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Realism and Manhattan Transfer

To begin this discussion of realism, I would like to start, as does Eric J. Sundquist, with the early twentieth century satirical cynic Ambrose Bierce.  In The Devil’s Dictionary, Bierce defines realism as “the art of depicting nature as it is seen by toads.  The charm suffusing a landscape painted by a mole, or a story written by a measuring worm” (Bierce 158).  Unfortunately, this is not exactly the type of definition we require, but perhaps Bierce has a point.  Perhaps realism is a relative term and the boundaries between literary phases and genres are so blurred that they become almost absurd.  On a more serious note, Sundquist points out that “No genre- if it can be called a genre- is more difficult to define than realism, and this is particularly true of American realism.  In material it included the sensational, the sentimental, the vulgar, the scientific, the outrageously comic, the desperately philosophical” (vii).  It is thus virtually impossible to define a work as being completely and totally realist, or completely and totally naturalist, surrealist, hyperrealist, romantic, etc.  However, after substantial research, I have concluded that Manhattan Transfer does indeed fit much of the criteria established for realism.  Following a definition of realism and a brief discussion of psychologism, I will look at four characteristics crucial to realist fiction: the narration, the use of language, an obsession with things, and a focus on day to day occurrences.  Using various sources, I will attempt to prove, systematically, that Dos Passos has written an essentially realistic novel, though it is one that contains elements of naturalism and hyperrealism. 

A Glossary of Literary Terms, a respected source in the literary world, provides us

with the following definition of realism:

It is more useful to identify realism in terms of the effect on the reader: realistic fiction is written to give the effect that it represents life and the social world as it seems to the common reader, evoking the sense that its characters might in fact exist, and that such things might well happen.  To achieve such effects, the novelists we identify as realists may or may not be selective in subject matter- although most of them prefer the commonplace and the everyday, represented in minute detail, over rarer aspects of life- but they must render their materials in ways that make them seem to their readers the very stuff of ordinary experience. (Abrams 260-61)           

This is a relatively open ended definition; by stating that “realists may or may not” it actually gives the reader very little to work with.  The assumption here is that realism is determined by the effect a work has on the reader.  Other critics have placed realism in a primarily historical context: “the period between the Civil War and World War I is one in which American writers felt most compelled, and tried hardest, to become ‘realists’-and failed.  With imperial relentlessness they sought to master a bewildering society that seemed always, in turn, to be mastering them” (Sundquist 7).


Although “realists did not uniformly rally around a single set of principles” (Borus 16), Edwin H. Cady manages to set forth six major characteristics of realism:

Historically that realism [from 1860-1910] appears to exhibit six major characteristics.  It began as a negative movement with (1) the customary features of a literary revolt and (2) a new notion of reality from which to be critical of its past.  It developed (3) a positive method and content, and (4) its own ethical outlook.  It (5) involved itself in a major, but losing, battle for American public taste.  Finally (6), in its latest stages it turned toward the psychologism which was to succeed it. (Cady 6)

Even here, by stating that it “appears to exhibit,” Cady reminds us of realism’s ambiguity.  It is Cady’s sixth characteristic, the psychologism of realism, which brings us to our discussion of Manhattan Transfer.


Dos Passos wrote Manhattan Transfer, published in 1925, towards the end of the realist period.  By this point, realism had had a chance to evolve.  Cady’s six characteristics pertain to the realism of 1860-1910, but he mentions the psychologism that would succeed realism.  Rather than succeeding realism, the psychological elements in Manhattan Transfer contribute to its realism.  Brian Lee suggests that, “What makes Manhattan Transfer so different is that it is a product of a new mode of apprehension, a different way of looking at the world.  Its exclusiveness is based more on philosophical and psychological principles than on political ones” (Lee 181).  In addition, Cady suggests that two forces propelled the move towards psychological realism, the second of these forces “arose from the practices of realistic fiction itself.  The more one confronted the mystery of persons living out their fates and struggling toward death, the more his scrutiny turned from the outward sign to the inward process” (Cady 13).  Above all things, Manhattan Transfer is a story of persons living out their fates and struggling toward death.  Dos Passos presents us with a montage of characters, each of whom is formed by the world around them and unable to escape their fate.  Every one of these characters is involved in a struggle towards or against death; these characters die both literally, as is the case of Bud’s suicide, and metaphorically, as in Jimmy’s departure from Manhattan.        

With the constant consideration that “realism was not the only genre of the late nineteenth century and, as we shall see, not all realist texts follow the same principles” (Borus 8), I will proceed to look at several traits presumed to distinguish realist fiction.  In turn, I will relate each of these traits to Manhattan Transfer.

The first defining quality I will examine is the narration.  According to Borus, “Realist narrators were generally disembodied, coherent sources of the novel that traversed the entire range of activities they related” (23).  Reading Manhattan Transfer, it is unclear who the narrator is exactly.  There are rapid, cinematic scene changes, and with each change in scene comes a change in perspective.  The first person is occasionally expressed through brief interludes into a character’s head, for example, at the beginning of the second chapter the reader witnesses Ed Thatcher in both the first and the third person: “I must compute the compound interest on five hundred and twenty dollars at four per cent.  He walked excitedly about the narrow room. [. . .] Breathing deep he folded the paper and laid it on the table. [. . .] I want to present you my little girl, my wife.  I owe everything to her” (Dos Passos 13).  The narrative skips around, from the first to the third person and back and forth among the various characters.  However, the third person narrator is never omniscient.  Like the characters, the narrator takes life as it comes and shapes itself to the circumstances provided.  There is no narrative commentary, “Realist narration disdained the intervening narrator, who paused and commented upon the action” (Borus 23).  The reader is left to assume his or her own position.  

The narrator is never disclosed as being a participant in the story.  Nor is the narrator necessarily the author’s voice.  Cady discusses what he calls the “dramatic method”:

The realists’ favorite positive technique became what they call the ‘dramatic method.’  It demanded the suppression of the ‘author’ from his scene in the novel as the playwright was excluded from all drama [. . .] It demanded the creation of ‘transparent’ narrators who seemed never to intrude between the reader and his vision of the characters, who spoke, when ‘scenes’ and ‘pictures’ could not simply be presented, in an unobtrusively ‘middle’ voice. (8-9)

This method can be applied to Manhattan Transfer.  Dos Passos himself is excluded and instead provides the reader with a constant stream of scenes and pictures provided by an un-intruding narrator.  Never does the narrator interfere with what the reader sees in the characters; the characters and the story are presented almost purely through images and dialogue. 

Hand in hand with the narration is the use of language.  In Writing Realism, David H. Borus provides an excellent description of the language of realism:

Believing that rhetoric distorted the impact of literature by announcing that its material was lofty, distant, and privileged, they chose a linguistic style that more closely resembled ‘normal’ or ‘average’ usage.  Attempting to approximate word and thing, they strove to convey to readers the existence of a reality ‘out there.’  In discarding the circumlocutions of earlier literature for a direct and simple presentation, they hoped to make the novel read as if it were an account of actual events.  Aiming for a direct impression that corresponded to the way in which readers experienced their lives, realism in the United States generally avoided the temptation to invest things with contrived meaning.  Using the most neutral language possible allowed things to speak, as it were, in their natural voice and with the meaning that human purpose actually assigned to them.  To rely upon an artificial language and contrived construction to convey the natural struck realists as an obvious intellectual inconsistency. (23)

In Manhattan Transfer, Dos Passos desperately seeks a language to fit the urban world that he is attempting to depict.  The language is direct and simple and does resemble normal usage.  The vocabulary is not pretentious and even the narrator speaks as the characters would.  

Manhattan Transfer was written at the time of yellow journalism, a time when even language could not be trusted.  Perhaps John Oglethorpe puts it best: “I know that every sentence, every word, every picayune punctuation that appears in the public press is perused and revised and deleted in the interests of advertisers and bondholders.  The fountain of national life is poisoned at the source” (Dos Passos 195).  Dos Passos is reacting to this distrust of language when Jimmy, leaving the world of journalism professes “If only I still had faith in words” (366).  It is in the first person that Jimmy declares this lack of faith, perhaps Dos Passos is allowing himself to show through.  Or maybe Dos Passos is simply telling the classic realist tale: “the classic story told again and again by such modern writers of social realism as Dreiser, Dos Passos, Steinbeck, and Farrell was essentially the story of sensitive and often gifted people struggling for survival and fulfillment against the pressures of a provincially oppressive or underprivileged society and, as a rule, living to discover that the struggle has forced them to compromise or corrupt the innocent idealism with which they began” (Aldridge 131).  This indeed describes Jimmy, the gifted person struggling to survive in an oppressive society with disillusionment or death as the only viable ends.

Because of this disenchantment with language, Dos Passos creates his own form of communication.  The language of Manhattan Transfer attempts to capture the life and motion of the modern city.  Dos Passos is trying to capture a city without a center and the result is nearly cinematic.  Through extensive crosscutting and the use of montage, Dos Passos successfully manages to create a book without a center.                       


Also crucial to the language of realism is the use of a particular vernacular: “In an effort to place character, realists employed dialect rendered as exactly as possible and liberal dosages of everyday speech” (Borus 23).  Dos Passos employs this use of the precise rendering dialect throughout Manhattan Transfer.  The characters speak as they would, not as Dos Passos or an over-educated author would.  Dos Passos went to Harvard, thus his use of common language shows his ability, not a lack of skill.  A spectacular example of this is Dos Passos’ portrayal of Cassie’s lisp.  Cassie says things like “’But I loved the twavel pictures, Morris, those Swiss peasants dancing; I felt I was wight there’” (Dos Passos 160).  Everyday speech pervades this novel; for instance on the next page Morris is talking about his reasons for losing his job: “’He’s a stinker d’you know it?  I wont take no more of his lip.  When I was walkin outa the office he called after me. . . . Young man lemme tell ye sumpen.  You wont never make good till you learn who’s boss around this town, till you learn that it aint you’” (Dos Passos 161).  This is not the language of a Harvard cum laude; it is the language of a nobody buying ice cream for a girl with a speech impediment at a drugstore in Columbus Circle at the beginning of the twentieth century.  According to Borus’ ideas of realism and language, this previous discussion of language in Manhattan Transfer suggests that it is, in terms of dialect and its use of common language, a realist novel.


Another quality that Manhattan Transfer shares with realism is its near obsession with things.  Borus notes that “realism was vitally concerned about the relationship between humans and things.  At the same time that men and women lived their lives in a human environment, they also were surrounded by things” (21).  Indeed, things surround, and often impose upon, the characters in Manhattan Transfer.  For the most part, these things are advertisements, elaborate images, and other components of city life.  Many of the chapters are named for such objects: “Tracks,” “Great Lady on a White Horse,” “Fire Engine,” “Nickelodeon,” “Revolving Doors,” and “Skyscraper,” just to name a few.  For reasons I will now discuss, “Skyscraper” and “Great Lady on a White Horse” are of particular importance.

Borus remarks that, “As human beings struggle to connect themselves with these things, they find that these objects influence and slowly determine their lives.  Realist texts soak their characters in this environment, which in turn exerts pressures on individuals” (22).  This is applicable to Manhattan Transfer, a striking example being the skyscraper of the second to last chapter.  At the opening of “Skyscraper,” Jimmy Herf is leaving the Pulitzer Building, jobless.  The second paragraph reads: “Chockful of golden richness, delight in every bite, THE DADDY OF THEM ALL, spring rich in gluten.  Nobody can buy better bread than PRINCE ALBERT.  Wrought steel, monel, copper, nickel, wrought iron.  All the world loves natural beauty.  LOVE’S BARGAIN that suit at Gumpel’s best value in town.  Keep that schoolgirl complexion” (Dos Passos 351).  A jumble of buildings and advertisements permeate Jimmy’s life; he absorbs them so quickly, they almost seem to be strangling him.  The juxtaposition of the building material with the italicized advertisement concerning natural beauty reminds us of the effect to which these objects and this environment influence the characters.  Jimmy can have no faith in words because they are constantly harassing him and selling him things, and therefore words become mere things themselves.

Soon after, we come across another reference to a skyscraper, this time the skyscraper is in Jimmy’s dream: 

All these April nights combing the streets alone a skyscraper has obsessed him, a grooved building jutting up with uncountable bright windows falling onto him out of a scudding sky.  [. . .] Faces of Follies girls, glorified by Ziegfeld, smile and beckon to him from the windows.  Ellie in a gold dress, Ellie made of thin gold foil absolutely lifelike beckoning from every window.  And he walks round blocks and blocks looking for the door of the humming tinselwindowed skyscraper, round blocks and blocks and still no door. (Dos Passos, 365) 

The skyscraper has entirely engulfed Jimmy, both consciously and subconsciously.  He is so overwhelmed by his environment that he becomes it and it becomes him.  This door less skyscraper is contrasted with media images (Ziegfeld’s Follies) and a foil of Ellie.  Jimmy is undeniably obsessed with this imagined skyscraper, this thing: “a skyscraper has obsessed him,” and also with other imagined and constructed things.    

The “Great Lady on a White Horse” is another example of an obsession with things and a desire to be something, or someone, that could never exist.  Towards the middle of this chapter we encounter the lady on the white horse: “At Lincoln Square a girl rode slowly through the traffic on a white horse; chestnut hair hung down in even faky waves over the horse's chalky rump and over the giltedged saddlecloth where in green letters pointed with crimson, read DANDERINE” (Dos Passos 136).  These exact words are repeated at Thirtyfourth Street at the very end of the chapter, to which Stan adds: “’Rings on her fingers [. . .] And bells on her toes, And she shall cure dandruff wherever it grows” (Dos Passos 143).  This supposedly great lady was nothing more than an advertisement for Danderine, a scalp tonic for diseases such as dandruff and balding.  The in-class gloss on this topic purported this woman on the horse to represent Ellen’s desire to be a fine lady, the upper class Lady Godiva.  Unfortunately, the “great lady” on the white horse is a spoof, an advertisement comparable to the ridiculous billboards driving around Montreal today.  Elaborate letters spelling out DANDERINE place this image at the level of sign; it is a representation of the real thing.  If, as according to Sundquist, “inner values of the spirit are drawn outward until they appear at last to merge with the things from which one cannot be distinguished and without which one cannot constitute, build, or fabricate a self.  The self becomes an image of the real, and the real becomes an advertisement of and for the self” (11), then perhaps Ellen is, like in Jimmy’s dream, nothing more than an illusion and her mere existence is dependent on the influence of things.    

A final characteristic of realism to be discussed is a focus on day to day

occurrences: “Elevated or heightened moments are de-emphasized in literary realism; day to day existence is highlighted” (Borus 20).  Manhattan Transfer is four hundred pages of day to day existence.  Even the major events- birth, suicide, abortion, a fire- are everyday occurrences in a city as large and diverse as Manhattan.  Bud’s suicide is met with nothing more than “’A pretty thing to happen on a man’s wedding day’”(Dos Passos 126) and Ed Thatcher practically ignores his discovery of the firebug (14).  Dos Passos carries us from scene to scene by stringing together series of events.  These events are predominantly average happenings; the elevated or heightened moments are not given any particular extra attention.  

In collaboration with this is emphasis on day to day existence is the lack of a traditional hero:

American realisms devalued the traditional notion of heroic character.  By expanding the social basis of characterization and locating the narrative within specific social settings that inevitably exerted constraints on human action, realists eliminated the larger-than-life, elevated, central character.  In his place stood the realist protagonist, who was more likely to embody his or her moment rather than stand above it and more likely to incorporate the forces that shaped daily life than to resist them. (Borus, 21)

No character in Manhattan Transfer stands above the forces that shape daily life.  They are each affected equally by these factors.  There is no central character, if we were required to pick one it would probably be Jimmy but he is by no means heroic in the traditional sense.  Jimmy is heroic in that he escapes the city, but even this is ambiguous; Jimmy is freed only by losing his job and Dos Passos never resolves the outcome of his escape.  

No discussion of realism is complete without at least a brief analysis of

naturalism.  Borus distinguishes naturalism from realism: “Conventional critical theory demarcates a literature that is concerned with the average, common, and typical from one involved with brute force, animality, and the subhuman.  The former literature is designated realism, the latter naturalism” (9).  Naturalism is also concerned with “vast forces, heredity and environment, a world of brute chance, with what we share of animality, with ultimate reduction, the subhuman” (Cady 7).  In keeping with realism, Manhattan Transfer is concerned with the average, but it does not ignore the forces crucial to naturalism.  Often, these two terms are mistakenly used interchangeably.  To say that Manhattan Transfer contains naturalist elements, “the desperation, confusion, and misery of so many of the characters in Manhattan Transfer are typical of the mood of the major characters in naturalist fiction” (Goldsmith 28), is by no means to say that it is not fundamentally a work of realism.  


Manhattan Transfer also comprises elements of hyperrealism.  Hyperreality is a concept written on extensively by Jean Baudrillard in the late twentieth century.  In this brief discussion I will refer to Doug Kellner’s analysis of Baudrillard.  According to this article, “we live in a ‘hyperreality’ of simulations in which images, spectacles and the play of signs replace the logic of production and class conflict as key constituents of contemporary capitalist societies”(Kellner 62).  Further, “using McLuhan’s cybernetic concept of implosion, Baudrillard claims that in the contemporary world the boundary between representation and reality implodes, and that as a result, the very experience and ground of ‘the real’ disappears” (Kellner 63).  In other words, things become too real.  In Manhattan Transfer, images and representations become reality, and, as with Jimmy’s figment of a skyscraper, this new hyperreality often engulfs life and drains it of all meaning.  The belief here is that nothing real actually exists, only meaningless constructs and representations.  Manhattan Transfer is inundated with such simulacra as the skyscraper, signs, advertisements, and media figures.  Lee discusses this idea in relation to the moment at which Ellen decides to marry George: “It is a superb example of the annihilation of consciousness and the loss of identity, as she becomes an object, submerged in the materiality of her environment” (183).  At this point, Ellen becomes a simulacra and loses all identity- she becomes hyperreal.


There is no doubt in my mind, or in the minds of most critics, that Manhattan Transfer breaks an enormous amount of new ground.  However, it is my belief that it is still essentially a work of realism.  Whether Manhattan Transfer contains elements of other traditions, namely naturalism and hyperrealism, is hardly even questionable- of course it does.  I have merely suggested here that Manhattan Transfer does indeed meet a sufficient amount of the necessary criteria and can thus be considered a novel of realism.     
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