
Högskolan Dalarna 
Literature Degree Thesis 
Supervisor: Julie Hansen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“I’m still here. Sort of.” 
Constructed Identities in Paul Auster’s City of Glass 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Autumn 2007 
Emma Nilsson-Tysklind 



Table of Contents 

Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 2 

Language and Identity ............................................................................................................. 4 

Daniel Quinn, William Wilson, Max Work and Paul Auster ............................................... 4 

The Red Notebook ............................................................................................................... 6 

Peter Stillman Jr. .................................................................................................................. 8 

Cultural Codes and Identity .................................................................................................. 11 

Peter Stillman Jr. ................................................................................................................ 13 

Chance and Identity ............................................................................................................... 15 

The Hierarchical Structure of Identities .............................................................................. 17 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 19 

Works Cited ............................................................................................................................ 21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Each time this identity announces itself, 
someone or something cries:  

Look out for the trap, you're caught. 
Take off, get free, disengage yourself. 

 
Jacques Derrida 

 
Introduction 

 

Paul Auster’s City of Glass deals with many aspects of the concept of identity. Baxter 

proclaims that “The New York Trilogy gives us a set of wondrous mazes of identity, peopled 

with mysterious observers, authorial surrogates, mirrors facing mirrors, and persons missing 

to one degree or another” (42). The novel contains a jumble of identities; in fact, the identities 

are more numerous than the characters. In other words, characters, with the protagonist Daniel 

Quinn in the lead, have more than one identity. It can be suggested, most clearly in Daniel 

Quinn’s case, that newer identities to a significant level replace his previous identity. With the 

help of poststructuralist theory, one can argue that the novel supports the view that all 

identities are constructed by outer factors. The case of Peter Stillman Jr. is also interesting in 

this respect, since his identity, the one he lives with as a grown man, has been given to 

(imposed on) him by outer sources. He had an identity that was reconstructed to fit into the 

society he has to live in. But is that identity more of a construction than his first? The question 

is: is there a hierarchical structure among identities, or are all identities equally original, or 

rather equally constructed? 

McHale claims that “all our cognitive operations, including (or especially) perception 

itself, are theory-dependent,” and subsequently that “data do not exist independently of a 

theory that constitutes them as data” (2). In other words, as poststructuralist theory would 

conclude, reality is constructed by those who interpret reality, and the same is accordingly 

true for the concept identity. In the case of City of Glass, that would mean that all Daniel 

Quinn’s created identities are constructions, as well as the Quinn identity, the seemingly 

original identity of the character. Consequently, the same is true for Peter Stillman Jr. and his 



old and new identities. This essay will thus argue, by applying poststructuralist theory and 

mainly focusing on the cases of Daniel Quinn and Peter Stillman Jr., that the identities of the 

characters in City of Glass are constructed by various outer factors, factors such as language, 

cultural codes and chance. These three factors were selected because of their significance in 

the novel on the one hand, and in poststructuralist theory on the other hand.  The essay will 

analyse how the three outer factors mentioned influence the shaping of the character’s 

identities. 

In the part dealing with language, one section will be devoted to the Daniel Quinn 

character and his many identities, and one to Peter Stillman Jr. These specific characters were 

selected because of their special relationships to language, relationships that can be argued to 

show that they are in fact constituted by language. A third section will be devoted to Daniel 

Quinn’s red notebook, which further puts forward the dependence of his identity on language. 

In the section dealing with cultural codes, the example of Peter Stillman Jr. will be given the 

most attention, as his case supports the view that identity is to a certain extent imposed on 

people by their surroundings. Finally, in the section dealing with the concept of chance and its 

impact on people’s identities, Daniel Quinn’s example will be highlighted, since chance can 

be argued to have influenced the shaping of several of his identities, and since he himself 

when thinking back on his life concludes that “nothing [is] real except chance” (Auster 3). 

Some clarification is needed concerning the character named Daniel Quinn in the novel. 

He, as this essay will illustrate, has many identities, but he will always be referred to as 

Daniel Quinn in this essay in order to avoid confusion, since there are other characters who 

share names with some of his identities. This is not to be interpreted as a statement in its own 

right, suggesting that the Quinn identity is in any way the highest on the hierarchical ladder. It 

is merely for the sake of consistency. Other characters for whom an introduction might be 

required are Peter Stillman Jr.’s wife Virginia Stillman and his father Peter Stillman Sr. 



Language and Identity 

 

All identities of the novel’s characters are constituted by language. The idea of linguistic 

determinism, i.e. that language forms a person’s identity, and not the other way around, is a 

crucial point in poststructuralist theory. A popular way of expressing this is to say that people 

are “subject” to language. 

 
The word “subject” … evokes the idea of being “subject” to a larger force or forces: a king, a 
dictator, or a totalitarian state, perhaps. Of course, in the poststructuralist world the larger force to 
which one is subject is not an individual or human agency but language itself, which contains all 
of us in its prisonhouse, makes subjects of us all (Gaggi xii). 

 

This is what this first section of the essay will deal with, i.e. the dependence of the characters 

identities on language. The idea that language “contains all of us in its prisonhouse” will be 

vindicated mainly by the examples of Peter Stillman, Sr. and Jr. in a very literal sense, but 

also by the example of Daniel Quinn in a more metaphorical sense. 

 

Daniel Quinn, William Wilson, Max Work and Paul Auster 

 

Daniel Quinn is constituted by language, since his ability to use or not use language 

determines every aspect of his life. Several factors indicate Daniel Quinn’s dependence on 

language, all of which will be dealt with in this paper. First, however, some background 

information about Quinn’s character is required. 

At the beginning of the novel, the reader learns two things about Daniel Quinn: first, 

that he used to have a wife and son, both of whom are now dead, and second, that he is now a 

writer of mystery novels, under the pseudonym of William Wilson. Later it is also revealed 

that before the death of his wife and son, he used to write poetry, plays and critical essays, all 

published in his own name. After the death of his family, however, he lost his ambition, and 

the writing he produced was created much for economic reasons. “He had continued to write 

because it was the only thing he felt he could do” (Auster 5), i.e. writing is his only skill, and 



he needs to write to get by. He sells books, and thus, he is financially dependent on language. 

His way of using language determines how well his books will sell and consequently his 

financial status. This fact supports the idea that the Quinn identity is constituted by language, 

given that financial status has a significant impact on a person’s way of living. He needs 

language to be able to buy food, to survive in other words. Language is what allows him to 

live, and in this manner it constitutes him. 

Secondly, the fact that Quinn’s life is to a high degree lived through the written story of 

a fictional character; Max Work, the protagonist of his mystery novels. underpins the idea of 

his dependence on language. “If he lived now in the world at all, it was only at one remove, 

through the imaginary person of Max Work” (Auster 10). Thus, Max Work can be argued to 

be much more than the protagonist of Quinn’s books: in fact he is an additional identity of the 

Daniel Quinn character. There might be discussions on the reasons why Quinn chooses to 

create this new identity for himself. Arguably, he does this is in order to escape the Daniel 

Quinn identity, which has become too painful to live with. This is argued by Tysh, who states 

that Quinn “chooses to inhabit where he is not, an elsewhere occupied by an already 

constituted fiction” (48). Fortunately, Max Work does not have a dead family, he has not lost 

his ambition, and thus, for Quinn, assuming that identity means not having to cope with the 

downsides of being Quinn. Presumably, this is why he writes under a pseudonym as well, to 

get as far away from Daniel Quinn as possible. As he states himself: “[i]n the triad of selves 

that Quinn had become, Wilson served as a kind of ventriloquist, Quinn was the dummy, and 

Work was the animated voice that gave purpose to the enterprise” (Auster 6). The Quinn 

identity is now merely one third of the Quinn character – he is the shell, the part that is 

visible. The rest of him is Wilson, the producer of language, and thus the creator of the third 

part of the identity: Work, the actual actor. Of course, since Max Work lives only in books, 



i.e. in written words, that identity is entirely constructed by language, and thus, Quinn can be 

argued to be constructed by language to a very high degree. 

Finally, Quinn’s Paul Auster identity deserves mentioning. It is, arguably, the one of his 

identities least concerned with language, but still, to a certain level it is constituted by 

language. It is as Paul Auster that Quinn starts writing in the red notebook. This red notebook 

will be given its own section in this paper, because of the way it so clearly shows how 

language has contributed to constructing Quinn’s identity. 

 

The Red Notebook 

 

At the end of the novel, Daniel Quinn lives only through the words he writes down in his red 

notebook, and this indicates that his identity is to a significant level constructed by language. 

The first connection, however, that can be drawn between the red notebook and Quinn’s being 

a prisoner of language is the episode when Quinn follows Peter Stillman Sr. around in New 

York City, tracing his itineraries. After having done this for a number of days, he concludes 

that his drawings together form the letters O, W, E, R, O, F, B, A, B. Subsequently, this leads 

to the conclusion that Peter Stillman Sr. is, with his walks, writing the words “TOWER OF 

BABEL,” a conclusion drawn partly with the background knowledge that Stillman Sr. has 

written an article on the Tower of Babel before, and partly with a bit of creative imagination. 

This episode suggests that for Daniel Quinn, as Derrida has also so famously stated, “[t]here 

is nothing outside of the text” (158). Quinn uses his experience, gained from a text, i.e. from 

reading Stillman Sr.’s article, to literally turn an old man’s walks into a text.  

In poststructuralist theory, the concept of “text” is widened, as compared to its meaning 

in daily speech. The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English defines “text” as “any 

written material,” but in Reading Texts: An Introduction to Strategies of Interpretation, 

Fjellestad and Wikborg state that according to poststructuralist theory, “[a] text is a product of 



semiosis, that is, of encoding signs into ‘structures.’ Texts can be verbal, visual, aural or 

kinetic” (171). In other words, a text is not only what is written, it might as easily be a spoken 

phrase, a painting, or, as in this case, a series of walks. Although Quinn interprets the walks as 

actual letters, using the word “text” in the traditional sense, one could still assert the validity 

of Derrida’s statement in this case. However, using the poststructuralist definition of the word 

“text,” and consequently agreeing that Stillman Sr.’s walks are text, it is still important to 

point out, as Fjellestad and Wikborg do, that “[t]exts are capable of generating multiple 

readings and interpretations” (171). Reading the words TOWER OF BABEL into Stillman 

Sr.’s walks is Quinn’s interpretation of that particular text, and most people’s interpretations 

would most probably be different. Yet this can be used as an argument claiming that Quinn is 

constituted by language, since his interpretation of the walks is linguistic. Moreover, at the 

end of the novel, when he spends his entire days writing in the notebook, the reader is told 

that “[h]e wondered what the map would look like of all the steps he had taken in his life and 

what word it would spell” (Auster 155). This can be used as further argument supporting the 

statement that Quinn actually sees language in everything, and thus, that his identity consists 

of language. 

When the novel is coming to an end, Quinn finds out that Stillman Sr. has committed 

suicide and that Peter Stillman Jr. and Virginia Stillman are missing. He then retreats from all 

activities, places himself in a dark room, takes off all his clothes, and writes. All he does is 

write, and thus, writing, and consequently, language, constitutes his whole being. His identity 

at this point consists of language and language only. Subsequently, however, the red notebook 

inevitably runs out of blank pages. In the novel, this can be seen as analogous to Quinn’s 

identity’s coming to an end. 

 
Little by little, Quinn was coming to the end. At a certain point, he realized that the more he wrote, 
the sooner the time would come when he could no longer write anything. He began to weigh his 
words with great care, struggling to express himself as economically and clearly as possible 
(Auster 156). 



In other words, Quinn has become his red notebook, and thereby he has lost all other ways of 

communicating. He is therefore worried that he will not be able to survive the ending of the 

notebook, and this puts emphasis on the importance of language in society. Without it a 

person is clearly disabled, or even, as in Quinn’s case, nothing. “The last sentence of the red 

notebook reads: ‘What will happen when there are no more pages in the red notebook?’” 

(Auster 157). That is the last sign there is of Quinn, after that he is gone and never again 

found. Within the scope of the novel, he has ceased to exist. The end of his notebook, and 

consequently, the end of his ability to express himself through language, is the equivalent to 

the end of him and his identity. Thus, his identity was constructed by language, and he can 

furthermore be argued to have been a prisoner of language. Kristeva proclaims that “the 

subject is constituted in and through language” (Becker-Leckrone 165), meaning that 

language builds us up and keeps us in its claws. In the same way, language controlled Daniel 

Quinn and kept his identity imprisoned within the covers of his red notebook. 

The idea that language imprisons us can be applied to Peter Stillman Jr. as well. The 

next section will deal with the impact of language in constructing of his identity. 

 

Peter Stillman Jr. 

 

Peter Stillman Jr. is constituted by language, and two aspects of his story indicate this. One is 

the fact that his lack of language influences his whole existence, and thereby makes living 

very difficult for him. The other is the fact that his imprisonment in the dark room did not 

prevent him from using language, in lack of English words he came up with his own words 

instead. The latter will be analysed first, after some relevant background information. 

When Peter Stillman Jr. was three years old his mother died, leaving his father, Peter 

Stillman Sr. alone to take care of him. Stillman Sr. then decided to examine whether God had 

a language. His theory was that if he kept little Peter locked up in a room, away from human 



contact and thus, away from language, Peter would learn this language of God. Peter already 

knew a few words, since he was three years old when he was locked up, but Stillman Sr. 

concluded that if he were to beat him every time he used an English word, he would soon stop 

using them. Then after nine years, when Stillman Jr. was twelve, he was found and released 

from his prison. By then he knew no spoken words, but he had made up a whole set of words 

in his own language. The fact that he did that highlights the idea that he is constituted by 

language. This language was not spoken, naturally, since Peter learned from the beatings that 

he should not speak, but it was in his head. He has not been exposed to any language, but still 

he is producing language, only not with his mouth and vocal cords. “Peter kept the words 

inside him. All those days and months and years. There in the dark, little Peter all alone, and 

the words made noise in his head and kept him company. That is why his mouth does not 

work right” (Auster 24). 

On this issue, Worthington argues that “the adult Stillman, Jr., still recovering from this 

early languageless existence, can recall elements of that Edenic language” (188). Whether or 

not this language of his childhood is in fact “Edenic” is debateable, but it is true that he, even 

as an adult, still recalls this language, and that causes trouble in his learning English. As he 

himself states (although his use of the third person pronoun suggests that he is reciting 

something that he has been told by someone else), his mouth does not fully cooperate. That is 

not too strange, since language for him was unspoken until the age of twelve. It is generally 

acknowledged that learning a foreign language that is phonetically very different from your 

own native language is difficult. Stillman Jr.’s case seems to be the ultimate evidence of that, 

seeing as the phonetic differences between a spoken language and an unspoken one are as 

great as they get. This leads us to the next issue mentioned in the introduction of this section, 

namely the way Stillman Jr.’s lack of (a commonly used) language influences his daily life. 



When Peter Stillman Jr. comes out into the world beyond the dark room, he has much trouble 

functioning among other people. There are many reasons for this, one of them being the fact 

that he does not share the language of the people around him. His position is the same as that 

of a person moving to a foreign country, only even more difficult, since his native language 

cannot be translated. This lack of capability to express himself naturally influences his 

everyday life. When Daniel Quinn (as Paul Auster) comes to visit him he gives a long speech, 

most of which requires a great deal of concentration to understand. “If I can give you the 

words you need to have, it will be a great victory” (Auster 19), he says at the beginning of his 

speech, excusing himself to Quinn. “‘I say what they say because I know nothing” (Auster 

19), he then goes on saying. Firstly, this indicates his own awareness of his issue, and 

consequently his inability to solve the problem. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, it 

indicates his distancing himself from the English language, or more accurately, the fact that 

he considers the English language the property of others. “‘I say what they say because I 

know nothing.” In other words, I use the words of others because my words are no good 

(meaning, as he has most probably been told, that he knows nothing). With this follows the 

idea that he is a prisoner of language, since he does not use the English language of his own 

free will; rather, he does so because he is forced to. This idea of being “prisoner of language” 

will be further discussed below, both in a literal respect, but also in a more metaphorical, 

poststructuralist sense. 

The poststructuralist idea that people are prisoners of language is in City of Glass most 

obviously vindicated by the cases of the two Peter Stillmans. These characters can both be 

professed to be literal prisoners of language. Peter Stillman Jr. was, during his early years, a 

prisoner; he was detained in a dark room, and the reason behind his imprisonment was 

entirely linguistic: to wash off the polluted language of humans and find the pure language of 

God. Peter Stillman Sr. was also a prisoner, in an actual prison, and in his case the reason 



behind the imprisonment is his obsession with language: he was imprisoned for locking his 

son up and trying to beat into him the language of God. 

When poststructuralists claim that people are prisoners of language, this is not exactly 

what they have in mind. They usually use the term “prison” in a more metaphorical way, as 

seen in One could conclude that this might be a way for Paul Auster (the writer of the novel) 

to play with literary theory, however with a serious undertone. At the same time as the Peter 

Stillmans are literal prisoners of language, they can be claimed to be metaphorically 

imprisoned by language. The poststructuralist way of viewing people as prisoners of language 

would be to suggest that language in a way constructs their identities, arguing the presence of 

language in every aspect of life. This idea can also be applied to the Peter Stillmans. Stillman 

Jr.’s identity is, as stated above, significantly influenced by language. Language, one can 

argue, has such a significant impact on his identity that it prevents him from living a 

satisfactory life. In Stillman Sr.’s case, his obsession with language influences his life to such 

an extent that it is an obstacle for him. To sum up, Peter Stillman, Sr. and Jr., can both be 

professed to be prisoners of language, in more than one sense. 

 

Cultural Codes and Identity 

 

Society is built upon certain rules, here called cultural codes, and these codes help form the 

identities of the novel’s characters. These cultural codes are different in different societies, as 

is generally acknowledged. These differences sometimes cause problems in intercultural 

meetings, and this fact indicates that cultural codes take part in constructing people’s 

identities. If that was not the case, the mentioned problem would not occur. 

In “Questions of Space and Identity in Paul Auster’s City of Glass & Wim Wenders’ 

Lisbon Story,” Vogelweid Lehmann argues the importance of the immediate surroundings as 

an influence in constructing identities. More specifically, she argues the importance of New 



York City in relation to identity in City of Glass, stating that “any existence within the city, 

which involves movement out of the apartment and a venture onto the streets, will create a 

certain perception of identity in relation to the surroundings” (6). The same thing is hinted at 

in the novel, which states the following about Quinn: “[t]he world was outside of him, around 

him, before him, and the speed with which it kept changing made it impossible for him to 

dwell on any one thing for very long” (Auster 4). This invokes the feeling that it is the outer 

world that governs Quinn, instead of the opposite. 

Michel Foucault presented the idea of the “panoptic State,” that is, the all-seeing state, 

that “maintains its surveillance not by physical force and intimidation, but by the power of its 

‘discursive practices’ […] which circulates its ideology throughout the body politic” (Barry 

176). The idea of “discursive practices,” and further the idea of “thought control” that 

Foucault also presented, is very much linked to the issue of cultural codes and identity. 

“Discursive” derives from “discourse,” and discourse, according to Foucault, “is not just a 

way of speaking or writing, but the whole ‘mental set’ and ideology which encloses the 

thinking of all members of a given society” (Barry 176). In other words, there is a set of rules 

(codes) in each society that is imposed very cleverly from above (from the “panoptic State”) 

on all members of that particular society. In fact, they are so cleverly imposed on the citizens 

that they are considered self-evident, and deviant thinking is considered absurd. This is not 

because it is naturally absurd, but because the members of that society have been taught to 

look upon it that way. “[C]onstructions, or […] versions of reality, are strategic in nature, that 

is, designed with particular purposes in view” (McHale 2). The same is arguably true for 

certain features of a person’s identity. All cultures have prescriptive, however often unspoken, 

codes that lay down how to act, and consequently, how not to act. Certain ways of acting are 

simply considered intolerable and can exclude a person from fully participating in society. For 

Peter Stillman Jr. this is unfortunate, since he grew up without learning these codes. His 



identity does not fit into the society he lives in, and therefore it is reconstructed, as will be 

asserted in the next section. 

 

Peter Stillman Jr. 

 

Peter Stillman Jr.’s example portrays how in a society, some identities are tolerable and some 

are not. When he is found in the dark room, he is twelve years old. At the age of twelve, one’s 

identity has developed quite a bit, with the influence of one’s surroundings, and thus, Stillman 

Jr. comes out of the dark room with an identity shaped by influences and impressions from 

this room, or in other words, this room’s culture. That identity, however, is not a tolerable one 

to have, or more accurately, it does not fit into the world he steps out to. There is what is in 

daily speech called a cultural clash, since Stillman Jr.’s culture is very different from the 

culture of the world he enters into, which is the New York City of the 1980’s. Thus, he is 

given a new identity, one that is more adjusted to the codes of his new society. “Little by 

little, they taught me how to be Peter Stillman. They said: you are Peter Stillman. Thank you, 

I said” (Auster 20). The word “taught” in this sentence significantly indicates the level of 

construction in this new identity. Then, Stillman Jr. further recalls:  

 
“They had to teach him [talking about himself] everything. How to walk, you know. How to eat. 
How to make caca and pipi in the toilet. That wasn’t bad. Even when I bit them, they didn’t do the 
boom, boom, boom. Later, I even stopped tearing off my clothes […] “Peter Stillman, you are a 
human being, they said. It is good to believe what doctors say. Thank you. Thank you so much 
(Auster 20-21). 
 

In other words, features that are in Stillman’s new culture considered matters of course are to 

him completely new. He cannot eat with a knife and a fork, he is not very fond of clothes, and 

he cannot go to the toilet, because he has been taught differently. The codes of his “native 

culture” are different from those of his new culture, and thus his identity needs to be 



reconstructed to fit into the new culture. He needs to become a “human being,” in a sense that 

is very obviously culturally determined. 

The word “reconstructed” is crucial here, because there is nothing that indicates his first 

identity’s superiority, neither is there anything that indicates its originality. It existed before 

the new identity, that is true, but that is not an argument supporting the idea that it is his true 

identity. On the contrary, that identity was more or less beaten into him. “Every time Peter 

said a word, his father would boom him. At last Peter learned to say nothing” (Auster 24). At 

last he “learned (my italics) to say nothing”. Here again is an indication of construction, 

suggesting that Stillman Jr.’s first identity was far from natural and hereditary. Considering 

this, one could argue that there is no such thing as an original, inborn identity. Identities are 

constructed, with much influence from the outer world, and thus, they are culturally 

determined. 

A further indication of Stillman Jr.’s constructed identity can be seen in his relationship 

to his own name. When you are given a name at the age of twelve, a name with which you 

have not grown up, that name might be hard to relate to. As mentioned above, this is what 

Stillman Jr. tells Quinn at their first and only encounter: “[t]hey said: you are Peter Stillman. 

Thank you, I said.” Later, he also states that “[t]hat is not [his] real name,” (18) indicating, as 

previously stated, that the name Peter Stillman is not related to his notion of his own self. It 

was given to him in the process of reconstructing his identity. In addition, it is also the name 

of his feared father, and that complicates the issue even further for him. Presumably, this fact 

is much participant in his reluctance to relate to the name. However, even though Stillman Jr. 

has negative feelings about his name, he still accepts it, as he has learned to accept everything 

else he has been told. “I am Peter Stillman. I say this of my own free will. Yes. That is not my 

real name. No. Of course, my mind is not all it should be. But nothing can be done about that” 

(Auster 18). He has been told that he is mentally handicapped, that his abnormality prevents 



him from living a normal life, and that this is something that cannot be repaired. This can 

certainly be averred to have contributed to the construction of his identity. 

Finally, connected to many arguments above, the fact that Stillman Jr. so often repeats 

the phrase “thank you” in a range of situations suggests the level of construction connected to 

his identity. First of all, one can infer that he has very early on been taught this cultural code, 

the importance of saying “thank you” when something is given to you. Consequently, it also 

indicates that his belief is that his whole identity, including his name, and even the fact that he 

is a human being, has been given to him by others. His outside-the-dark-room-identity is a 

construction that he himself did not take part in creating. 

 

Chance and Identity 

 

Chance is a concept that has a large impact on the lives, and consequently on the identities, of 

the novel’s characters. However, chance is arguably an even trickier concept to sort out than 

language and culture. Events that some might refer to as “of chance,” others might as well 

refer to as “of fate.” The line between what is chance and what is fate is thin, if it even exists. 

In “Chance in Contemporary Narrative: The Example of Paul Auster,” Alford defines a 

chance event as “an uncaused event, one that is a consequence neither of the whimsical act of 

a Greek god, the moralistic intervention of a Hebrew one, nor the play of a cosmologically 

omnipresent or divine fate” (72). To validate this definition, one must agree with the idea that 

there are no intervening, almighty gods, and in order to be able to deal with the concept of 

chance, that will be the standpoint of this essay. However, that does not invalidate the view 

that chance and fate are two closely connected concepts. 

Quinn himself concludes, when he calls Virginia Stillman and she does not answer, that 

he has fate against him. 

 



Fate in the sense of what was, of what happened to be. It was something like the word “it” in the 
phrase ‘it is raining’ or “it is night.” What that “it” referred to Quinn had never known. A 
generalized condition of things as they were, perhaps; the state of is-ness that was the ground on 
which the happenings of the world took place (Auster 133). 
 

As Alford argues, this way of defining fate very much relates it to chance. Because what is 

chance, if not what happened to be? 

Bearing this in mind, one could very well go so far as to claim, first of all, that 

conception, birth, and consequently “choice” of parents, which are all such crucial aspects of 

a person’s existence, are largely impacted by chance. Chance thus influences where you are 

born, and therefore which cultural codes you will be taught. Furthermore, chance events in 

your childhood can be argued to contribute to the shaping of your identity. When it comes to 

Quinn’s Paul Auster identity, one could safely suggest that chance to a great extent, if not 

entirely, contributed to its construction. The novel begins: “[i]t was a wrong number that 

started it, the telephone ringing three times in the dead of night, and the voice on the other end 

asking for someone he was not” (Auster 3). This wrong number, much related to chance, led 

to the construction of a new identity. It led to Quinn’s construction of an additional identity in 

order to become this “someone he was not.” Because just as he presumably created the Max 

Work identity in order to give his life meaning, to fill in the gaps of his then current identity, 

the construction of his Paul Auster identity can be said to have the same purpose. He receives 

a telephone call from a person in need of help, and in order to help this person, he needs to 

become Paul Auster. 

How much impact, then, does chance actually have on this whole chain of events that is 

the creation of Quinn’s Paul Auster identity? The idea reaches his head through chance, but 

then what? Does chance also influence his decision to continue his shaping of this identity, or 

is that caused by his own choices? Alford discusses the common idea of “taking a chance,” 

and concludes that “‘taking a chance’ in many ways is simply making a choice in the 

ignorance of the possible consequences, and the consequence of the choice is better 



understood not as a ‘fated’ event, but as a caused one” (73). This idea of “taking a chance” 

can be connected to Quinn’s first encounter with Peter Stillman Sr. When he is waiting for 

Stillman Sr. at the train station and the train arrives at the platform, out come two men with 

faces that look exactly alike. Quinn has to decide whom to follow, and he concludes that 

“[w]hatever choice he made – and he had to make a choice – would be arbitrary, a submission 

to chance” (Auster 68). According to him, he has to submit to chance in order to follow 

through with his task. However, when he finally makes his choice, he bases his decision on 

the fact that one of the men is less well groomed, and therefore “surely […] was the mad 

Stillman” (Auster 68). Consequently, he did have a basis for his decision, although it was not 

rooted in any facts. Does that mean that he did not submit entirely to chance, or does the fact 

that he had no real foundation for his decision support the idea that chance had the main 

impact on his decision? Arguably, the fact that his decision was based on prejudice and 

therefore far from well founded makes the latter suggestion more accurate. 

Taking this to a higher level one might begin to wonder where the line between caused 

and uncaused events is. Is there such a line? What is chance and what is not? Perhaps this is 

why, on the first page of the novel, the narrator states about Quinn that “[m]uch later, when he 

was able to think about the things that happened to him, he would conclude that nothing was 

real except chance” (Auster 3). In other words, the only thing that is certain in the world is 

that we cannot be certain of what the future holds. 

 

The Hierarchical Structure of Identities 

 

In trying to sort this issue out, one must first of all be aware of the fact that since City of Glass 

is a novel, all identities of the characters are constructed by the author. This is of course an 

important point, however, novels can be read as displaying real life issues, as stated in Alford: 

“[w]hile they are obvious fictions, narrators’ and characters’ claims can be understood as 



arguments about the ‘real’ world, the world of lived experience” (65). That is one side of the 

argument which gives relevance to this analysis. On the other hand, the poststructuralist view 

is that all identities are constructs, fictional or non-fictional. Kristeva used the term “sujet-en-

procès,” translated into “subject-in-process” and “subject-on-trial” (Becker-Leckrone 165). In 

other words, even the identities of non-fictional people are shaped and reshaped throughout 

our lives. This will be dealt with further later in this section, but first however, arguments 

against a hierarchical structure among identities of the novel’s characters will be presented. 

Daniel Quinn has numerous identities, identities which he, at times, changes as though 

they were his clothes. There is Daniel Quinn, William Wilson, Max Work, Paul Auster, and 

even, in encounters with Peter Stillman Sr., Henry Dark and Peter Stillman Jr. As stated 

earlier, Quinn’s Daniel Quinn identity is a painful one to live with. That is not the only reason 

why his other identities are constructed, though. Sometimes the Daniel Quinn identity is just 

not suitable for the tasks that he sets out on. Quinn is not a private detective, but Paul Auster 

is, and with that one can conclude that if nothing else, the Quinn identity is certainly not 

“better” than his other identities. In fact, one can argue that his many identities complement 

each other and create a wholeness of the character. Peter Stillman Jr. has fewer identities than 

Quinn, but still he has two, however not simultaneously. His first identity has been 

reconstructed to become another, but nothing suggests one’s superiority. 

That is one side of the issue; the other is the fact that some names are connected to 

several different identities. This is the case with the name Peter Stillman, but also the more 

extreme case Paul Auster. That name is shared by the author of the novel, an identity of 

Daniel Quinn, a private detective who is nowhere to be found, and a writer in the novel whom 

Quinn goes to meet, thinking he is the private detective he himself has claimed to be. 

Considering this, a legitimate question that one could ask oneself is: who really is Paul 

Auster? Is any one of these identities higher up in the hierarchical structure of Paul Austers, or 



are they all Paul Auster to the same extent? Even though the novel’s author is a physical 

person and the others are fictional, one can argue that the answer is that since they are all 

constructed anyway, they are all Paul Auster. The same discussion can be held concerning 

Daniel Quinn’s identities: are they all him, or is it the Daniel Quinn identity that is really him, 

following that the others are made up? From the viewpoint of poststructuralist theory, the 

Daniel Quinn identity is as much of a construct as any other. The consequence of that would 

be that there is in fact no hierarchical structure among identities. All of Daniel Quinn’s 

identities are to an equal extent his identities. In the same way, all the Paul Auster-labelled 

identities, including that of the author, are to the same extent Paul Auster, and this is 

underpinned by the argument that they are all constructs. Paul Auster once said in an 

interview: “The world is in my head. My body is in the world,” (Rydin) meaning that his 

world, or rather his perception of the world, is true only for himself, and thus that it is not the 

universal “real world.” It is a construction, and consequently, his identity is a construction. It 

is, as well as the identities of the novel’s characters, in his head. 

 

Conclusion 

 

All identities of the novel’s characters are constructed by outer factors. With that follows the 

conclusion that identity is not something that is innate in people, it is constructed through 

language, the surrounding culture, and also, to an extent, chance. 

The poststructuralist view is that people are constituted by language, i.e. that language 

has a governing role in a way. This is based on the idea that language plays an enormously 

important role in society, in communication, firstly, but also in a person’s definition of who 

he or she is. Peter Stillman Jr. lacks a language in which he is able to communicate, though he 

is certainly not without language, and that has a considerable influence on his identity. In that 

sense he can even be claimed to be a prisoner of language, since his lack of language acts as 



an obstacle standing in the way of his ability to function in society. Similarly, Daniel Quinn is 

imprisoned in his red notebook, and therefore a prisoner of language. Secondly, cultural codes 

also greatly influence the construction of the characters’ identities. In City of Glass Stillman 

Jr. is the clearest example of this, since his identity is given to him by other people, in order to 

fit into the society in which he lives. Thirdly and finally, the construction of identities can be 

argued to be influenced by chance. This is suggested by the formation of Quinn’s Paul Auster 

identity, an identity that derives from telephone call that turns out to be a wrong number. 

Agreeing with the idea that all identities are constructions, one can consequently 

conclude that there is no original or true identity. Applying this to a character of the novel, 

that would mean that the Daniel Quinn identity is not to be considered the true identity of the 

Daniel Quinn character. Since that identity is as much of a construct as any other, it is not any 

more original than any other, and all his identities must consequently be considered as true as 

any other. 

When Daniel Quinn is asked by Paul Auster (the writer who Quinn goes to meet) where 

he has been and what he has been doing after his last published work his mystifying answer is 

“I’m still here. Sort of” (Auster 112). This statement summarises the complexity of the whole 

issue very nicely. The most important question is: who is Daniel Quinn? If he is the physical 

person, then yes, he is very much there at that moment. If Daniel Quinn is merely the Daniel 

Quinn identity, however, then the question whether or not he is still there is certainly 

debateable. The simplest and most appropriate description of this situation, then, would be 

exactly the one Quinn uses. He is still there. Sort of.
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