Social Commentary in W. H. Auden’s The Managers

W.H. Auden’s poem The Managers is a sharp social commentary that delves into the
mechanization of human life and the dehumanizing effects of modern bureaucracy and
corporate culture. Through this poem, Auden critiques the impersonal nature of
managerial roles, the erosion of individuality, and the overarching control of capitalist
systems. His use of irony, imagery, and tone creates a powerful reflection on the
alienation experienced in the modern world.

Summary of The Managers

The Managers presents a portrayal of corporate executives and managers who
orchestrate the lives of ordinary people from a detached and clinical perspective. These
managers are depicted as wielding significant power over society, yet they remain
emotionally and morally detached from the consequences of their decisions. Auden
crafts a narrative where human lives are reduced to mere data points, and decisions are
made based on efficiency and profitability rather than compassion or humanity.

The Dehumanizing Effects of Bureaucracy

Auden emphasizes how bureaucracy strips away individuality and empathy. The
managers are not portrayed as unique individuals but rather as a collective force that
enforces conformity. The opening lines introduce the managers with an air of cold
authority:

“They come, the human engines, with their heads of cast iron,

With eyes like drains, and their skin is full of iron filings.”

Here, Auden uses mechanicalimagery to emphasize how managers have become
machine-like. Phrases like “human engines” and “heads of cast iron” suggest a loss of
human warmth and emotion. Their eyes, “like drains,” reinforce the notion of emptiness
and a lack of vision beyond materialistic pursuits.



Control and Manipulation

The managers’ control over society is portrayed as both pervasive and insidious. Auden
critiques the way managerial practices reduce human experiences to quantifiable
metrics:

“They number the streets and number the people,
And number the deathbeds, and number the children,

And number our dreams and our disappointments.”

By reducing everything to numbers, the managers strip life of its qualitative, emotional
aspects. This quantification is emblematic of capitalist and bureaucratic systems that
prioritize data and efficiency over genuine human needs.

Alienation and Loss of Individuality

One of Auden’s key critiques in The Managers is the alienation that stems from a hyper-
managed society. The managers’ detachment from those they govern results in
widespread isolation and a loss of personal identity. The line:

“They neither marry nor are given in marriage,

But they clone themselves in the image of their systems”

Highlights how the managers exist outside of normal human relationships. Their
reproduction is metaphorical, suggesting that their primary legacy is not familial or
personal but rather institutional. They perpetuate systems rather than nurture human
connections, contributing to a society where individuality is overshadowed by
conformity.

The Irony of Control



Auden employs irony to underline the fallibility of the managers’ control. Despite their
meticulous planning and management, there is an inherent unpredictability to human
life that they cannot account for:

“Yet they cannot forecast the weather,
Or how the corn will grow,

Or when the heart will break.”

This juxtaposition between their supposed power and their actual limitations
emphasizes the absurdity of their attempts to manage the unmanageable aspects of
life. It is a reminder that life’s most important events—love, loss, nature—are beyond
the grasp of rigid management.

Critique of Capitalism and Consumerism

The poem also serves as a broader critique of capitalist values. Auden suggests that the
managers’ obsession with control and efficiency is a reflection of a society driven by
profit and consumerism. The managers embody the capitalist ethos of maximizing
productivity, often at the expense of humanity.

“They know all the profits, but none of the costs,

They keep the accounts, but lose the meaning.”

This line reveals how the focus on financial gain often leads to a moral and existential
void. The managers are adept at counting profits but fail to understand the intangible
costs—such as the loss of purpose, happiness, and fulfillment—that their systems
impose on society.

Conclusion

W.H. Auden’s The Managers is a timeless piece of social commentary that exposes the
dangers of an overly managed, bureaucratic world. Through vivid imagery and biting



irony, Auden reveals how modern systems of management and capitalism can lead to
dehumanization, alienation, and a profound loss of meaning. The poem serves as both
a critique of the managerial class and a broader warning against allowing systems of
control to override the essence of human experience.



