 
prophecies. This reviewer, however, feels the 
view is somewhat askew. For one thing, Mills 
pays almost no attention to the ethnic coloring 
of attitudes to white-collar work. He does not 
discuss, for instance, how much it means to the 
Irish Catholic that he is able to leave the factory 
and enter not only the lower office ranks but the 
upper reaches of utility, manufacturing, and 
government bureaucracy, putting the seal of 
Americanization on his Catholicism in this way. 
With different overtones, the Italians are en- 
gaged in a similar migration, with the result 
that a job of teaching school or selling has a 
meaning for the Italian girl that it may lack for 
the Anglo-Saxon in terms both of status and of 
the pains and pleasures of dealing with clients 
and colleagues at work. By robbing the white- 
collar people who appear in his book of any 
ethnic, religious, or other cultural dye, the white 
collar itself assumes a more wan and celluloidal 
look than is, on the whole, probably warranted. 

For another thing, I believe that the mass 
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media are less exploitative and insipid, and cer- 
tainly less antirevolutionary in effect, than they 
appear in Mills's account. Even in soap opera 
there is considerable variation; some have a 
good deal of sharpness and bite. Moreover, pas- 
sivity in the face of the media, documented in 
the stereotype of the listless TV-viewer, cannot 
be taken for granted. While very possibly the 
media are insufficiently challenging and de- 
manding, we would have to learn a lot more 
about what different media mean to different 
critical intelligences in their audiences before 
we can rest discontented with this image. 

It is hard to find indexes, of course, to test 
such issues. But it might be possible to see who 
are the readers today of self-improvement fic- 
tion and true fable, who attends Dale Carnegie 
sessions, etc. Perhaps these are the marginal 
hangers-on, going from misfit job to misfit job- 
people whose reading matter does not tell us too 
much about the adjustments made to the per- 
sonality market by the majority of white-collar 
folk who, whatever the poverty of their lives 
from the point of view of the outside observer, 
may not take the slogans with full seriousness. 
Similarly, it would be important to see how 
many white-collar workers, like even the ex- 
travagantly alienated Willie Loman, enjoy put- 
tering about the house and garden and have 
them to putter in. 

True, Mills would hardly think better of 
white-collar life for such small blessings. He is 
greatly concerned with the white-collar role in 
politics, and the last part of the book is devoted 
to the theorems and stratagems that have been 
proposed for alerting the lower ranks of the sal- 
aried strata and for overcoming the illusions or 
false consciousness that now animate their spo- 
radic political interest. He anticipates much 
heavier unionization of these ranks, but he does 
not anticipate that this will materially affect the 
political struggle over the shape and perquisites 
of the economy: "Both old and new middle 
classes become shock troops for other more 
powerful and articulate pressure blocs in the po- 
litical scene." Their unionism will be a unionism 
of "cut me in," and their politics that of a rear 
guard. Even when they experience what Mills 
calls the "status panic" and find their ascent 
closed off, nothing much can be expected of 
them save an inarticulate malaise. I think that 
Mills holds against the white-collar "proletari- 
at" not only the actual banalities and miseries of 
its life but also its uselessness in political insur- 
gency, its lack of a rip-roaring decisiveness, and 

that this in turn leads him to see even more 
banality and misery than are really there. 

There are many themes in White Collar I 
have not touched on at all; for example, the bril- 
liant picture of the "new entrepreneur," the 
Balzacian careerist who makes his way amid the 
competing power structures of government, la- 
bor, and big business, often selling in one hier- 
archy knowledge gained in another. Mills is 
grappling resourcefully with the big questions of 
our day, and even if this reviewer is inclined to 
give somewhat less portentous answers to some 
of them, he agrees that the questions are cen- 
tral, the research methods fundamentally sound. 

DAviD RIESMAN 
University of Chicago 

Oi va le travail humain? ("Whither Human 
Work?") By GEORGES FRIEDMANN. Paris: 
Librairie Gallimard, I950. Pp. 389. Fr. 590. 

This is an interesting, often provoking, 
sweeping survey of much that is known, and 
much more that can only perhaps be felt or 
known intuitively, about men at work by a 
leading contemporary French sociologist, pro- 
fessor at the Conservatoire National des Arts et 
Metiers. For his European readers, M. Fried- 
mann devotes about one-third of this book to an 
excellent report on what he learned during his 
visit to the United States in I948 through his 
many contacts with academic people as well as 
people in agriculture and industry. American 
readers will also enjoy his roundup of current 
European studies of work. 

For this reviewer, Friedmann is an artist, 
much more than a scientist, one who evaluates 
everything in terms of "humanism," which ap- 
pears in this Dook as a grand social philosophy 
concerned with the destiny of mankind as a 
species continually threatened with brutaliza- 
tion but continually aspiring to fuller employ- 
ment of the higher mental processes, especially 
the cultivated enjoyment of the humanities. 
This breadth of view is suggested by the phrase 
Friedmann repeats from his earlier book, Probl&- 
mes humains du machinisme industriel (I946): 
"Man is one, and the sciences of man must be 
one." Here again he would include not only ap- 
plications of physiology, psychology, social an- 
thropology, sociology, etc., but also forms of 
thought among engineers, industrialists, politi- 
cal philosophers, educators, and literary men. 
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