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Abstract 

 

Reading literature in the English classroom and discussing the importance of truth and 
knowledge at Swedish upper secondary schools is advised by the Swedish national 
agency for education. In this essay, two literary works set in the western metropolis, 
New York, during the 20th century, The Great Gatsby and City of Glass are first 
analysed and compared in order to examine the dynamics of knowledge and cultural 
production in two stages of urban modernity. These works are then suggested as 
literature that can be read and compared by students in English at Swedish upper 
secondary schools. In the two works, the dynamics of modern and postmodern 
cultural production and knowledge production are examined based on critical 
concepts within modern and postmodern theory. The first section of this essay 
analyses, through the lens of class, how knowledge and identity in The Great Gatsby 
is portrayed as constructed in connection with the geographic and social settings of 
the novel. The novel is read as a critique against modern social conditions and Gatsby 
is read as modernist rebel, attempting to defy stagnant class hierarchies. Thereafter it 
is examined how City of Glass portrays postmodern dynamics of knowledge and 
identity production. The novel is read as a critique of the postmodern stance on 
knowledge production and the main character Quinn is read as postmodern rebel, 
searching for truth and his authentic self in the hyperreal cityscape of New York. In 
the final section of this essay, it is discussed how students can read and compare these 
literary works in order to develop a historical consciousness of urban modernity and 
its modern social conditions. It is argued that the literary readings will enable students 
to understand themselves as historical subjects, able to reflect on the relationship 
between truth and knowledge in different eras. The students will consequently begin 
to understand how their knowledge and self-understanding are impacted by their 
social realities. 
 
Keywords: Urban modernity; Knowledge production; Teaching literature; Teaching 
modern and postmodern theory; The Great Gatsby; City of Glass
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Bohlin 2 

The deepest problems of modern life derive 
from the claim of the individual to preserve the 
autonomy and individuality of his existence in 
the face of overwhelming social forces, of 
historical heritage, of external culture and of 
technique of life. – Simmel (182-183) 

 
There is no material content, no formal category 
of artistic creation, however mysteriously 
transmitted and itself unaware of the process, 
which did not originate in the empirical reality 
from which it breaks free. – Adorno (190) 

1. Introduction 
 

Knowledge and truth are concepts that are central to any teaching context. Especially 

today, when there are politicians in high positions that show a lack of concern for the 

truthfulness of their statements (Peters 145), it is the responsibility of teachers to 

enable students’ access to knowledge based on truth. This can be inferred from the 

knowledge requirements that students have to meet in order to pass the courses at 

Swedish upper secondary schools (Skolverket 6). But what is knowledge and how do 

we learn about the world and ourselves? And what is the relationship between 

knowledge and truth? These are philosophical questions that can be answered 

differently depending on the theoretical viewpoints and frameworks that are applied 

to answer them.  

During the 20th century, ideas and notions about knowledge and truth have 

been addressed in the aesthetic reflections on the social realities in which these ideas 

were manifested, for example in literature (Wilson 489). In order to examine how 

individuals have related to truth and knowledge in the modern era and how this 

outlook changes in the postmodern era, this essay will analyze and compare how 

modern social and cultural conditions are portrayed as having an impact on the 

formation of self-knowledge and identity in two novels set in New York as the 

American hub of money economy during the 20th century. At the end of this essay, a 

teaching unit is suggested in which these literary analyses and comparisons will be 

actualized by English 7 students at Swedish upper secondary schools. By analysing 

and discussing ”societal issues, cultural, historical, political and social conditions” 

(Skolverket 10) in literary works, portraying conditions in two earlier stages of urban 

modernity, the students will strengthen their historical consciousness while 



   
 

 

Bohlin 3 

developing their knowledge of literature and theory.  

 In this essay, I will analyze and compare two novels, canonical within English 

studies, with a specific focus on their portrayal of modern urban social conditions. 

Firstly, the modernist novel The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald, originally 

published in 1925, is analyzed through the lens of class to trace how the characters 

struggle to construct what is considered truth and the authentic self. Secondly, the 

postmodern novel City of Glass by Paul Auster, first published in 1985, is analyzed 

through the lens of the fractured postmodern cityscape to trace how the novel 

deconstructs the idea of truth, identity and self-knowledge. What is examined in the 

two novels is thus the knowledge and identity production problematized in the 

narratives as characteristic of the two stages of urban modernity. In both novels, New 

York represents a social space determined by modern capitalist social conditions. In 

The Great Gatsby class identity can be read as constructed, and in City of Glass class 

identity can be read as deconstructed. Hence, the comparison of the two works 

reveals how relationships between individuals and the social conditions of late 

capitalist society are portrayed differently during the modern and the postmodern 

literary eras. 

In order to show this shift in literary conceptualizations of knowledge 

production and identity production during the two stages of urban modernity, 

theoretical concepts from Marxist theory as well as poststructuralist theory are 

applied in the analyses of the novels. In the English classroom, such literary analyses 

can be useful in order to answer the mentioned philosophical questions and to 

stimulate a debate about the definition of knowledge, and the importance of truth in 

relation to knowledge of ourselves and of social conditions in the modern world. This 

is highly important today, considering the post-truth zeitgeist perpetuated by for 

example the current US President Donald Trump, who “understands contemporary 

media better than his opponents. He utilises the same media strategies in his politics: 

he gets attention; he isn’t polished; He promotes unfiltered feelings; He follows a 

tried-and-true storyline; He encourages a subjective interpretation of the truth” 

(Peters 147).  

 The literary analyses presented in this essay, when reproduced in a teaching 

unit for English 7-classes, can therefore serve as a historical and critical foundation 

for a discussion about the definition of truth and about loci of knowledge production 

in non-literary narratives, which students are exposed to daily in online environments, 
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such as digital narratives in social media. In the subject English at Swedish upper 

secondary schools, students should meet “written and spoken English of different 

kinds, and relate the content to their own experiences and knowledge” (Skolverket 1). 

Students can thus be asked to relate the content of their literary analyses, and the 

critical concepts they have learned, to their own experiences and knowledge of the 

digital social space in this stage of modernity. 

Through the teaching unit suggested in this essay, students can learn how 

social conditions in today’s stage of urban modernity may be viewed from a historical 

perspective, as a societal process that has been in progress since the industrialization. 

Today’s social media landscape can thereby be understood as a social phenomenon in 

the continuum of urban modernity. The students' historical consciousness 

consequently enables them to understand themselves as historical subjects, whose 

self-understanding is impacted by social realities with social conditions and loci of 

knowledge production that have developed over time. In this essay, literature is 

analyzed to demonstrate the dynamics of cultural production in two earlier stages of 

urban modernity, the 1920’s and the 1980’s.   

2. Theories and Method 
 

In the first part of this essay, I will analyze the portrayal of identity and knowledge 

production in The Great Gatsby and in City of Glass, and compare the two novels and 

their portrayed geographical, social, and discursive spaces. The analyses of the 

significant geographical places the narratives create will focus on how the social 

spaces are facilitated, and which geographic aspects are central to the formation of 

certain social spaces. In particular, it is explored how the portrayed social spaces are 

influenced by changing social conditions in urban modernity. In order to 

contextualize the theory of knowledge production in the two eras, theoretical 

concepts of modern and postmodern theory are applied in the literary analyses.  

The theoretical concepts that will be applied in the close reading of The Great 

Gatsby are commodity fetishism as first outlined by Karl Marx; Georg Lukacs’ notion 

of false consciousness; ideology; and hegemony as outlined by Antonio Gramsci. For 

the close reading of City of Glass, these same concepts, along with more recent 

conceptualizations of modernity such as Jean Baudrillard’s concept of simulacra and 
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Derrida’s notion of difference, will be used to analyze the dynamics of 

postmodernity.  

 Within Marxist theory, commodification is seen as an intrinsic part of 

capitalist society. It is the capitalist mode of production in which for example 

material goods and services become commodities; things that can be described in 

terms of their use-value, their exchange value and their labor of production (Marx 27-

28). According to Marx, commodities are social substances that embody human labor 

(28). There are, however, objects with use-value, utility, that are made by human 

labor but are not commodities. For an object to be a commodity it must have use-

value for others and it must be transferred to these others who use it (30). The value 

of commodities is in turn measured by the “special commodity”, money (67). Money 

is thereby the commodity with which the labor of the production is measured. It is 

also a commodity that is always exchanged between the buyer and the seller (78), and 

not necessarily between the buyer and the producer.  

In a late capitalist society, where commodities circulate and workers are 

alienated from the use-values of their own labor, capitalists can accumulate a 

quantum of value that functions as capital by selling large quantities of commodities 

and extract surplus-value (Marx 400). The inability of members of the proletariat to 

see the exploitation of their labor and the inequality within capitalist society are 

referred to as false consciousness within Marxist theory (Lukacs). Capitalism, 

commodification and false consciousness are consequently relevant concepts when 

analyzing the social conditions of urban modernity in The Great Gatsby because “the 

point where it [commodity] becomes the dominant form of society did not take place 

until the advent of modern capitalism” (Lukacs 3).  

Lukacs also argues: “the commodity can only be understood in its undistorted 

essence when it becomes the universal category of society as a whole” (3). The Great 

Gatsby and City of Glass are set in capitalist societies and can therefore be read as 

portrayals of commodity as a universal category that organizes these societies. In 

such societies, Lukacs claims, the process of fragmentation in the production of 

objects is manifested in the fragmentation of its subject:  

This fragmentation of the object of production necessarily entails the 
fragmentation of its subject. In consequence of the rationalisation of the 
work-process the human qualities and idiosyncrasies of the worker appear 
increasingly as mere sources of error when contrasted with these abstract 
special laws functioning according to rational predictions. Neither 
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objectively nor in his relation to his work does man appear as the 
authentic master of the process; on the contrary, he is a mechanical part 
incorporated into a mechanical system. He finds it already pre-existing 
and self-sufficient, it functions independently of him and he has to 
conform to its laws whether he likes it or not (Lukacs 5) 

 

The fragmentation of the subject can therefore be seen as a consequence of the 

mechanization of production in modern society. The mechanization within modern 

society and its manifestation in urban milieus have been thematized in modernist art, 

for example in Fritz Lang’s modernist film Metropolis, released in 1927. As in 

Lang’s dystopian metropolis, the modern urban societies depicted in The Great 

Gatsby and City of Glass are governed by a capitalist rationale that has become 

dominant and can therefore be referred to as hegemonic. In accordance with 

Gramsci’s definition of the term hegemony, the capitalist hegemony can be described 

as the dominance by the bourgeoisie ruling class over the working class, not only 

through dominance over production, but through cultural domination (Adamson 10).  

 Cultural domination can also be understood in terms of ideology; in a 

capitalist society, the bourgeoisie uphold and perpetuate a liberal ideology through 

various cultural media. The critical theorist within the Frankfurt School, Theodor 

Adorno, therefore analyzes the culture industry to show how popular culture 

reproduces liberal ideology and intensifies reification in late capitalist society. 

Adorno and Max Horkheimer comment on how the city invokes a demand for 

pleasure and work, which sustain commodity in capitalist society:  

 
Yet the city housing projects designed to perpetuate the individual as a 
supposedly independent unit in a small hygienic dwelling make him all 
the more subservient to his adversary—the absolute power of capitalism. 
Because the inhabitants, as producers and as consumers, are drawn into 
the center in search of work and pleasure, all the living units crystallize 
into well-organized complexes. (1) 
 

The absolute capitalist power referred to by Adorno and Horkheimer is thus 

crystallized in the modern metropolis. Their theoretical viewpoint can subsequently 

be relevant for an analysis of literary portrayals of social conditions in urban 

modernity. In this essay, the social conditions portrayed in City of Glass are also 

analyzed from a postmodern perspective in order to highlight the difference between 

modern and postmodern theory.  



   
 

 

Bohlin 7 

  In postmodern theory, the Marxist critique against the alienating effect of 

commodification in capitalist societies is viewed as too focused on the problem of 

political economy and the exchange value of commodities. Baudrillard for example 

claims that there has been a postmodern rapture in history which puts an end to the 

“exchange value/use value dialectic” (Baudrillard 8). This rapture is brought about by 

the shift from production to social reproduction as the organizing form of society. 

Baudrillard subsequently outlines a definition of the mode of social reproduction in 

the postmodern era as simulation models that are as real as the modes of production 

previously outlined within Marxist theory: “Simulation is no longer that of a territory, 

a referential being or a substance. It is the generation by models of a real without 

origin or reality: the hyperreal” (Baudrillard 1). What is simulated, Baudrillard calls 

simulacrum. In City of Glass, the social reality of the city, which in The Great Gatsby 

is portrayed as referring to a real thing, can be read as a simulacrum.  

 Another postmodern thinker, who critiqued the Saussurian “signified/signifier 

dialectic” (Baudrillard 8), is Jacque Derrida. Derrida argues that in both written and 

spoken language there is never a direct and unproblematic link between the signified 

object and the signifier, or the thing and the commodity. Instead, the meanings of 

words are initerable, meaning that they differ in every new context they are used. In 

order to understand the meaning of a word in a certain context, it must therefore be 

examined what meaning the word brings to that specific discourse – the meaning of 

the word must be deconstructed.  

According to Derrida, there is a difference between what signified objects a 

signifier refers to in different discourses (Derrida 4). This makes any stable definition 

of the meaning of a specific word impossible. It also means that meanings of words 

are never present in a text before they are deconstructed (6). Derrida argues that 

difference is not a concept (7). However, in this essay, difference will be treated as a 

postmodern conceptualization of the relationship between text and meaning. The 

theoretical postmodern viewpoint can thus be used to analyze how knowledge and 

identity production is deconstructed in the postmodern novel City of Glass (Russell 

71). 

 In the upcoming sections, the two literary works will be analyzed based on 

these theoretical concepts and it will be examined how social conditions and 

knowledge production in urban modernity are depicted in the modernist novel The 

Great Gatsby and in the postmodern novel City of Glass. 
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3. Analysis of The Great Gatsby 
 

There was nothing to look at from under the tree 
except Gatsby’s enormous house, so I stared at it 
like Kant at his church steeple. – F. Scott Fitzgerald (85) 

 

In The Metropolis and Mental Life, Georg Simmel examines how the metropolis 

conditions and organizes social relations and society. He argues: “An inquiry into the 

inner meaning of specifically modern life and its products, into the soul of its cultural 

body … must seek to solve the equation which structures like the metropolis set up 

between the individual and the super-individual contents of life” (Simmel 183). 

Simmel also outlines how the metropolis impacts the consciousness of individuals 

due to the “rapid crowding of changing images” (183), as opposed to “small town life 

which rests more on deeply felt and emotional relationships” (183). 

In the Great Gatsby, Gatsby can be read as a character influenced by the 

social forces of the metropolis, getting seduced by its commodity culture. In this part 

of the essay, it is examined through the lens of class how knowledge and identity 

production in the novel is portrayed and connected to the geographic setting of the 

novel. The metropolis is where, according to Simmel, overwhelming social forces are 

crystalized during the turn of the 20th century, and where “the multiplicity and 

concentration of economic exchange give an importance to the means of exchange 

which the scantiness of rural commerce would not have allowed” (Simmel 184). In 

the novel, the proximity to the economic hub can therefore be read as influencing the 

social relationships and identities that are formed in and outside the city. 

As alluded to by the alternative title of the novel: Among The Ash-heaps and 

Millionaires, the geographic places depicted also play a central role in the portrayed 

loci of knowledge production. There are four geographical places in the novel that are 

central to the framing of different social spaces, and to the narrative. These four 

places are the posh and gentrified fishing villages on Long Island, West Egg and East 

Egg, where the novel’s millionaires live; the poor area referred to as the Ash-heaps; 

and the heart of the metropolis, Manhattan, New York. The rich characters in the 

novel, Tom and Daisy in West Egg, and Nick and Gatsby in East Egg, are, however, 

not portrayed as a homogenous group. There are the wealthy upper class characters, 

Tom and Daisy; the upper class character, Nick, not having inherited money yet; and 

the lower-middle class character, Gatsby, aspiring to become upper class. The 
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Wilson-couple in the valley of ashes, on the other hand, belong to the poor lower-

middle class.  

Finally, Manhattan is portrayed as the crystallization of modern capitalist 

conditions, in which economic progress only appears as a possibility for anyone, and 

for the young ambitious clerks working in the city in particular. The idea that the poor 

can become rich by working hard or marrying up, or can become upper class by 

making money fast and illegally is questioned throughout the novel. Yet among the 

millionaires there are some, who like Gatsby attempt to defy the bourgeoisie 

hegemony and climb the class ladder; for example the eager guests at Gatsby’s 

parties portrayed by the narrator, Nick: “They were at least astonishingly aware of the 

easy money in the vicinity and convinced that it was theirs for a few words in the 

right key” (42). In the end, however, the modern metropolis is portrayed as a 

geographic place and social space where money and status, that is the class hierarchy, 

is essentially just reproduced. 

The construction of class identity is consequently portrayed in the novel as 

linked to urban modernity and capitalism – the habitation of and segregation between 

specific geographic places, the commodification of goods and people, as well as 

liberal hegemony. The loci of identity and knowledge production are constructivist 

and positivist; identities are ideologically constructed and the narrative makes it 

possible to know the truth behind these ideological constructs. The constructivist loci 

of identity production and the positivist loci of knowledge production can in turn be 

read in the narrative, and in the identity of the narrator, Nick, as well as in his 

analysis of Gatsby’s identity. Below, I will therefore firstly examine how the 

narrative is dependent on Nick’s own class identity and his awareness of class, and 

secondly how Gatsby’s climbing the class ladder can be read as a type of resistance 

against the modern class hierarchy. Gatsby’s resistance ultimately fails because he 

gets seduced by commodity culture, and invents an identity, grounded in material 

goods, that is essentially an ideological construct of false consciousness.  

From Nick’s perspective, Gatsby had “an extraordinary gift for hope, a 

romantic readiness such as I have never found in any other person and which it is not 

likely I shall ever find again” (8). Gatsby also “turned out alright in the end; it was 

what prayed on Gatsby, what foul dust floated in the wake of his dream that 

temporarily closed out my interest in the abortive sorrows and shortwinded elations 

of men” (8). It can be read that it is Gatsby’s romantization of commodities and 
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failure to see the fact that he is not accepted into the upper class despite his money 

and commoditites – his false consciousness – that Nick views as the foul dust in the 

wake of his American Dream. Seeing the romantization of commodities by the upper 

class, as well as the “shortwindedness” of Gatsby’s elation, has made Nick 

disillusioned about the beauty and magic of money and commodities by the time he is 

narrating the novel and has moved back West. 

Although Nick is also upper class, which is worth acknowledging, while in 

New York, he has an outsider’s perspective on the two wealthy men in the story, Tom 

Buchannan and Jay Gatsby, since Nick is not wealthy. At the same time Nick has 

spent time in both Tom and Gatsby’s worlds before they all came to Long Island – he 

went to Yale with Tom and was a soldier in France during World War I like Gatsby. 

Nick’s position as both an outsider and insider thus enables him to judge Tom and 

Gatsby’s characters both based on their class memberships as well as their personality 

traits. Unlike the people who do not know either Tom or Gatsby and base their 

conceptions about the men on rumors, Nick is in a position where he can assert that 

he knows the truth about them. Because the upper class is portrayed as an elitist 

group, it can also be argued that if Nick had not been an upper class man himself, he 

would not have had the necessary proximity to the upper class society in order to 

analyze how class identity is constructed within the four specific geographic and 

social loci. Conversely, if Nick had been wealthy like the Buchannans, he would not 

have had to move to the East to learn the bond business in the first place. 

Through his perspective, Nick is able to analyze the class differences in late 

capitalist society: on the one hand the upper ruling class, who gets away with crime 

and destruction due to their status and wealth, and on the other hand, the striving 

lower classes that are the victims of the upper classes’ greed, selfishness and 

ruthlessness. Nick can make this class analysis because he is simultaneously enough 

of an outsider and an insider in the world among the ash-heaps and millionaires. Nick 

is a clerk, but comes from a wealthy family and is cousin to Daisy, whom Gatsby 

pursues. In order to get to Daisy via Nick, Gatsby in turn arranges for Nick to live 

among the millionaires at a price that Nick can afford. This enables Nick to move 

geographically and socially between the four portrayed geographical places and 

social spaces, and to compare the luxury of the upper classes with the poverty in the 

valley of ashes as well as the ambitious clerks in the city, wasting their time, trying to 

get rich. Nick subsequently observes how the lower classes are dreaming about 
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money and how the clerks are making money, while the rich upper classes are 

making money from other people’s work and spending it excessively on 

commodities, reproducing a capitalist hegemony.  

Nick himself becomes enchanted by everything that glitters in East Egg and 

especially in the economic hub, Manhattan. The Buchannan’s house for example is “a 

cheerful red-and-white Georgian Colonial mansion” whose “front was broken by a 

line of French windows, glowing now with reflected gold” (12). When Nick goes to 

New York with Tom Buchannan and his mistress, he also notes the glitter of the city: 

“In this [taxicab] we slid out of from the mass of the station and into the glowing 

sunshine” (29); “We drove over to Fifth Avenue, warm and soft, almost pastoral, on 

the summer Sunday afternoon” (30). The glittering sunlight can subsequently be read 

in the novel as a metaphor for the capitalist economic system and money, since there 

are references to the city, and rich character’s commodities glistening throughout the 

novel.  

The glowing sunshine of money in East Egg and Manhattan is contrasted with 

the ash-heaps in “the valley of ashes” (26) between East Egg and Manhattan, which 

Nick describes as: “a fantastic farm where ashes grow like wheat into ridges and hills 

and grotesque gardens; where the ashes take the forms of houses and chimneys and 

rising smoke and finally, with a transcendent effort, of ash-grey men …” (26). One of 

these ash-grey men is the car mechanic Wilson. He lives in the valley of ashes with 

his wife, Myrtle, who is also Tom Buchannan’s mistress. While stopping by the car 

repair shop to invite Mrs. Wilson to go to New York with them, Tom says to Nick: 

“´Terrible place, isn’t it´” (29) and Nick confirms that he thinks it is “´Awful´” (29).  

An upper class narrator without financial means, from the outside looking in, 

subsequently enables the narrative of both the valley of ashes and the city through the 

lens of class and the American Dream. Nick initially views the metropolis from the 

hopeful and naïve rural perspective of the West, and West Egg: “the city rising up 

across the river in white heaps and sugar lumps all built with a wish out of 

nonolfactory money. The city seen from the Queensboro Bridge is always the city 

seen for the first time, in its wild promise of all the mystery and beauty in the world“ 

(67). Nick’s distance to the city, both geographically and socially, enables him to be 

both excited and disillusioned by the city. Nick “begins to like New York, the racy, 

adventures feel of it at night, and the satisfaction that the constant flicker of men and 

women and machines gives to the restless eye” (57), but also realizes that the 
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promises made by the city might be empty: “the enchanting metropolitan twilight I 

felt a haunting loneliness sometimes, and felt it in others – poor young clerks who 

loitered in front of windows waiting until it was time for a solitary restaurant dinner – 

young clerks in the dusk, wasting the most poignant moments of night and life” (57).  

It can be argued that because Nick experiences another side of metropolitan 

life, the class differences between the ash-heaps and millionaires just outside the city, 

he is in a privileged position to judge that the young clerks are wasting their time. 

While living on Long Island, Nick has experienced that money and status do not 

come as easily as promised by the city or the American Dream. He also registers how 

the dream of becoming rich puts the poor in a position where they are easily 

exploited. Nick, for example understands that Tom’s intentions with Myrtle Wilson 

are not as innocent and generous as Tom asserts: “It does her good to get away” (29). 

Myrtle, however is charmed by Tom and wants him to leave Daisy for her because 

she believes he is a real gentleman. What Myrtle actually wants is to marry up and to 

become rich, which is why she married Wilson: “I married him because I thought he 

was a gentleman” (39). Wilson, however, to her despair, is poor.  

Tom, on the other hand, has no intention of marrying Myrtle and is only using 

her. Nick understands that Tom would never leave Daisy for Myrtle, and depicts how 

poorly Tom is treating her; breaking “her nose with his open hand” (39) in an 

argument. Although Nick himself comes from the upper class, and views the poor 

area as awful, it is clear that Nick thinks that Tom is cruel (12) and that he 

understands Myrtle’s wish for a better life. However, as noted by Veronica 

Makowsky, it can be read that: “Wilson and Myrtle are doomed, ashes to ashes, dust 

to dust … that links them to the ash heaps of the poor, not the millionaires to whom 

they aspire” (Makowsky 77).  

Makowksy also argues that “the millionaires are identified as people, 

millionaires, but the poor are only evoked by their environment, ash heaps. In 

Fitzgerald’s work, their individuality is largely erased because they do not speak for 

themselves but are mediated through the perceptions of upper-class characters” (77). 

Nick’s identity and narrative is subsequently constructed in contrast to the Wilsons, 

but also to the Buchannans since Nick does not identify with them or their elitism, 

and shows a scorn towards them: “They were careless people, Tom and Daisy – they 

smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money …” (170).  
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Nick’s own class-awareness enables him to see the Buchannans’ nonchalance 

and unawareness of their own privilege. At the end of the novel, Daisy does not have 

to face the consequences of having killed Myrtle and indirectly causing Gatsby’s 

death, and instead moves back West, retreating with Tom into their wealthy and 

privileged lives. Although Nick also comes from a wealthy family, he has not 

inherited anything yet, and can therefore be read as an upper class character without 

economic means. Despite his cultural capital, having studied at Yale and coming 

from a well-respected family, he has to work for a living and does not make “very 

much” money (80). He is also “too poor” to marry another upper class girl, which he 

tells Daisy after she mentions that Tom and she “heard that you were engaged” (24).  

Nick describes his background in the beginning of the novel: 

My family have been prominent, well-to-do people in this Middle 
Western city for three generations. The Carraways are something of a 
clan, and we have a tradition that we’re descended from the Dukes of 
Buccleuch, but the actual founder of my line was my grandfather’s 
brother, who came here in fifty-one, sent a substitute to the Civil War, 
and started a wholesale hardware business that my father carries on today. 
(Fitzgerald 8) 

 
In this quote Nick acknowledges that although his family are now a prominent and 

considered a well-respected family, they do not descend from the British aristocracy, 

and are therefore not as noble as they like to think. Instead, the Carraways made their 

fortune from a hardware business. What can be inferred from Nick’s comment is thus 

that parts of the American upper class, unlike for example the British upper class, do 

not emanate from a heritage of aristocratic titles and blue blood, but rather belong to 

the bourgeoisie, having made their fortunes by growing small businesses, producing 

for example industrial material, into large corporations.  

Nick is thereby aware that his status as a well-respected upper class man is 

based on his grandfather’s brother’s American Dream, and that the capitalist system 

and the industrialization are the back-bones that have enabled his own family’s 

wealth. This becomes relevant when analyzing Daisy and Tom’s upper class 

identities, since they also belong to the bourgeois upper class but have no self-

awareness and knowledge of how the capitalist economic system functions according 

to Marxist theory. Because they lack awareness and are indifferent toward the 

inequality between the bourgeoisie and the exploited working class, they cultivate a 

self-image of superiority, as if their old money in fact equated them with royalty and 
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entitled them to their wealth. Daisy and Tom live in a geographic place among other 

millionaires and it may be argued that their class identities and alienation from the 

social relations veiled by reification are strengthened by the geographic segregation.  

East Egg is portrayed as a homogenous social space where many millionaires 

live: “across the courtesy bay the white palaces of fashionable East Egg glittered 

along the water” (11). Daisy’s elitist view and lack of knowledge of class inequities 

can subsequently be read in her statement: “I’ve been everywhere and I’ve seen 

everything and done everything … God, I’m sophisticated! … in a moment she 

looked at me with an absolute smirk on her lovely face, as if she had asserted her 

membership in a rather distinguished secret society to which she and Tom belonged” 

(22).  

Gatsby, who lives across the bay in West Egg, on the other hand is not born 

into the upper class. Instead, he is born and raised by a poor family, “his parents were 

shiftless and unsuccessful farm people” (95). He becomes rich by inheriting some 

money from his mentor, Dan Cody, and by selling liquors illegally in New York and 

Chicago during the prohibition. According to Daisy’s friend, Jordan, Gatsby buys the 

mansion in West Egg to be near Daisy: “Gatsby bought the house so that Daisy 

would be just across the bay” (76). It seems that the dream of a better life is what 

attracts Gatsby, “a penniless man without a past” (141) to Daisy, “gleaming like 

silver, safe and proud above the hot struggles of the poor” (142).  

According to Nick, Gatsby begins to dream when he meets his mentor, Dan 

Cody. Gatsby even spots Cody’s yacht before he spots Dan and Nick believes it is in 

that moment James Gatz decides to become Jay Gatsby: “He had changed it [his 

name] at the age of seventeen and at the specific moment that witnessed the 

beginning of his career – when he saw Dan Cody’s yacht drop anchor over the most 

insidious flat on Lake Superior” (94). The yacht that Gatsby gets intrigued by, like 

the commodities Gatsby later acquires, signifies money: “the yacht represented all the 

beauty and glamour in the world” (96). Gatsby is consequently drawn to Daisy and 

Dan Cody because of their money and class, and his decision to pursue them decides 

his future career choice: “The truth was that Jay Gatsby of West Egg, Long Island, 

sprang from his Platonic conception of himself … He invented just the sort of Jay 

Gatsby a seventeen-year-old boy would be likely to invent, and to this conception he 

was faithful to the end” (95).   
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The identity Gatsby invents for himself is a class identity that he can only 

uphold by making the money necessary to buy the commodities with which he 

attempts to communicate upper class status. He has inherited money from Cody, who 

is described by Nick as a self-made man: “Cody … a product of the Nevada silver 

fields” (96), but not enough to maintain his expensive lifestyle, and therefore starts 

bootlegging: “He [Gatsby] and this Wolfshiem bought up a lot of side-street drug-

stores here and in Chicago and sold grain alcohol over the counter” (127). Gatsby’s 

ambition is partly to acquire luxurious commodities that reflect money, but he mainly 

wants what the commodities represent in terms of class. Gatsby wants his things to 

represent all the glamour and beauty in the world and, like upper class Daisy, he also 

wants to gleam over the struggles of the poor.       

When Gatsby meets Daisy he feels “way off [his] ambitions” (143) but cannot 

help falling in love with her: “She was the first ´nice´ girl he had ever known. In 

various unrevealed capacities he had come in contact with such people, but always 

with indiscernible barbed wire between. He found her excitingly desirable” (141). 

Gatsby does not accept the oppressive class hierarchy that keeps him behind the 

barbed wire and therefore lies to Daisy about his identity: “he let her believe that he 

was a person from much the same strata as herself” (142). He is intrigued by how 

“nice” and “extraordinary” (142) Dasiy is and wants to be extraordinary too.  

In order to become so, he buys a beautiful and expensive house like Daisy’s 

family home, “her porch was bright with the bought luxury of star-shine” (142): a 

“factual imitation of some Hôtel de Ville in Normandy, with a tower on one side, 

spanking new under a thin beard of raw ivy, and a marble swimming pool, and more 

than forty acres of lawn and garden” (11). He also wants “the freshness of many 

clothes” (142) and hence buys “two hulking patent cabinets which held his massed 

suits and dressing gowns and ties, and his shirts, piled like bricks in stacks a dozen 

high” (89). The commodities and commodification of goods and people consequently 

play a central role in the description of Gatsby’s attempt to position himself as a 

member of the upper class. He buys a motorboat, a hydroplane and a “gorgeous car” 

(62) that Tom refers to as a “circus-wagon” (115). 

               Tom’s comment subsequently exposes Gatsby’s conundrum – without the 

money and goods he is considered a “Mr Nobody from nowhere” (123), but when 

spending his money on luxurious parties, champagne, and luxurious items, like the 

upper class do, he is ridiculed since he does not come from money, and lacks the 
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manners: “his elaborate formality just missed being absurd” (49) and cultural capital: 

“An Oxford man! He was incredulous. Like hell he is! He wears a pink suit!” (116). 

Therefore, his attempts to show off his money in a positive light have the opposite 

effect on actual members of the upper class. As noted by Nick: “I would have 

accepted without question the information that Gatsby sprang from the swamps of 

Louisiana or the lower East Side of New York. That was comprehensible. But young 

men didn’t – drift coolly out of nowhere and buy a palace on Long Island Sounds” 

(50).  

                The truth that Nick learns about Gatsby is that he was a poor young man 

who was seduced by the prospect of money and status, the American Dream. 

However, it can also be argued that Nick sees Gatsby as a modern rebel, defying the 

class hierarchy and holding up a mirror to East Egg, reflecting the decadence of upper 

class life during this stage of urban modernity. The rich upper class characters Tom 

and Daisy are appalled by this reflection: “she was appalled by West Egg, this 

unprecedented ‘place’ that Broadway had begotten upon a Long Island fishing village 

… She saw something awful in the very simplicity she failed to understand” (103). 

Tom even compares Gatsby’s parties to a pigsty:  “I suppose you’ve got to make your 

house into a pigsty in order to have friends – in the modern world” (124).  

                Gatsby and the artists at his parties live expensively like the upper class 

without being accepted into the upper class, thereby showing that class is not only 

based on money and commodities but is also an ideologically constructed social 

hierarchy. Tom and Daisy, however, are too class-conscious to question their own 

privilege; they view themselves as superior in terms of class. Tom also sees himself 

as superior in terms of race: “The idea is if we don’t look out the white race will be – 

will be utterly submerged” (18). He does not want to be submerged and believes he is 

entitled to his privileges and status due to his ethnicity and class membership.  

Gatsby, on the other hand, does not want to be submerged either and therefore 

attempts to penetrate the class hierarchy, becoming the main focus of Nick’s 

portrayal of the urban economic hub of the East, as inferred by the title of the novel: 

The Great Gatsby. Gatsby was poor and dreamt about money, and actually managed 

to make his own money and elevate his standard of living in an attempt to elevate his 

social status. Only one other group of people can be identified in the novel as 

breaking these described patterns of geographical and social realities: the artists at 

Gatsby’s parties who travel between the city and Gatsby’s mansion – between their 
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work in the showbiz and glamorous parties. Like Gatsby, the artists have defied the 

class boundaries and are therefore also seen as great by Nick: “the scene [of the 

party] had changed before my eyes into something significant, elemental and 

profound” (48). Gatsby and the artists break class norms by living luxuriously in an 

excess of champagne and expensive commodities despite not belonging to the upper 

class by heritage.   

Gatsby’s parties are in turn frequented by celebrated people whom he invites 

hoping that the reputation of his grandeur and wealth will lure Daisy to his mansion. 

Gatsby seems unaware of the strict norms of the upper classes, like the norms 

followed by the Buchannans. Therefore he does not seem to grasp that it would not be 

appropriate for Daisy, as a woman married to Tom, to frequent immoral parties such 

as Gatsby’s: “By God”, Tom exclaims, “I may be old-fashioned in my ideas, but 

women run around too much these days to suit me” (100).  

              Because Gatsby is breaking the rigid class hierarchies and social norms 

described by Nick, there are rumors circulating about Gatsby having committed all 

sorts of crimes: “He’s a bootlegger,´ said the young ladies, moving somewhere 

between his cocktails and his flowers. ´One time he killed a man who had found out 

that he was nephew to Von Hindenburg and second cousin to the devil” (60). Since 

there are rumors about Gatsby being a murderer, he is also quickly accused of the 

killing of Myrtle at the end of the novel. Discursively, rumors are pointed out as 

central to the formation of class identity in the novel because they exist in all of the 

three social spaces, among the poor, among the rich, and among the guests at 

Gatsby’s parties. The rumors disclose the shared liberal ideological reality in which 

the class hierarchies are manifested as social status and norm. 

             Two concepts of truth are subsequently countered in the novel: discursively 

created knowledge and positivist knowledge based on empirical truth. The first type, 

discursive or relative truth, is advocated by the characters, which like Daisy believe, 

that what a number of influential people say becomes true: “We heard it from three 

people, so it must be true” (24). The second type of knowledge, based on empirical 

truth is advocated by Nick, who investigates Gatsby’s case and learns more and more 

about him to the point where he can tell the truth about Gatsby. In the novel, the 

produced locus of knowledge is thus a positivist type of knowledge based on 

empirical truth, as advocated within critical and Marxist theory.  
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         Even Daisy, however, when confronted with the true story about Gatsby 

does not deny it and loses interest in him because he is not the upper class man she 

thought he was. Although the novel shows how Gatsby attempts to penetrate the class 

hierarchy, the main question posed in the novel is not whether Gatsby is actually 

upper class or not. Instead, Nick focuses on why Gatsby never fully reaches the status 

of the other members of the upper class, despite his money and commodities. It has 

been argued that Gatsby’s attempt fails because of his false consciousness and his 

preoccupation with commodity culture. Nick’s story about Gatsby is subsequently 

able to reveal the stagnation of the economic inequity between social groups, the poor 

among the ash-heaps and the millionaires on Long Island, in late capitalist modern 

society. The critique is consequently summarized in the song: “One things sure and 

nothings surer / The rich get richer and the poor get – children …” (92).  

4. Analysis of City of Glass 
 

 
He wondered if he had it in him to write without a pen, 
if he could learn to speak instead, filling the darkness 
with his voice, speaking the words into the air, into the walls, 
into the city … – Paul Auster (132) 
 

As opposed to the rural, semi-urban setting in the The Great Gatsby, City of Glass by 

Paul Auster portrays a fully urbanized geographical and social space on Manhattan in 

the early 1980’s. In the novel, the identity of the main character, the postmodern Don 

Quixote, Daniel Quinn, is not formed within a specific, traditional social community 

bound by stable relationships to family or friends. Instead, Quinn’s self-hood is 

entangled in a textual web of multiple characters who have the same names. The 

narrator of City of Glass is not Quinn, but a third-person narrator, reporting on the 

events happening to Quinn based on a notebook of his that is found after Quinn’s 

disappearance at the end of the novel.  

In the beginning of the novel, we read that since “his wife and son were now 

dead” (Auster 3), Quinn is  “no longer existing for anyone but himself” (4). Quinn 

subsequently becomes aware of the alienating forces of urban society after the loss of 

his family and friends. In this section of the essay, it will be argued that the 

deconstruction of Quinn’s ideologically constructed middle class identity – the loss of 
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his name, his job, his savings, his apartment, his sanity – can be read as a postmodern 

resistance to the capitalist social conditions of this stage of urban modernity. Quinn’s 

investigation of the Stillmans can thus be read as a search for his true self beyond 

socially or ideologically constructed identities, which can be compared to Nick’s 

search for the true image of Jay Gatsby in The Great Gatsby.  

 The urban milieu in City of Glass plays an important role in the discursive 

deconstruction of Quinn’s identity, and the urban experience and urban social 

isolation are central to the fragmentation of Quinn’s self  (Sanchez Olavarria 2). If 

Quinn were depicted by a first-person narrator such as Nick who despite his 

unreliability represents a modern narrative of totality, reason and order (2) Quinn’s 

identity would be portrayed as constructed by his social environment. Instead, the 

narrative in City of Glass does the opposite, highlighting the postmodern condition of 

identity fragmentation and deconstruction through intertextuality and metatextuality. 

This part of the essay will explore this discursive aspect of how Quinn’s identity is 

deconstructed in City of Glass by focusing on the role of the city and its isolating and 

alienating forces, the types of fluid social relationships Quinn engages in, and how 

Quinn’s knowledge of himself is portrayed. 

His investigation begins after Quinn has lost his social identity and leads 

Quinn to give up his ideologically constructed class identity. Unlike Gatsby, whose 

modernist resistance can be read in the construction of Gatsby’s upper class identity, 

Quinn’s postmodern resistance can be read in the deconstruction of Quinn’s middle 

class identity. Another difference between the two literary works is that, unlike Nick, 

who finds out the truth about Gatsby, Quinn is not able to find any truth beyond the 

words in his notebook. What Quinn finds in the end is thus that all types of identities, 

socially or ideologically constructed, are textually constructed. This can be 

considered the typically postmodern aspect of Quinn’s investigation; Quinn’s case 

may or may not have existed outside of Quinn’s notebook but it is presented as real 

because according to a post-structural epistemology, knowledge of reality is 

constructed through text.  

 As opposed to Gatsby, whose identity is constructed through his social 

relationships and the social space in the physical place he inhabits, Quinn’s identity is 

deconstructed through the lack of social relationships in the physical place he 

inhabits. While Gatsby attempts to climb the class ladder, buying a fancy house, and 

elevating his social status through commodities, Quinn falls down the class ladder by 
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becoming homeless and giving up all of his possessions. Gatsby’s fascination with 

his shirts helps to read Quinn’s transformation in similar terms: “The transformation 

in his appearance had been so drastic that he could not help but be fascinated with it. 

He had turned into a bum” (121).  

Quinn becomes homeless due to his obsession with the obscure case that he 

takes on, pretending to be a private investigator. It has been argued that City of Glass 

is a portrayal of Quinn’s descent into mental illness (Litman 148). However, Litman’s 

reading can be considered somewhat literal and thus misses the social and ideological 

significance of Quinn’s transformation. In this essay, Quinn’s possible mental illness 

will therefore not be examined at length. Instead, firstly, the geographic and social 

space in which Quinn loses his identity is outlined. Secondly, interpretations of the 

narrative are presented in order to discuss how the narrative impacts the novel’s loci 

of knowledge production and discursive space. Thirdly, the function of the 

geographic and social space in the textual deconstruction of Quinn’s identity is 

analyzed.  

The setting of the novel, the hyper urban metropolis of New York enables the 

social and textual deconstruction of Quinn’s identity. New York, like Quinn’s 

fragmented self, is “an inexhaustible space, a labyrinth of endless steps, and no matter 

how far he walked, no matter how well he came to know its neighborhoods and 

streets, it [New York] always left him with a feeling of being lost” (3-4). The 

alienating urban milieu thus reflects Quinn’s psychological state of isolation, and the 

labyrinth functions as a trope for the hypermodern city and Quinn’s inner life both on 

the topical and formal level of the novel. The hypermodern city is portrayed as a 

social space where poor outcasts can get lost and live on the streets in complete social 

isolation for months: “How he [Quinn] managed to keep himself hidden during this 

period is a mystery. But it seems that no one discovered him … It was as though he 

had melted into the walls of the city” (117).  

Subsequently, the city of New York can be read as enabling the labyrinthic 

plot, in which layers of Quinn’s identity are deconstructed with every decision Quinn 

makes: “much later, when he [Quinn] was able to think about the things that 

happened to him, he would conclude that nothing was real except chance” (3). For a 

man to lose everything due to chance, however, there must not be interference from 

other people who attempt to save him; he is socially isolated, and lives in a socially 

isolating space.   
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Quinn can subsequently pursue his case for months without any friends or 

family even attempting to contact or help him. The deconstruction of his socially-

formed middle class identity is thus enabled by the city, but can also be read as a 

critique against the late capitalist and urban social conditions depicted in the novel, 

leading people to complete social isolation and absolute alienation. The city is 

portrayed as the physical labyrinth in which Quinn’s postmodern experience of 

fragmentation and alienation is manifested. Unlike Nick, who experiences the city 

from an outsider’s perspective, Quinn is a New Yorker who does not leave Manhattan 

throughout the novel. He is stuck within the maze of the city and experiences urban 

modernity from within.  

Therefore, Quinn is not able to analyze the modern social conditions from a 

single viewpoint, as Nick attempts to, but rather finds his perspective to be 

fragmented and entangled in a textual web of different characters and identities. In his 

attempt to see the world clearer, Quinn begins to lay off some of his fictive 

characters, such as Max Work, and identities. However, similar to Gatsby’s, Quinn’s 

resistance fails and in the end, Quinn disappears completely. From within the 

postmodern world, embodied by the urban capitalist hub New York, there is no 

uniformity or absolute truth to be found. As noted by Peter Stillman Senior: “You 

see, the world is in fragments, sir. Not only have we lost our sense of purpose, we 

have lost the language whereby we can speak of it” (76).  

When tracing Stillman, the man Quinn gets assigned to investigate, through 

the city, Quinn writes in his notebook that during his walks, Stillman is inscribing 

words “into the earth itself” (70), not by writing them down, but “by the movements 

of his steps” (70), movements that “vanish as you are making [them]” (71). Stillman 

is thus mapping out words onto the streets of Manhattan, weaving text onto the city 

with his steps and metaphorically turning the city into a textual labyrinth for Quinn to 

decipher. Quinn begins to ask himself if the pictures Stillman draws with his steps are 

real and concludes: “yet, the pictures did exist – not in the streets where they had 

been drawn, but in Quinn’s red notebook” (71). The pictures exist in the notebook 

like the socially and ideologically constructed identities of the characters portrayed in 

the novel. Like the text in Quinn’s notebook, the postmodern city is telling a story – it 

is a labyrinth that, like Quinn’s identities, has to be deconstructed in order to become 

transparent. 
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The antagonist, Stillman Senior, however, refuses to accept any fragmentation 

of the world as he knows it: “You see, the world is fragmented, sir. And it’s my job to 

put it back together again” (76). The language that Stillman believes is lost is a 

universal language of a positivist and constructivist worldview, a “pure” language 

independent of different discourses. Stillman therefore wants to create a new 

language:  

 
A language that will at last say what we have to say. For our words no 
longer correspond to the world. When things were whole, we felt 
confident that our words could express them. But little by little these 
things have broken apart, shattered, collapsed into chaos. And yet our 
words have remained the same. They have not adapted themselves to 
the new reality. But words … are capable of change. (77)  

 
The collapse into chaos can be interpreted as the shattering of uniform social 

hierarchies. Instead the hyper urban postmodern social condition is pluralistic and 

includes a wide range of urban subcultures.  

This cultural pluralism and the lack of a single stable viewpoint, as 

represented by Nick in The Great Gatsby, are central to the postmodern experience of 

fragmentation. The fragmentation of perspectives consequently challenges the 

positivist analysis of social structures and hierarchies, which are therefore not 

portrayed as discernably in City of Glass as they are in The Great Gatsby. In City of 

Glass, New York is portrayed as an embodiment of the postmodern experience, 

referred to by Stillman Senior as a dystopian vision of late modernity. New York to 

him is “… the most forlorn of places, the most abject. The brokenness is everywhere, 

the disarray is universal. You have only to open your eyes to see it. The broken 

people, the broken things, the broken thoughts. The whole city is a junk heap” (78).  

Manhattan in the 1980’s has thus transformed from being shiny and glistening 

in the sunshine of money and capitalism, as described by Nick, to being broken and 

abject, resembling the valley of ashes in The Great Gatsby, described as a forlorn 

junk heap. It has been argued that from Nick’s perspective, a problem in the valley of 

ashes is its inhabitants’ lack of class awareness and belief in the American Dream, 

wishing to, and partly even believing that they can, become millionaires, instead of 

questioning the inequality of the hegemonic class hierarchy. It can be read that class-

awareness is lacking among the characters in Auster’s portrayal of Manhattan in the 

1980’s. In terms of class, at the beginning of the novel, Quinn is middle class, 
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comparable to the clerks working in Manhattan in The Great Gatsby: “he produced 

them [his novels] at a rate of about one a year, which brought in enough money for 

him to live modestly in a small New York apartment” (3).  

Like Nick who reflects on the valley of ashes, Quinn is privileged enough to 

reflect on class inequality in the hyper urban milieu of Manhattan: “Today, as never 

before: the tramps, the down-and-outs, the shopping-bag ladies, the drifters and 

drunks. They range from the merely destitute to the wretchedly broken. Wherever 

you turn, they are there, in good neighborhoods and bad” (108). As Quinn 

investigates his case and becomes more and more destitute, however, he embraces the 

brokenness of the late capitalist system, trying to capture its fragmentation in his 

notebook. This effort can be read as Quinn’s postmodern resistance. Additionally, 

Stillman Seniors’s critique against language can be interpreted as a critique 

specifically against the post-structural view of language, and the notion of its 

difference.   

According to Stillman, the poststructuralist language available to define the 

new stage of urban modernity, visible in the city of New York, is not objective 

enough to capture the concurrent social conditions: “it [language] hides the thing it is 

supposed to reveal” (78). As argued by Stephen Alford, in the scope of the novel, the 

notion of an objective language that would enable positivist knowledge of the self 

and the human condition, is consequently contested.  Ultimately, it can therefore be 

argued that Quinn’s resistance fails because of the postmodern condition in which he 

has no language with which the his alienation and social isolation can be expressed.  

While on the streets, Quinn encounters other outcasts of society. For example, 

he meets artists, who in comparison to the drifting artists at Gatsby’s parties, are 

portrayed as drifting through the streets of New York: “There are also pavement-

chalk artists and musicians: saxophonists, electric guitarists, fiddlers. Occasionally, 

you will even come across a genius, as I did today” (109). Quinn himself is said to be 

a poet and a writer, spending his past years writing mystery novels. As such he writes 

under the pseudonym of William Wilson and follows his main character, the 

detective, Max Work, through literary crime mysteries. Quinn’s self is thus described 

as fragmented before taking on the case as the detective Paul Auster: “In the triad of 

selves that Quinn had become … [Wilson] justified the lives of the other two” (6).  

Quinn has stopped seeing himself as important, since it is Wilson who is said 

to justify the lives of Work and Quinn, not the other way around. It is also said that 
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Quinn no longer sees himself as real after the death of his wife and child: “he had … 

long ago stopped thinking of himself as real. If he lived now in the world at all, it was 

only at one remove, through the imaginary person of Max Work … Quinn seemed to 

vanish, the more persistent Work’s presence in that world became” (9).  

Quinn experiences the alienation of modern late capitalist society as a 

psychological fragmentation within himself. He feels alienated from himself. Even 

before Quinn begins investigating the Stillman case under the name of Paul Auster, 

he has lost his socially constructed identity as a husband and father, and begun living 

through other identities – a made-up writer and a fictional character. In an interview, 

Paul Auster has suggested that Quinn is not mad, but rather embodies another aspect 

of Paul Auster’s self, had Paul Auster not met his second wife, Siri, after the loss of 

his first wife and child (Pearson 2).   

The character Auster argues similarly about Miguel Cervantes’ character, Don 

Quixote, that in his “view, [Don Quixote] was not really mad. He only pretended to 

be. In fact, he orchestrated the whole thing himself … Cervantes [hired] Don Quixote 

to decipher the story of Don Quixote himself” (99). Both Don Quixote and Daniel 

Quinn have the initials DQ, which can be read as an indication of the resemblance 

between the characters. Stillman Senior has also named a character in one of his 

books, Henry Dark, after the shared initials of a fictive character which his character 

resembles, Humpty Dumpty in Alice in Wonderland: “It was the initials, HD. That 

was very important” (80). Such instances of intertextuality and metatextuality, of 

character’s sharing the same names, and referencing to the actual writer of the novel 

are subsequently recurrent throughout the novel. This postmodern literary technique 

blurs the line between the fictional world and the real world, and alludes to the idea 

that nothing in the fictional world is in fact coincidental.  

The narrative fragments and layers information (Litman 147), and the 

metatextuality and intertextuality make the deciphering of Quinn’s condition rather 

difficult. It can even be argued that such deciphering is intentionally impossible. If 

Quinn is interpreted as the narrator, it could be that, as the character Auster argues 

about Don Quixote, Quinn “was conducting an experiment … Would it be possible 

… to stand up before the world and with the utmost conviction spew out lies and 

nonsense? … To what extent would people tolerate blasphemies if they gave them 

amusement? … To any extent … All anyone wants out of a book is to be amused” 

(100). If Quinn, however, is not interpreted as the narrator, and thus, in the fictive 
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world of the novel he did leave the red notebook behind for another narrator to find, 

the Stillmans can still be read as figures in a psychotic man’s delusion, part of 

Quinn’s inner life.  

Like a contemporary Quixote, Quinn’s belief that he is assigned to the 

Stillman case could be explained as a delusion evoked by his isolated presence with 

the mystery novels he is writing: “What better portrait of a writer than to show a man 

who has been bewitched by books?” (98). From this interpretation, it follows that 

since Quinn has no deep emotional relationships, or people who look after him, he 

can live on in his illusion, loosing his grip on reality completely while following a 

“purpose that was becoming more and more important to him” (50-51). In the end it 

consumes him completely, as he leaves his apartment and begins to live in an alley 

outside of the Stillmans’ apartment to trace their moves.  

As the psychologically real narrative then shows, in his mind, Quinn believes 

he has control while posing as Paul Auster: “he had not really lost himself; he was 

merely pretending, and he could return to being Quinn whenever he wished” (50). 

From the narrator’s perspective, Quinn is portrayed as thinking rationally, following 

leads that however, do not lead him closer to his goal, a positivist truth: “Quinn was 

nowhere now. He had nothing, he knew nothing, he knew that he knew nothing” 

(104). Instead the investigation leads Quinn further and further into the labyrinth of 

the city, and further and further away from a stable life and identity, leaving him 

homeless by the time he decides to return to his life as Daniel Quinn: “he wouldn’t 

get his apartment back. It was gone, he was gone, everything was gone” (126).  

Quinn’s quest leads to the deconstruction of all of his multiple identities, but 

instead of finding his real self behind for example his class identity, as Nick does in 

telling the story about Gatsby, for Quinn, there is no positivist truth to find. There is 

nothing behind the social and ideological constructs because these are all portrayed as 

textual constructs only existing, like the words formed by Stillman Senior’s steps, in 

a notebook. Christopher Litman argues that through the psychologically real 

narrative:  

City of Glass does something for the casual reader far greater than 
what other novels attempt when dealing with such issues of insanity, 
schizophrenia, obsessive compulsive behavior, and other 
psychological pathologies. I believe that the novel attempts to give the 
readers a glimpse into what it is like to exist, as Dayan states, with the 
loss of, “identity and the faculty of identification …” [Dayan 442] 
(Litman 147-148) 
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As mentioned in the beginning of this section of the essay, Litman’s reading, 

focusing solely on the psychological aspects of Quinn’s identity loss, however 

overlooks the social and ideological implications.  

Quinn is socially isolated and decides to fall down the class ladder in order to 

find out the positivist truth about the alienating social forces he perceives in the city, 

and to find a stable worldview that losing his family and meeting the Stillmans have 

made him question. In The Great Gatsby, identity and knowledge production is 

portrayed as dependent on a social discursive space. In City of Glass, however, only 

layers of Quinn’s identity are portrayed as disappearing with his social relationships, 

his clean looks, his apartment, his books and his work place. There is still something 

left of him, having lost all of that.  

Instead, Quinn is said to “come to an end” as his red notebook is running out 

of pages: “with the dwindling of the pages in the red notebook. Little by little, Quinn 

was coming to the end” (131). Quinn cannot be traced after the last words written in 

his notebook, and therefore is portrayed as stopping to exist outside of it. What is thus 

portrayed as the last layer of Quinn’s identity is his language. Therefore his language 

is also what remains with him the longest; he still has his language left in the last 

pages of the novel. Language is in turn an important theme – like the labyrinth of the 

late capitalist city in which Quinn is trapped, his language in the red notebook is the 

very material with which his whole story is portrayed as being constructed. 

The discursive space in City of Glass is thus portayed as textual, dependent on 

words in a notebook. In City of Glass, the privileged narrative that produces 

knowledge about Quinn can thus be read as the text itself, rather than the narrator, 

who portrays himself as a simple mediator of a text that is not his. Unlike in Great 

Gatsby, where the upper class narrator, Nick, holds the privileged position of the 

narrator, in City of Glass the text is in and of itself portrayed as the producer of 

knowledge. The hyper urbanized city in turn plays a central role in this account of 

identity and knowledge production since it can be read as the frame that organizes 

Quinn’s experiences. The city thereby also organizes the text.  

In the labyrinth of the city, each step leads Quinn, and essentially Auster, 

deeper into multiple identities and fragments of Quinn’s self. From a Marxist point of 

view, the fragmentation of Quinn’s self can be read as a consequence of the 

reification of the social relations of production in Quinn’s hyper urban existence. 
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Quinn can then be read as conscious of the fragmentation of the subject, referred to 

by Lukacs. From a postmodern perspective, however, the fragmentation of Quinn’s 

self can be read as determined by language (Russell 71). Language as the building 

material of identity and knowledge can be read in the quote: “They think of words as 

stones, as great unmovable objects with no life, as monads that never change. Stones 

can change. They can be worn away by wind or water …” (75).  

The metatextual references to the novel’s real life author, Paul Auster also 

contribute to the understanding of the world in the novel as a linguistic construct. 

This postmodern view of text can be read in Quinn’s attraction to mystery novels: 

The world of the book comes to life, seething with possibilities, with 
secrets and contradictions. Since everything seen or said, even the 
slightest, most trivial thing, can bear a connection to the outcome of the 
story, nothing must be overlooked. Everything becomes essence, the 
centre of the book shifts with each even that propels it forward. The 
centre, then, is everywhere, and no circumference can be drawn until the 
book has come to its end. The detective is the one who looks, who listens, 
who moves through this morass of objects and event in search of the 
thought, the idea that will pull all these things together and make sense of 
them. In effect, the writer and the detective are interchangeable. (8)  

 
Similarly, it can be read that Auster views the character Quinn as his detective, who 

is in effect, interchangeable with him as the writer of City of Glass. Like Works, 

Quinn in the plot of City of Glass becomes a private eye, which has three meanings to 

Quinn: “Not only was it the letter `i´, standing for ´investigator´, it was the ´I´ in the 

upper case, the tiny life-bud buried in the body of the breathing self. At the same 

time, it was also the physical eye of the writer, the eye of the man, who looks out 

from himself into the world and demands that the world reveals itself to him” (8). 

 The world that reveals itself in the text to the author of City of Glass is 

consequently described as real, essential, and viewable by a physical eye in the body 

of the breathing self. This postmodern view, that a world constructed by language is 

real because textually constructed worlds can be real in the form of simulacra, can 

also be recognized in Quinn’s note that “the world of books comes to life” and 

“everything is essence”.  

According to Steven E. Alford, Paul Auster himself appears three times in the 

novel: as its author, the eye of the writer; the narrator, the upper case I in the story; 

and as a character (Alford 21). The purpose of the metafictive element is in turn to 

highlight the fact that the novel is a text, but also that aspects of Paul Auster’s selves 
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are textual constructs: “Auster’s trilogy dramatizes the assertion that the self can gain 

knowledge only through language because, in a strict sense, the self is language” 

(Alford 21). 

Alford then goes further, claiming, based on both the notion of a linguistically 

constructed self and a Saussurean/Derridian notion of language as differing and 

deferring processes, that Quinn’s case is impossible to solve because self-knowability 

is a theoretical impossibility: “if the self is a text, and if text’s knowability is 

endlessly deferred, referring within the cognitive processes only to other texts (be 

they physical texts or other selves), then “true” self-knowledge is impossible” (Alford 

22).  

Alford’s analysis thus proposes that City of Glass textually deconstructs 

different layers of the characters’ selves by introducing different characters with the 

same names, and the same name as the real life author of the text. Thereby the lines 

between the fictional and the real world get blurred, and the novel thus portrays a late 

twentieth century worldview in which all identities are constructed textually as 

simulacrum. Consequently, ´truth´ is no longer considered a criterion for self-

knowledge. The only self-knowledge that Quinn is able to acquire is that in this late 

capitalist stage of urban modernity, he appears to be as fragmented and lost as he 

feels. What Alford refers to as the deferral of “text’s knowability” can in turn also be 

linked to the use of the city as a metaphorical labyrinth, in which Quinn get’s lost 

both mentally and physically. 

 Lastly, it can be noted that the title of the novel, City of Glass, 

notwithstanding the Derridian notion of difference, can be interpreted as the labyrinth 

of the city or the labyrinth of language. While you are in them they can hide clues and 

endlessly fragment one’s paths; the labyrinths do not become decipherable until you 

look at them from the outside, like Nick’s does in The Great Gatsby, or from above – 

like a map or a text, or a map of words, in Stillman’s case.  

Through the lens of the city, however, the reader is able to investigate the 

alienation of the subject in the late capitalist metropolis through Quinn’s notebook. 

Narratively, the city structures Quinn’s experiences, and leads writer, characters and 

reader forward through a labyrinth of glass, in which meanings cannot become more 

transparent than the text allows them to become, and knowledge and identity are 

portrayed as produced by the text itself.  
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 The overarching thematic concern that has been compared in The Great 

Gatsby and City of Glass is their illumination of the different stages of urban 

modernity. In the next section of this essay, I will discuss how the readings that have 

been proposed in this section of the essay can be used in a classroom setting to relate 

the pathways of knowledge and identity production to the novels’ loci of 

geographical place, social space and discursive space. A teaching unit will be 

outlined, in which The Great Gatsby and City of Glass can be read by students as 

portrayals of two different stages of urban modernity based on modern and 

postmodern theory.  

5. Pedagogical Reflection 
 

The primary purpose of reading and comparing The Great Gatsby and City of Glass 

in the English classroom at Swedish upper secondary school is for the students to 

develop a historical consciousness that enables them to understand themselves as 

historical subjects, whose knowledge and identities are dependant on their social 

realities. The secondary purpose is for the students to gain knowledge of literary 

narratology and theory of how modern social conditions impact the subject. These 

aims are aligned with the content of communication for English 7 at Swedish Upper 

secondary schools:  

• … societal issues and working life ; thoughts, opinions, ideas, experiences and 
feelings; cultural expressions in modern times and historically, such as literary 
periods.   

• Societal issues, cultural, historical, political and social conditions, and also 
ethical and existential issues in different contexts and parts of the world where 
English is used. (10) 

In order to narrow these broad goals down to a concrete subject matter that can be 

explored through literature, in this essay, the modern English-speaking world today is 

understood in terms of urban modernity and late-capitalist society. Through this 

teaching unit, the students will learn that their self-understanding is dependant on 

modern capitalist social conditions, which have developed during the 20th century. 

They will also begin to recognize themselves as part of an evolving modern culture 

with social conditions and loci of knowledge production that have been 
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conceptualized differently in literature and theory at different stages of urban 

modernity.  

From a sociocultural teaching and learning perspective, reading and writing 

are communicative acts, influenced by our social realities and cultural group 

memberships (Lundahl 237). When reading, our ability to interpret texts and to 

decipher meaning is therefore dependant on our previous knowledge, formed by for 

example our social groups and our interests. It has been argued, “we are all members 

of a variety of different interpretive communities, that is we interpret texts in the light 

of schemas which are constructed through exposure to a range of genres and 

discourses as members of a number of different social groups. We share ways of 

interpreting texts with those of a similar social class or ethnic group, or of similar 

religious and political beliefs” (Wallace 43). To become aware of how their 

interpretations of for example literary texts are impacted by their social realities, 

students subsequently have to understand themselves as belonging to different, 

historically formed interpretive communities. 

In this teaching unit, a metahistorical approach is applied, aiming at creating 

awareness among the students of the fact that their knowledge is impacted by modern 

social conditions and by propositions about the world that exist in their social 

spheres. Hayden White frames the purpose of the metahistorical enterprise as follows: 

“One must try to get behind or beneath the presuppositions which sustain a given 

type of inquiry and ask the questions that can be begged in its practice in the interest 

of determining why this type of inquiry has been designed to solve the problems it 

characteristically tries to solve. This what metahistory seeks to do” (1536). 

The goal is thereby not only be for the students to learn about modern and 

postmodern theory, nor is it to find “the right” answers to the complex philosophical 

questions about the relationship between truth and knowledge posed in the 

introduction. Instead, the task for the students is to learn how these questions have 

been answered differently in different historical eras, and how changing social 

conditions have impacted loci of knowledge production during the 20th century. The 

theory is therefore used to contextualize the literary portrayals of the two different 

modes of knowledge production presented in The Great Gatsby and City of Glass.  

By reading and comparing these two literary works, the students examine how 

the social conditions of modernity have developed throughout the 20th century. The 

students thereby develop a historical consciousness, placing themselves on a 
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continuum of modern liberal thought and values in the Western world. Subsequently, 

the epistemologies presented in the two literary works will be read as representations 

of modes of knowledge production during two stages of urban modernity. To help the 

students understand what urban modernity entails, the lexical meanings of the words, 

as well as the temporal and geographic categories covered by the term should be 

discussed in the beginning of the first lesson of the teaching unit. The two literary 

works can then be presented as critiques of the social conditions and loci of 

knowledge production in these two stages of urban modernity.  

 Due to the complexity of this subject, this teaching unit is appropriate for 

English 7- classes at Swedish upper secondary schools, whose content of 

communication should be ”theoretical and complex subject areas” (Skolverket 10). 

These students should be proficient English speakers, able to learn ”strategies for 

drawing conclusions about the spoken language and texts in terms of attitudes, 

perspectives, purposes and values, and to understand implied meaning” (10). They 

should also be able to produce “oral and written production and interaction in 

different situations and for different purposes where students argue from different 

perspectives, apply, reason, assess, investigate, negotiate and give reasons for their 

views” (11).   

 For the students to analyze the novels from two different theoretical 

perspectives the first lesson of the literary project should include a presentation of 

central theoretical concepts within modern and postmodern theory, such as 

commodity fetishism, false consciousness, hegemony, simulacra and difference. The 

concepts can be presented as theory that contextualizes the conceptualization of 

social conditions and the loci of knowledge production presented in the novels. In the 

presentation, the theory may be divided into two sets: a modern view of the nature of 

selfhood and production of knowledge on the one hand, and a postmodern view of 

possible pathways to self-understanding on the other hand.  

 After the presentation, the students can engage in a metahistorical discussion 

in which they can reflect on how their interpretations of portrayals of historical social 

conditions could depend on their socially formed worldview. In this discussion, the 

students may be asked to consider important historical events during the 20th century. 

Firstly, they can compare their views on these events, and depending on their 

different backgrounds, the students will realize that their views are either shared or 

different from one another. They can then reflect explicitly on how they have 
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acquired their knowledge of these events. It can be discussed in which social contexts 

they have gained their knowledge, for example in school, through documentaries, 

history books, movies, and literature etc. The main purpose of this discussion is for 

the students to acknowledge that they belong to different interpretive communities 

and that their readings of literary texts are impacted by their pre-existing knowledge, 

formed in their social groups and, most likely, in a tradition of modern Western 

thinking.  

 By reflecting on the nature of their own knowledge of historical events, the 

students will begin to understand themselves as historical subjects, whose knowledge 

is impacted by a modern culture with historically formed social conditions. This 

historical consciousness could subsequently impact the students’ readings of the 

novels as depictions of social and cultural conditions in two earlier stages of the 

ongoing urban modernity. The first lesson in the teaching unit can be concluded with 

an introduction of typical features of modernist and postmodern literary narratives 

and plot-structures to show how literature and narratives reflect and critique 

theoretical viewpoints and social conditions in the modern and postmodern era.  

 The approximately six-week-long teaching unit can include the introductory 

lesson; three weeks of reading the novels and writing a reading-log; two weeks of 

writing a comparative essay; and a final lesson discussing social conditions, non-

literary narratives in today’s stage of modernity, and the relationship between truth 

and knowledge. During their readings, the students should write and record reading-

logs with two-five entries per novel, depending on their level of ambition and 

abilities. In order to practice close reading, the students should choose quotes and link 

the quotes to the different theoretical concepts they have learned. Their literary 

analyses should focus on the social realities facilitated by the portrayed geographic 

places, and on the differences between the modern and the postmodern loci of 

knowledge and identity production, presented in the two works.  

According to proposition-theorists such as Catherine Wilson, ”literary works 

contain or imply propositions which the reader is led to accept” (489). When 

comparing the two literary works, however, the students not only have to understand, 

but also critically evaluate propositions in the novels. The ontological propositions 

can be analysed and compared by the students in terms of the depicted geographic 

places, social spaces and discursive spaces. The works, however, not only contain 

propositions about the reality of the modern metropolis, but also imply propositions 
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about how knowledge of ourselves and of the world is produced. Therefore, the 

students should also be asked to contextualize and explicate the implied 

epistemological propositions.  

The cognitive value of the literature, that is the knowledge provided by the 

literary works, is thereby twofold. The students learn about the historical social 

realities from which the literature and their epistemological propositions have 

emerged, and about how the two different, modern and postmodern, loci of 

knowledge production are linked to these social realities in the literary works. In 

short, the students analyse depictions of historical social conditions and of the 

production of self-understanding and knowledge in two previous stages of urban 

modernity. 

After having read the works and written their reading-logs, the students can 

use excerpts from their reading-logs to write a comparative essay in which they 

coherently analyze and compare the two different stages of urban modernity. In the 

last lesson of the project, the students should then reflect on urban modernity as a 

continuum, in which the current stage determines the student’s social reality and 

knowledge production today. The students can be reminded of the metahistorical 

discussion of the first lesson, and can engage in a discussion of how their view of 

themselves as historical subjects, impacted by their social realities, has changed 

throughout their readings of the two literary works. Ideally, their reflections on the 

changing social conditions and loci of knowledge production during the 20th century 

will have strengthened their historical consciousness.  

Having analyzed the social conditions and loci of knowledge production in 

two previous stages of urban modernity through literature could in turn enable 

students to more critically evaluate the loci of knowledge production in their social 

spaces. Classroom analyses of how knowledge is produced in today’s stage of urban 

modernity can be prompted by asking the students in which geographic places, social 

spaces and discursive spaces their knowledge of themselves and the world is 

produced. They may discuss, for example, the post-geographic social media 

landscape, where information is produced that could impact the students’ self-

understanding1.  

                                                
1Specifically, the class could examine marketing narratives in today’s social media, 
chosen by the teacher. Examples of such non-literary narratives could be branding 
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Lastly, students can engage in a discussion about the prospect of self-

knowledge from a modern and postmodern perspective. From a modern perspective, 

identity and self-understanding can be based on false propositions, but self-

knowledge must be based on truth. Here the teacher should clarify the definition of 

truth as things that are real2. According to a postmodern definition of the self and 

knowledge as textual, however, self-understanding is only possible through textual 

deconstruction. It can be problematized how this view of knowledge might inspire a 

faulty and subjective interpretation of truth. By the end of the lesson, the students 

write a final summarizing reflection on their view of knowledge and truth. They can 

reflect on how they believe that information circulating in their social space impacts 

their self-understanding, their understanding of texts, and their understanding of 

historical social conditions. Additionally, the relationship between knowledge and 

truth can be discussed based on what they have learned about modern and 

postmodern theory. The final reflections, reading-logs and comparative essays should 

be assessed based on the relevant knowledge requirements in the steering documents. 

 

Conclusion 
 

In this lesson unit, the students analyze social conditions in two stages of urban 

modernity by close reading two canonical novels set in the western metropolis New 

York. The benefit of applying literature and theory in order to stimulate historical 

consciousness is on the one hand that students learn how social conditions have 

changed throughout different stages of urban modernity. On the other hand, students 

                                                                                                                                      
posts in Influencers’ social media feeds and stories. Influencer is defined by Taylor 
Lorenz on Merriam-Webster as: “often, specifically : a person who is able to 
generate interest in something (such as a consumer product) by posting about it on 
social media”. The teacher could also choose social media posts by politicians, 
such as Donald Trump. Based on their knowledge of modern and postmodern theory 
and literature, the students can then analyze ontological and epistemological 
propositions in the different types of narratives. For example, it can be discussed 
from a Marxist perspective, in terms of ideology, false consciousness and hegemony, 
how certain social media narratives could impact young people’s self-understanding. 
The students can also critically evaluate Trump’s view of truth and knowledge.  
2 According to Merriam-Webster, truth can be defined as “the body of real things, 
events, and facts: ACTUALITY”. This definition counters Trump’s “subjective 
interpretation of the truth” (Peters 147).  
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also learn to understand loci of modern and postmodern knowledge and identity 

production as linked to the different social realities from which they emerged. 

Analyzing and comparing the changing social realities and loci of knowledge 

production in modernist and postmodern literature thus enables the students to 

become historically conscious and capable of thinking of modernity as a historical 

continuum with progressive stages that also includes them in our current stage.  
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