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INTRODUCTION 

The object of study in the present work will be the novel of Jerome David Salinger, 

American writer, \Vho has become one of the icons of contemporary literature. This 

controversia! writer was bom in 1919, New York City, he is the son of a Jewish father and 

a Christian mother. He lives in a self-imposed isolation in U.S. and he won critica! acclaim 

and devoted admirers, especially among the post- World War II generation of college 

students, after the publication of his novel "The Catcher in the Rye" in 1951. 

lt is on this work where most part of this analysis will be focused. Firstly, there will 

be an analysis of the literary characterisation of Holden Caulfield, an adolescent who 

narrates his story during two days of wandering in New York City after he has been kicked 

out from school. Secondly, different psychological aspects of adolescence will be used to 

understand his transition to what he considers a "phony" adult world. In the third place, 

there will be a discussion about the question of innocence in "'The Catcher in The Rye ". In 

the last chapter of this work, the theme of cult literature will be discussed, its relationship 

with 'cults' proper and the role of Salinger within the cult phenomenon. 
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11\TRODUCTION 

Fictional characters are usually the most interesting as well as the most profitable 

source of study in any type of literary work. A character is an artistic endeavour in the 

process of recreating the human personality with literary purpose. Aristotle defined 

characters as creatures in art that seem to be human beings of one sort or another. In J.D. 

Salinger' s "The Catcher In The Rye ", Holden Caulfield, the protagonist, has been created 

with such convincing features that any adolescent would probably be able to identify with 

him. E.M. Foster defines characterisation as the creation of imaginary persons so that they 

se e m l(felike, real human beings1
. Salinger gives Holden a variety of features as regards the 

character's personality that he can be classified as a full-flesh character. A full-fleshed 

character, strictly from its literary construction, is one who displays many different aspects 

of his or her personality. A novel usual! y takes its characters o ver a critica! period of their 

lives and shows the effects of the dramatic circumstances of the story upon them. Full

fleshed characters show sorne sort of growth and development as the plot advances; in other 

words, they undergo changes. The full-fleshed character exhibits multi-dimensional traits in 

the sense that the character displays a variety of features that are exploited and changed in 

sorne way or another. There is no exclusion of any aspect of the character' s personality. If 

only one characteristic is highlighted, we are in the presence of another type of character, 

the flat one. Instead, full-fleshed characters seem more human and real than flat ones and 

yet it is easier to come across flat characters than full-fleshed ones. There are changes in the 

physical, mental, emotional or spiritual features of Holden as a literary 

1 Foster E.M. 1927 Aspects ofthe Novel. London. England. Harcoun Brace and Company. 
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Character that the present report will deal with his characterisation and his changes 

throughout the novel and how they affect him. 
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l.CHARACTERISATION APROACHES 

According to Foster2
, there are three fundamental approaches to characterisation: 

a) The explicit presentation by the author of the character through direct exposition, either 

in an introductory block or illustrated by actions carried out by the character. 

b) The presentation of the character in action, with little or no comment by the author, in 

the expectation that the reader can deduce the attributes of the character from the 

actions in the story, like, for example, dialogues. 

e) The presentation from within the character, without comment by the author, of the 

impact of actions and emotions on the character's inner self. 

In "The Catcher In The Rye" Salinger presents his character in action throughout a 

dramatic experience of two days of wandering in New York City and it is related to the 

presentation from within the character since the story is presented in the first person point 

ofview, with Holden's comments and opinions. 

There are, of course, other ways to reveal a character, as the ones proposed by Boas 

d) Revealing a character by description, which is a word picture of the character's 

appearance. To reveal the character, a description must do more than tell us what people 

look like; it must suggest the qualities, which go with outward appearance. 

2 Foster E.M. ob.cit. 
3 Boas R. and Smith E. 1938 Enjovment of Literature. New York, U.S.A. Harcourt Company 
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e) Revealing the character through a psychological analysis, \Vhich tells us what people 

are thinking and why they do so, often in detail. 

f) Revealing the character through conversation is a useful way of showing what people 

are like. What people talk often shows what they are like. Salinger, in fact, literally 

transcribed the commonplace language of everyday life in his novel. 

g) Revealing the character through incidents, troublesome or pleasant ones, even slight 

ones, will also reveal the character. Particularly actions at a crisis period in the 

character's life. 

Salinger uses these approaches, perhaps in an intertwined manner, though number 

one is not suitable for the present work, I think Holden is revealed in action, from within 

himself. through descriptions, through his psychological reactions in conversations and 

incidents. These approaches have been applied in the characterisation of Holden. Anyway, 

there is still one more approach, which, in my opinion, is shown through sorne 

autobiographical elements of the author in the novel. There are severa! aspects taken from 

Salinger' s life that give Holden his human-like dimensions as a literary character. 

Therefore, I think it is useful to divide the present report into themes in order to see how the 

characterisation approaches were applied and to ascertain if, in fact, there are elements of 

Salinger · s life included in the novel. The themes to be developed are the physical changes 

during the puberty period that affect Holden and also the physical changes that he 

undergoes during his two days of wandering in New York City. Secondly, I will present 

Holden 's socio-economic situation and his past experiences in order to see how they 

influence on his personality. Thirdly, I will ex pose Holden' s psychological aspects, such as 

attitudes or feelings towards other characters, dialogues and his speaking mannerisms. The 
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names of the story ha ve an interesting meaning. therefore they will al so be discussed in this 

section. Finally. I will present a conclusion about the effects of these characterisation 

approaches and their interrelationships as regards Holden Caulfield and Salinger' s Ji fe. 

First of a!L I think it is pertinent to develop a review of Holden' s background as a 

literary character, because, curiously enough, he was introduced by Salinger years before 

the publication of The Catcher in the Rye in 1951 in the U .S. 
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2. A REVIEW OF HOLDEN CAULFIELD'S PASTAS A LITERARY CHARACTER. 

According to literary researches , Holden Caulfield has appeared in at least seven 

short stories, under different narnes and circurnstances. They affirrn that Salinger worked 

on Holden for at least ten years befare the publication of his rnost farnous novel "The 

Catcher in the Rye ··. For example, Holden appears in Salinger' s first short stories 

published by "The New Yorker" and "The Collier's" between 1941 and 19464
• 

Consequently, it is irnportant to note how Holden was introduced and how he evolved frorn 

these first sketches in the short stories into the final character as presented in the novel in 

arder to see his developrnent as a full-fleshed character. 

In sorne of these short stories we find a Holden vaguely described as a mmor 

character, it is not untillater that he appears with his own identity as a protagonist. An early 

mention of it as a character occurs in a short story called "The Last Day of the Last 

Furlough" published by "The New Yorker" in 1941, although he doesn't appear, he is 

recognisable in spite of the fact that he is just rnentioned by another character, his older 

brother Vincent Caulfield, the actual protagonist. In this story Holden has been declared 

missing in action during the Second World War, in other words this seerns to be the death 

that the author e hose for his character5
. This fact al so occurred to sorne extent to Salinger 

hirnself, dueto the fact that he went to the Second World War where he saw the horrors of 

it. Salinger entered the war with a special affection about rnilitia but soon he was right in 

4 French W. 1969 J.D. Salinger: vida y obra del autor del cazador oculto. Buenos Aires, Argentina. Fabril 
Editora 
5 French W. ob.cit. 
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the middle of sorne of the most intense, savage warfare of the century. Here vve have a 

similarity bet\veen the character and the author, it is even said that Salinger was recovering 

from this traumatic experiences for a long time. 

In this story Holden is defined as a troublesome and determined 20 year-old individual 

of a bar frequented by University students in New York City, facts that I think cohere with 

the final features of the character in the novel. We find that although Holden does not 

appear, his features are given through a description made by other characters and the 

incidents in which Holder is involved. 

Later in another short story called "This Sandwich has no Mayonnaise", Vincent 

Caulfield is depressed and deeply affected because of his missing brother. Again Holden 

does not appear and he is only mentioned. Salinger reveals Holden' s features by means of a 

description made by another character and by the incidents such as the war and the 

emotional state ofVincent. 

In 1945 a short story called "I'm crazy" was published by "The Collier's". Holden is 

presented as the protagonist, that is to say, he displays more distinct features such as his 

speaking mannerism, his own opinions, which shows sorne further traits of his personality. 

Here we can find the characterisation approach of the character in action, interacting with 

other characters such as his little sister Phoebe. Also sorne aspects of his personality can be 

revealed from within the character, especially when he expresses his own opinions. Holden 

can also be revealed through psychological analysis, his conversations and his reactions 

towards sorne incidents. Severa! of the characterisation approaches show up in this short 
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story, narrated in the first person point of viev.- making easier for us to see how Salinger' s 

characterisation works. how Holden' s human traits are successfully created. The story is 

about the conversation with his History teacher, Mr. Spencer, later included as the initial 

chapter of the novel. We find a boy who dislikes school and lacks interest in all his 

subjects. This story also includes the episode in which Holden has an important 

conversation with his sister Phoebe about his future. He talks with her and afterwards he 

finds himself at Central Park wondering where to go. Curiously enough, Holden is already 

feeling lost, confused and depressed. In this story Holden becomes a real and dynamic 

character for he is no longer a person spoken about. The first person perspective allows us 

to see reality through his own eyes although here he doesn't express his opinions as rudely 

and openly as he does in the novel. Swear words and terms such as "moron" or "phony" do 

not appear, although he uses a sarcastic tone when he refers to others. The boy in this story 

is not as complex as the one in the novel, but rather normal or ordinary, with no worries 

about his life, his future or his family. In "The Catcher in the Rye ", Salinger modified 

Holden's personality from this story into a more complex one. 

Then a short story called "Slight Rebellion off Madison" published 1946 by "The 

New Yorker". lt is an episode also included in the novel. It is about Holden's date with 

Sally Hayes, a former girlfriend, but this Holden is entirely different from the one in the 

novel. This story is narrated in third person and this eliminates the effective first person 

point of view as regards the characterisation from within the character, as a result, we are 

not able to realise what he thinks or feels about her, his friends or the environment. The 

setting is similar to the one in the novel, beginning at Pencey Prep., continuing into severa! 

bars in New York and ending up with Holden drunk and cold looking for a place to go or, 
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what is more dramatic. for a place where he can feel he belongs to. Another factor is the 

one that it takes place during Christmas vacations. making his loneliness even worse. 

Holden · s personality is revealed by means of the incidents in which he is involved and the 

effects that they may have upon him. Also. the use of dialogue allows us to acknowledge 

traits of his personality, although the third person point of view does not make things easier 

to know Holden by means of the sort of stream-of-consciousness as presented in the first 

person point of view. Psychological traits can only be inferred by the reader. In this short 

story Holden is not fully described, either; the reader is only able to see a common boy on 

Christmas vacation looking for adventure with no worries or in crisis. 

By exarmnmg these early sketches of Holden Caulfield, we can see that he was 

created through a huge process of development and that this is one of the reasons of his 

perfect characterisation, which, after al!, defines him as a full-fleshed character in "The 

Catcher in the Rye ". Almost al! works of fiction contain the literary elements of full

fleshed characters. They are the ones that move the plot and interact with the setting and, as 

we leam to recognise them, we can always leam more about us in the sense that the 

experiences that characters face most of the times are similar to the ones that we must face 

in our lives. The human characteristics that full-fleshed characters present are taken from 

us, so, if we re alise how these characters react, evolve and grow, we will easily find aspects 

of our O\\TI selves in them. 
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3. PHYSICAL FEATURES OF HOLDEN CAULFIELD 1\1 J. D. SALINGER'S .. THE CATCHER 

INTHE RYE .. 

In this section I will deal with the physical changes that Holden experiences as 

regards both the puberty period and his crisis situations throughout the novel; especially 

how Salinger uses his techniques to achieve a convincing characterisation from the physical 

point ofview. 

3.1. The Young Man. 

Holden is a 16 year-old young man from New York City who expenences the 

difficulties inherent to puberty as part of human growing up to become autonomous and 

self-sufficient individuals. This period is characterised, as it is well-known, by drastic 

changes in the physical and psychological development of the individuals. During this 

period there are no great changes in the intellectual functions due to the fact that the 

capacity to solve complex problems is developed gradually; nevertheless, it is a period of 

emotional stress and this sometimes leads from conflicts of communication with parents, 

relatives, teachers, etc, to extreme conflicts where sorne people become misfits, criminals, 

anarchists, etc., for their failure to cope with reality. 

The physical appearance changes: pimples, hair growth , muscular shape, 

development of the sexual organs etc., and they affect the behaviour of young people. 

Physical and psychological changes are interrelated and affect each other in the sense that 

physical changes could be traumatic in sorne cases because sometimes the child will not be 

17 



able to cope with them and will react in a negative attitude towards almost everything 

around. This negative attitude arises from the fact that the youngster is no longer under the 

protection of his family and he will have to face the world by himself. He will have to 

handle all sorts of situations: money, responsibility, jobs, sex, drinking, etc. The psycho

social objective of these changes in teenagers, although they may be unaware of it, is the 

mature evolution from a dependen! situation into a self-sufficient one. This new identity 

will allow him or her to relate with others in an autonomous and, hopefully, healthier way, 

notwithstanding the fact or possibility that emotional troubles are likely to occur as it is the 

case of Holden. The affective support is of much importan ce to reach a state of personal 

responsibility and self-acceptance. Another reason for young mento behave in a difficult or 

negative way is the fact that they are expected to behave like adults, but youngsters usually 

do the contrary in order to feel free from adult impositions. For Holden these changes are 

very difficult to accept and maturation is a serious problem both, physically and 

emotionally speaking. 

At the beginning of the novel he seems to be in a healthy physical state, since he is 

part of the fencing team in his school, but from an intellectual point of view he is affected. 

One of the reasons for this is that he doesn't want to grow up because he doesn't know what 

his role in the adult world could be6
• Salinger was the manager ofthe fencing team when he 

was at school, as Holden is, so this is another point that both stories share. 

6 French W. ob. cit. 
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As regards his physical state during puberty. the characterisation is done by means 

of the presentation of the character in action. Holden feels weak despite the fact that he is 

the manager of the fencing team but his weakness comes from the fact that he doesn't 

belong to the football team where the strong boys are. Everybody goes to the football 

games, but he seems to feel that fencing is unimportant. so he does not worry about 

neglecting the equipment in the subway and being hated by the rest of the team. That 

feeling comes from within the character. he shows a lack of security about himself: 

"! was the goddam manager of the fencing team. Very big de al. We 'd 
gone in lo New York for this fencing meet with McBurney School. 
Only, we didn't have the meet. 1 left all thefoils and equipment and 
stuff on the goddam subway. The whole tea m ostracised me the v.•hole 
H'ay back on the train. lt was pretty funny in a way. " 

Holden is worried about his own and his classmate's appearances, as most teenagers 

normally do. He is always highlighting other people's features whether he finds them good 

or bad. He uses physical features like pimples or beard in arder to describe his classmates. 

The physical shape is always present to compare himself with others. This point is 

interesting because there is an indirect way of characterisation from within the character. 

Holden describes other physical traits in order to characterise his own, he talks about how 

others look like in order to ascertain how he does not look like: 

"He was a very strong guy. f'm a very weak guy. He started shaving 
himselfnvice, to look gorgeous." 

The quote above shows the way in which Holden describes his classmate Stradlater. 

By applying the approach of characterisation from within the character, 1 think Holden 

admires his roommate for three reasons: one is the theme of beards, chins and moustaches, 

which is a very common reason for jealousy among teenagers because it makes a difference 
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bet\veen kids and grown-ups. Second, it is a matter of strength that Holden wants to prove, 

but he lost when he fought against Stradlater. Third, it is a kind of envy because his 

classmate is very handsome, has a date and has been successful with girls in the past, facts 

about which Holden seems to be envious although he openly admits it. Holden is worried 

about the physical aspect of his peers and while he admires or envies sorne of them, he may 

speak in a derogative way about those boys who have more physical problems than himself 

and he makes it explicit, that he doesn't suffer from these defects as to reassure himself and 

the reader what sort of individual he really is or how he really looks like: 

"That guy hadjust about everything. Sinus trouble, pimples, lousy 
teeth, crumby fingernails, halitosis. You had to feel a little sorry 
for the sonuvabitch. " 

Holden is used to describe people in terms oftheir physical appearance: 

"/ wouldn 't describe her as strictly beautiful. She was sort of muckle-mouthed. " 

Therefore, by analysing his way of thinking about others, 1 can infer that he is an 

ordinary guy as regards his physical appearance: he is not so handsome but he is certainly 

not an ugly boy because he has also had sorne success with a few girls in the past. If 

compared with Stradlater, he is weak, but he belongs to the fencing team, so he must be in a 

regular muscular shape, otherwise he couldn't be its manager. He defines himself as being 

quite skinny and very tall for his age, he says that he has grown nine inches and a half last 

year and he considers himselfto be pretty healthy, at least from a physical point ofview. 

Holden is a 16 year old boy, he must look like one with a child-like face, in spite of 

the fact that he has grey hair in the right side of his head, that makes him look older. His 
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classmates are always saying that they are older than he is because in fact they are, or 

because they look older, Ackley says: 

"Stop calling me Ackley kid, 1 'm old enough to be your lousyfather ". 

But Holden does not seem to \vorry about looking like a beardless junior when he 

goes to a dancing place. He cannot look so infantile. He can invite any girl and she will 

accept, but his face denotes his age, so he is not able to bu y any drinks in most of the bars 

he visits in New York, he is always asked about his age. Sometimes he even changes his 

voice in order to look older, In one occasion he invited three girls of around thirty for 

dancing and they accepted. Also a prostitute says that he looks like a movie star. 

3.2. The Fa!!. 

Up to this point, we have a healthy boy, thin, perhaps a little skinny. He is in regular 

muscular shape, rather weak but without any physical hindrance, like pimples. But he has 

been wandering in a big city for two days; he has not eaten well since he left school two 

days ago and he is a strong smoker, which makes him have an ill respiratory system and he 

likes drinking alcohol. Moreover, he has been in two fights, one against Stradlater and the 

next one against Maurice, the pimp in the hotel, in both he was the toser. Holden has not 

slept well and has been walking a lot because he has no place to go, therefore he begins to 

feel tired and depressed, walking to different places without knowing where to go, facts that 

affect his physical appearance and health. 

In the final chapters of the novel we find Holden tired, sick, vomiting, sweating, 

scared, feeling that he is falling apart. This is acknowledged by means of his 
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characterisation in action. He is walking on the street feeling that he is falling, and at a 

certain moment he feels that he is going to die and asks his dead brother Allie for help: 

"Allie. J'd say· to him: Allie don 't let me disappear, Allie don 't let 
me disappear please!" 

Holden is falling in front of his enemy: adulthood. The same adulthood that creates 

wars and that seems to have destroyed Salinger' s faith in innocence. Holden is becoming an 

adult and he seems to realise it in the final scene with his sister Phoebe in a carrousel and 

,by looking at her, he realises that he cannot fight against his destiny; childhood in no 

longer an everlasting sanctuary, and he cannot really protect the children: 

"The thing tvith kids is. if they fall off they fall off but it 's bad if yo u 
say anything to them. " 

The quote abo ve explains Holden' s defeat. He feels his O\\oTI expulsion from the rye 

and ends in a hospital recovering from a physical collapse and a nervous breakdown. 

Something changes in Holden, he acknowledges that children must grow up, that maturity 

is something that a catcher cannot stop and that it is impossible to preserve children's 

innocence. His perseverance is what saves him from an ultimate disillusionment in the end. 

He will accept maturity, he will leave his self-destructive behaviour and will look for true 

happiness from within by accepting to become an adult. Holden must have changed, at the 

end of the novel he must have a different expression on his face, the expression of 

experience after two terrible days in New York gazing at the corruption of the adult world, 

that of an adult because in the end Holden realises that he has gro\\oTI up, 

"1 fe el so happy all of a sudden, if yo u u·ant to know the truth. 1 don 't 
knott· why. God, 1 wish yo u could 've be en there. " 
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4. HOLDD!'S SOCIO-ECONOMIC SITUATION ANO BACKGROCND IN ""THE CATCHER 

JNTHE RYE"" 

In this section I will present the influence of the socio-economic environment on 

Holden · s characterisation. The setting of the story will be detailed, al so Holden · s past 

experiences in order to draw a general picture of the situation in which he is and the effect 

of that situation u pon him. Past experiences are important in the sense that their effects may 

be the reason for the current behaviour of the character in question. The characterisation 

approaches, such as the presentation of the character in action, presentation from within the 

character and revealing the character in incidents are useful to accomplish this end and will 

be detailed when it is pertinent. 

Holden belongs to a wealthy family. Characterisation by incidents is achieved. For 

example, in the span of two days he spends a very huge amount of money before coming 

home for holidays. Wherever he goes, he always takes taxies, he checks in hotels, he goes 

to severa) sophisticated bars where al! the movie stars go, he attends a Broadway show, he 

goes ice skating, shopping, he wears expensive clothes, he even pays for the services of a 

prostitute. He also describes himself as a great golfer, a sport largely associated to the 

higher classes. Holden plays golf since he was ten years old. He is aware of the fact that 

money is important in his current socio-economic situation: 

"In New York, boy, money really talks, !'m not kidding. " 

More descriptive is the fact that he has been expelled from four high schools and he 

does not seem to worry about it. Even more, after being thrown out for the forth time, he 
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goes to the centre ofNe\v York City to take easy his last expulsion from an old, private and 

very expensive high school: Pencey Prep. in Agerstown, Pennsylvania, \Vhere he failed four 

subjects out of five. It is a place where the socio-economic position is one, if not the most 

important aspect of any individual. Holden does not worry about his school situation: 

"One of the biggest reasons 1 left Elkton Hills 1vas because 1 was 
surrounded by phonies. " 

That is his reason for leaving one of the schools he used to attend. It seems a very 

childish reason, obviously he couldn't care less about his future scholarship. One reason is 

the fact that he has never suffered from an economic problem. His father is a successful 

lawyer and Holden has always had whatever he wants. He thinks he will probably have to 

attend a sort of military school. It does not matter to Holden. 

"A lot of people keeps asking me if 1 'm going to apply myself when 
1 go back to school next September. 1t 's such a stupid question, in 
my opinion. 1 mean how do you know what you 're going to do till 
you do it? The ansrver is you don 't. " 

Salinger also had sorne academic troubles when he was young. He also flunked out 

of a few private schools for not even trying to do the work. After being thrown out, he 

entered a military academy befare going to war. 

4.1. The Family and its Meaning 

The first member to deal with must be Holden Caulfield. He feels that he is the only 

failure in his family, in his opinion the restare good people. It seems that Salinger selected 

this name because it means "cold field", which can be a cemetery or it may also imply 

"grave" or "abyss". "Caul" is the skin that protects babies befare birth. Therefore it seems 
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that Holden Caulfield means the one that holds in the coldjield. ~ Holden wants to become a 

catcher in the rye to protect children from falling from innocence, so the name fits very 

\vell to his character. 

A significan! secondary character is his little sister Phoebe, who is considered by 

Holder a "personality ··. he means that she is successful in everything she does, she gets 

high marks at school, she is very intelligent, sensitive, etc. That is why Holden visits her for 

advice when he feels lost in New York. She represents the innocence and honesty of 

childhood in contrast to the corruption of the adult world. The meaning of her name could 

come from the Greek "phoibus ". meaning radiant . S he functions like an oracular figure, 

someone to consult because she knows the truth, she is a priestess of Phoebus Apollo, the 

oracle at Delphi. It seems that her name is not chosen at random because Salinger makes 

her function as a wise character. Holden trusts her and when he is lost and confused, he 

comes to visit her and she already knows that he has been thrown out from school. She is 

the one that helps Holden to grown up at the final scene at the carrousel, she shows him the 

path, it means that children grow up and become adults, a fact that Holden refuses until she 

teaches him the truth. 

D.B. is the oldest brother, a movie scrip writer in Hollywood. Holden does not like 

his work, he considers it a sort of corruption of the soul, in the sense that his brother is 

selling his art. Holden hates movies, Salinger has also proved to reject this art by refusing 

to sell the rights of the novel to make a movie ora play based on it. D.B. is working where 

7 Holden Caulfield: Salinger's ironic amalgam. <wwll.uchile.ct.biblioteceas'basesdedatosebsco > 
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all the movie stars are, so, in a way, he must have achieved a certain success in order to 

make a living in that place. Holden' s favourite book is "The SeCI·et Gold(ish ", written by 

his brother. fact that reveals Holden' s contradiction. D.R only appears at the beginning and 

at the end of the noveL in fact Holden te lis his brother all this story for him to write it The 

meaning that can be given to D.B.' s name is that the letter D stands for death, the death of 

innocence that Holden wants to prevent to happen, and the B stands for birth, therefore we 

can think of D.R as a character that represents the everlasting circle of life, to bring a new 

life, a birth, something has to die. To be bom to the adult world, Holden has to die in 

childhood. That is what happened to D.B., he entered the adult world, he died in childhood, 

he works and has alife far away from the family household. D.B. represents what Holden 

has to do in order to grown up and that is Holden · s reason to dislike him. 

Holden describes his siblings as marvellous people, and 1 think that his siblings are 

revealed by means of description made by Holden, and it is very interesting because 

although they do not appear very often in the novel, D.B. only appears at the beginning or 

birth of the novel and at the end or death of it, Holden describes them very well and we can 

draw sorne aspects of their personalities from Holden · s descriptive way of speaking about 

them. lt is an indirect description of sorne characters done by another one, in this case the 

protagonist 

Another important factor as regards Holden 's situation is the death of his younger 

brother Allie, he describes him as being terribly intelligent, more intelligent than himself. 

Allie dies of leukaemia, the first reason for Holden to become a catcher or saviour of 

children. He seems to feel that Allie 's death is unfair because he never did anything wrong 
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or bad as Holden does; otherwise Allie would also have been expelled from severa! 

schools. A description through incidents proves it. The night Allie dies, Holden breaks all 

the glasses of the garage with his fists, permanently injuring his right hand. It is Holden' s 

anger towards life. This incident or act of grief and anger is associated to Allie's left

handedness. Holden ruins his future possibilities because he does not want to grow up, on 

the contrary, he wants to stay in childhood where Allie was : 

"J'm not going to be a goddam surgeon ora violinist or anything anyway. " 

The description ofthis act makes explicit the close relationship between Holden and 

his brother. In addition to this fact, there is another element that contributes to Holden' s 

characterisation as regards his dead brother, it is the red hunting-hat: 

"This is a people shooting hat, 1 shoot people in this hat" 

What this incident reveals is the strong connection between the ffi!O brothers. Allie 

was red-haired, so Holden wants to emulate his brother and to save children from being 

caught by the corruption of maturity, which is cruel and destroys the innocence of 

childhood that his dead brother Allie, was not allowed to enjoy. 

While Holden is very close to his siblings, the relationship with his parents is 

practically non-existent. He does not know how to explain to them what his problem is for 

two reasons: he is afraid about their reactions. That is why he visits his own house like a 

spy. The second reason is that due to lack of communication, he does not know what is 

happening to him during the puberty period. He is not aware of his changes and his crisis. 

There is no mutual or reciproca! trust among them. Holden has to look for answers from 

other sources, like, for example, from his little sister Phoebe. 
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4.2. The Setting 

One important factor as regards the characterisation of Holden Caulfield is the 

setting of the story, the time and space where the story occurs. Holden is wandering 

through Ne\v York City. One of the most important economical centres in the world. It has 

a success-oriented, money-centred urban lifestyle and this fact leads to a self-oriented 

behaviour in people. Nobody cares about anybody in this big city. Holden feels that 

loneliness. This feeling comes from within the character, he expresses his disappointment 

about the big city lifestyle in the New York society. 

The other significant point related to the setting is time. The story is placed during 

Christmas time. During the holiday, the family relations are stronger, the family gets 

together, also clase friends as considered part of the family. Sorne people travel long 

distances in arder to be with their be! o ved ones. In this period, in spite of the fact that it is 

winter and cold, the family communication is warmer than ever. There are no conflicts 

within the family and a feeling of harmony is everywhere. Dinners with friends, presents 

for every one. Streets such as Fifth A venue or Madison A venue are fu]] of people shopping. 

The city is coloured with the Christmas decoration of the full-time open shops. Santa 

Clauses are on the comers ringing their bells. Millions of children with their mothers 

having the most enjoyable time of the year. The face of innocence is on theirs. But Holden 

does not participate in the feast. He feels that he is not invited. He feels lost and depressed 

in the city, where everybody is just concemed about themselves the whole year and the 

only time in which this seems to change is during Christmas. But in the Caulfield 

household there is no happiness. It lacks warmth and sincerity. Holden' s father is flying to 

28 



California, he is not going to attend his daughter's presentation in "·A Christmas pageant 

for Americans". Holden's mother, a nervous. strong smoker insomniac since Allie's death, 

is complaining about the possibility that her other son, D.B. is not coming home for 

Christmas dinner. Holden is alone feeling that everything is false and hopeless. Everything 

around him is feast, the whole city is a party. The Christmas mood, its demonstration of 

!ove among people, and the cold and frost, are facts that contri bu te enormously to Holden' s 

isolation, which is one of his most important characteristics. The power of his setting is 

undeniable. 

"lt made yo u depressed, and every once in a while, for no reason, you 
got goose jlesh while yo u walked. 1 t didn 't se e m al alllike Christmas 
was coming soon. lt didn't seem like anything was coming." 
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5. PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF HOLDEN CAULFIELD'S CHARACTERISATION 

The most interesting aspect in Holden is his psychological characterisation. Salinger 

gives to his character severa! accurate features that contribute enormously to building up 

Holden · s literary personality. Salinger creates the typical teenager of any age and that is 

why the novel is still being a source of analysis. By creating the prototype of a youngster, 

Salinger includes elements that may perfectly come from his own adolescence. The 

characterisation from within the character shows what he thinks, what he says and how he 

speaks. All this will entirely reveal his personality and, as a result, we enjoy a character that 

can be a real adolescent telling us his real story. lt can even be Salinger during his younger 

days. 

In this section 1 will deal with Holden psychological features in order to show how 

the approach of characterisation from within the character gives the lifelike personality that 

the character in question presents. We are bound to believe that a real Holden is telling usa 

real story. 

5.1. The Personality 

1 will deal with three main aspects of Holden · s personality: 

his criticism towards the "phony" things in the New York society. 

his perception about laws. 

his respect for the fellowman. 
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Holden is a representative of the world of childhood. \vhich is the opposite of what he 

defines as ·'phony . One of the things that Holden calls '·phony'' is the \Vorld of movies and 

everything around it. An example of this is his anger tmvard his older brother D.B. because 

he went to Hollywood to prostitute himself by selling his texts to the movies. I previously 

said that Salinger also dislikes movies by not selling the rights of the novel for making a 

movie or a play about it. Also Holden hates the three girls that were at the bar just looking 

for movie stars that will never look at them. 

Also the theatre falls in the category of "phony" because he thinks that instead of 

demonstrating reality as it is, the emphasis is on polishing theatricality. For Holden it is 

very important to be honest and real, but he thinks that actors are false and hypocritical 

because they do not act, but just feel that they are very good at acting. They are "phonies" 

in Holden 's opinion. 

Phoniness is Holden' s nemesis. It is revealed by the many times in which something he 

dislikes is categorised as "phony". It means false, untrue, not genuine, fake, artificial, 

fraudulent, unauthentic, a sham, a lack of sincerity. This is one of his most relevant features 

that contribute to his personality. He feels that everything is wrong and "phony", he is 

always complaining about the phoniness of the adult world, it depresses him and isolates 

him, it puts him in his crisis throughout the story. He even has the idea of going to the West 

and becoming a deaf-mute person in order to have no contact with anyone. Salinger also 

isolates himself from the world by living in Comish, New Hampshire. His house is 

surrounded by big walls raised by Salinger himself. He lives without any contact with the 

world, no interviews, no visits, no friends. 
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Another factor that makes Holden depressed is rules. For Holden rules are meant to 

serve the strong, and we ha ve se en in the first part of this paper that he considers himself to 

be weak. The outcome ofthis is his permanent attitude to break the laws. 

"Life is a game, boy. Lije is a game that one plays according to the 
rules ... ifyou get on the side where al! the hot-shots are, then it 's a game .... 
but if you get on the other side, where there aren 't any hot-shots, then 
1vhat a game about it" 

Holden is on the other side, on the weak one. So rules do not mean anything to him. 

Actually Holden has an ambivalent view on rules because he is always making his own 

rules, which he immediately breaks up. Therefore contradiction is part ofhis personality. 

Holden cannot stand people who fail to respect their fellowmen and fail to listen to 

what they say. For Holden it is very important to listen to people and to respect their 

privacy. Many examples of this can be found in the novel, for example, he stops in the 

middle of the sexual act because of a girl's request when others wouldn't do so. Also 

Holden feels respect for the nuns he meets; he feels bad for smoking in front of them. 

Fellowman is important for Holden, but when someone criticises him, he does not pay 

attention or he even gets upset. Contradiction is again revealed from within the character 

and his behaviour. 

His contradiction is also present in relation to his teachers because, on the one hand, he 

is against them for they represent authority and law; but, on the other hand, he seems to 

respect sorne ofthem dueto their age like Mr. Antolini or their kind attitude as it is the case 

with Mr. Spencer. 
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In relation to his friends, they are represented as negative and selfish characters because 

it is Holden who presents them. Stradlater and Ackley are opposites: the former is the 

successful athlete and the later is the ugly rejected sloth. But both of them hurt other people 

and obey laws. so Holden rejects them and this fact contributes to his isolation and 

consequent depression, because he feels that even his peers are dangerous hurting people. 

Holden' s parents are difficult to deal with because they are unobtrusive characters. 

They are not developed in Holden' s discourse and a reason for that is that, apparently, they 

are not significant in his life. He seems that he wants to please them by not raising 

problems to them, but he doesn't do anything to achieve that end. His father is a successful 

corporate attomey, and Holden is expected to follow his example. But this pressure only 

separates them. Holden never talks much about him; therefore, their relationship is very 

poor, and that could be one of the reasons for Holden · s depression. In relation to his 

mother, a housewife, there is no communication at all. When he shows an interest about 

what the ducks of the lake do in winter, the taxi driver answers to him that Mother Nature 

will take care of them, perhaps he wants to know if his own mother will take care of him 

now that he has been expelled from his fourth school. 8 He is afraid of his parent's reaction 

about his academic failure and that is why he goes to New York: to postpone his encounter 

with them. The poor relationship between parents and son stresses Holden' s isolation. He 

feels that he is unimportant to the persons that are supposed to give him all the !ove in the 

world, and the pressure of adulthood, the fact of growing up scares Holden, he thinks that 

maturity will take his parents' !ove from his life. 
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5.2. The Speaking Mannerism 

Holden uses the American teenage slang. It means that the text is filled with 

grammatical structures unfamiliar to standard. It contains idiomatic expressions, broken 

syntax, vulgar words, etc. Elision and assimilation in words are common. Clauses are short, 

specially when young people speak with each other. The usage of such a language gives 

Holden his features as a rebel teenager and it shows the way in which he thinks and how he 

feels. 

The language does not always follow the grammatical rules, as Holden does not 

follow the rules imposed on him. It does not mean that the reader is not able to understand 

him, for example, Holden describes someone to be *handsomer, instead of more handsome. 

Also the personal pronoun "I" is often omitted in short sentences. For example 

*dunno, which means "I don't know". The auxiliary verb "do" is also omitted in questions. 

For example: *you wanna try, which means "do you want to try?". Here we also have the 

elision of the preposition "to". As the novel presents the speech of young people, words and 

clauses are pronounced carelessly. For example: *didja, which means "did you". 

The use of expletives are common in the New York teenage slang. Holden could 

describe a book as being "a goddam book", but it does not imply that he really dislikes that 

book. It is the way in which young people want to make a difference between them and 

8 Caulfield, Holden. Fictitious character. www.salinger.org 
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adults. Young people create a language of their own and reject the correct standard one 

because it is considered part of authority. 

This novel has successfully described natural spoken language. Salinger puts 

language in paper as it is, giving more human-like features to his character. Salinger 

presents not only a story, but also the way of thinking of a teenager. The novel can be 

considered a remarkable piece of literature and an interesting overview of the language of 

the young. 
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6. SUM'v!ARY 

By rensmg Holden · s psychological and physical features, as well as the 

circumstances that affect him, 1 can say that Holden is suffering from a fear to grow up and 

to lose childhood's innocence. lt is clear that Holden finds many of the changes that he is 

encountering, as he grows older, difficult. As a result, he refuses to grow up. He shows a 

remarkable lack of maturity, as demonstrated in the relationship with his parents and 

friends. He enjoys being with children as it is the case with Phoebe and he dislikes being 

with adults, as it is the case with his older brother or his teachers. But at the end of the 

novel, he seems to accept his destiny by giving up the idea of going to the W est and he 

decides to go back home and to accept his responsibility. He has realised that innocence 

does not last forever when he sees Phoebe in the carrousel, he thinks that she will grow up 

and that he can't prevent it to occur, that everybody has to grow up, even The Catcher in 

the Rye. 
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CONCLUSION 

After revising this novel, I find that the author has applied sorne of the approaches 

of characterisation to give his character human-like features and that he has, in fact. used 

elements taken from his own life to achieve this end, i.e. to give his character human 

dimensions. From the physical point of view, I find that Holden is experiencing the 

difficulties of adolescence. He compares himself to others due to a lack of security that 

many young people have during this period. Also, the physical exhaustion suffered during 

two days of wandering is completely self-destructive, although it stands for a characteristic 

of young people to escape from their real problems. Curiously enough, Salinger also had 

these problems during his adolescence, he had sorne academic failures and he had to attend 

a military school as Holden does. In addition to this, the theme of innocence is present in 

both, because Salinger suffered a lost of it when he entered the war, as any person would 

have done, and Holden's concem is to protect children's innocence. This lost of faith in 

innocence is also represented in the isolation in which Salinger lives and that that Holden 

suffers throughout the novel. 

As regards to the socio-economic situation, it is successfully handled in terms of the 

setting of the story. The place is New York City, where success and money detach people 

from human interaction. The time is Christmas season, when the self-concem in people 

seems to change. But it does it in a false way, because everybody is still concemed with no 

one el se. It stresses Holden · s isolation and disillusion. 
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The psychological adolescent features of Holden are perfectly achieved. Any one of 

us could laugh about Holden' s opinions. The \\·ay he tackles them reminds us of our own 

adolescence. The psychological breakdown is fully described, from the academic failure 

into an erratic and self-destructive behaviour our character becomes an almost real human 

being. 

The speaking mannerism of Holden contributes enormously to the achievement of 

the human dimensions and also makes the novel a good source to prove the consistency of 

people's speech in the 50's, to the extent that sorne oftheir slang features are still in use 

nowadays. 

Finally 1 can say that after revising the novel, we can find a story fu]] of human 

dimensions, in a humorous tone sometimes through which we can see the way human 

beings grow up, the predicaments of it and yet we can always leam something about 

Holden and his experiences. The author has presented not just a novel but a complete 

framework ofthe human complexity. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Undoubtedly, Holden Caulfield, the protagonist m 'The Catcher in the Rye' is gomg 

through a difficult period in his life, he feels confused, depressed and lonely. Sorne 

circumstances contributing to this state could be for instance, the fact that he has just been 

expelled from school for the third time or that he does not feel able to communicate with others 

the way he wants. He also shows that he is somehow disappointed with the adult world and with 

society in general, as he is constantly criticising everything that he considers to be phoney about 

adults. 

Thousands of people around the world, especially young people, feel identified with 

Holden. One of the reasons for this phenomenon is that this character represents the way 

adolescents are. By using their language, full of colloquialisms and experimenting with adult 

behaviour. doing things like smoking and drinking he behaves as one of them. He also shows his 

rebellion against adult society by braking sorne rules and complaining about everything he does 

not approve. In other words, he thinks and feels, as any teenager would do. 

Jerome David Salinger achieves these effects on his audience as a result of his accuracy of 

observation and portrayal of the characters. This marvellous characterization of the protagonist 

particularly, is enhanced by his exploitation of the universal ideas of change and mutability 

related to adolescence. These elements along with the liveliness of its style give the novel its 

lasting appeal. 
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In the present \Vork I will analyse Holden Caulfield' s transition into adulthood following a 

psychological perspective. First, I will describe sorne general characteristics about adolescence 

and how they affect Holden's behaviour including aspects like the questioning of values, 

behaviours and rnorals to others and, on the other hand, irnrnaturity. Then, I will discuss sorne 

factors contributing to difficulties in his transition to adulthood. This section will be focused 

particular! y on two aspects: first, the problern of conflicting dernands, - which adults exercise on 

adolescents-, and second, his lack of rnotivation for the transition based on sorne of Holden's 

observations about the world of children and adults. 
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l. ADOLESCENCE 

The word '·adolescence" comes from the Latin verb adolescere, which means ''to grow" or 

.. to grow to maturity". Adolescence is a very special time in the human life cycle. It is a period 

of transition between childhood and adulthood, which may vary from culture to culture. Broadly 

speaking, it begins when individuals attain sexual maturity and ends when independence from 

adult authority is legally assured. ' 9
• It seems to me that during this stage of development, 

adolescents begin to observe their environment and themselves critically. They also 

conceptualise reality more objectively, while they think about adult's behaviour more 

subjectively. There is a need for independence, but always with sorne guidance and support. 

In the American culture, which is the focus of the present study, individuals are legally 

mature at the age of eighteen years. By this time it is expected that they should ha ve leamt to be 

socially responsible for themselves and their actions. Within this time, youngsters are affected by 

various developmental transformations including physical, emotional and social changes. These 

transformations will create severa! difficulties for adolescents, as they need to adjust themselves 

to them. 

9 Sprinthall Norman; Collins Andrew. 1984. 'Adolescent Psvchology: A Developmental View'. Random 
House.p.2. 
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1.1 Common Characteristics of Adolescents Affecting Holden Caulfield 

1.1.1 Questioning of Attitudes, Behaviors and Values 

Within the social adjustments adolescents make at this stage of development, what seems 

to affect Holden deeply, from m y point of view, is the questioning of attitudes, behaviors and 

values to other people. This is a common developmental characteristic observed by 

psychologists in middle school and junior high school students as the Wilmette Advisory 

Association states. 10 

Holden continuously expresses this characteristic as he questions his peers, teachers, and 

adults in general. He criticizes the way they act their attitudes, and values. James Adams refers 

to this, saying: 'adolescents find a discrepancy between what they have been taught is right and 

how people actually conduct themselves' 11
. I would like to illustrate how Holden expresses 

this by sorne examples taken from his conversation with Phoebe. He criticizes his school saying 

'it was one ofthe worst schools 1 ever went to. It wasfull ofphonies. And mean guys. You never 

smv so many mean guys in your lije. ' (p.J99). Then he describes those attitudes he does like 

about them, for instance, that they use to !oc k their doors if somebody they do not like wants to 

come in. In that way they do not Jet people join their groups, they exclude them. Holden 

particularly repudiates when these guys indirectly push James Castle, another schoolmate, to 

commit suicide. I think this is what impresses Holden most because he cannot understand how 

they can be so mean to someone: 

10 Wilmette Advisory Association Homepage 
11 Adams James. 1992 'Understanding Adolescence: Curren! developments in adolescent psvchologies. 13 
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"There \t·as 1his one boyal El ton Hills, named James Castle. lhat wouldn' 
lake hack something he said about this vel}' conceiled boy. Phi! Slabile. 

James Castle called him a very conceited guy, and one ofStabile 's lousy 
.fi'iends went and squaled on him to Stabile. So slabile with aboul 
six other dirly bastards, 1vent down lo James Castle 's room and went in 
and locked the goddam door and tried to make him take back what he 
said, but he wouldn 't do it. So they started in on him. 1 won 't even tell 
you what they did to him- it 's too repulsive-but he still 1vouldn 't take 
it back. ' ... · Finally what he did, instead of taking back what he said, he 
jumped out the window. '(p.202) 

Apart from criticizing his teachers as well as he finds them phony (p.200); Holden also 

questions lav.ryers. Perhaps he takes this career as an example only , because 1 believe he 

would probably think the same about any other profession. lt is people's lack of authenticity 

what he criticizes, and that can happen in any other occupation as well. 

He tells Phoebe he wouldn't like to be a lawyer because they do not save innocent 

people's lives in their work, but they only 'make a lot of dough and play bridge and buy cars 

and drink martinis and look like hot-shots' (p.204). 

In this illustration we can observe how Holden rejects inconsistent or hypocritical adult 

behavior, in the same way he does several times in the novel (p.19, 44, 155, 157). The last 

example I will discuss here, reflecting this characteristic occurs at the cinema. Holden tells a 

story about a woman sitting next to him who cries all through the movie. 

'You would've thought she was kind-hearted as hell, but 1 was sitting 
right next to her , and she wasn 't '. She had this little kid with her that 
was bored as hell and had to go to the bathroom, bu1 she wouldn 't 
take him. She kepl telling him to sil still and behave himself She 
was about as kind-hearted as a goddam wolf You take somebody 
that críes their goddam eyes out ove r phony stuff in the movies, and 
nine times out of ten the 're mean bastards at heart. ' (p. 166). 
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I believe that Holden · s questioning of attitudes and values to other people leads him 

somehow to alienate himself from them . It becomes very difficult for him to establish social 

relations, as he criticizes almost everybody around him. This is probably the price of living 

according to his ideals, he does not want to give up his search for honesty and truth. Even 

though he could be considered at times a bit phony himself, for instance when he recognizes he is 

a terrible liar (p. 22), most of the time he shows himself as a sensitive and honest person. As 

Grunwald remarks: 'Holden Caulfield is tom, and nearly destroyed, by the conflict between 

integrity and !ove. He is driven by the need not to be less than himself, not to accept what he 

knows to be base." 2
. 

1.1.2 Group Identity versus Alienation 

During the early years of adolescence, one confronts a new psychosocial conflict in which 

pressures to ally oneself with specific groups and to leam to be comfortable functioning as a 

member of a group are majar preoccupations. We call this conflict group identity versus 

alienation' 13
. It occurs to me that it is not e as y for Holden to be long to a group of his age, as most 

of the people he meets do not satisfy his expectations in relation to their system of values and 

moral behaviour. For this reason Holden somehow shows his alienation from society. Norman 

refers to this termas 'a sense of social estrangement, an absence of social support or meaningful 

social connection'. He continues explaining that 'an alienated adolescent does not experience a 

sense of belonging to a group' .One of the reasons he becomes alienated is because 'he cannot 

find a group that really meets their personal needs'. From this point of view, Holden is affected 

12 Grunwald Henry Anatole. 1962 'Salinger: A Critica! and Personal Portrait' p. 193 
13 Newman Philip & Newman Barbara.l997 'Childhood and Adolescence' p.676, 678 
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by the loneliness and isolation that alienation implies. We can observe this in one of the many 

times he repeats he feels "so damn depressed and lonesome' (p.l82). Perhaps if Holden opens 

himself up to others and leams to accept their good things as well as the bad ones, he will be able 

to establish better relationships and feel happier in his life. 

1.1.3. Imrnaturity 

Another characteristic of adolescents 1 will handle is immaturity. This affects Holden, 

naturally, a sixteen year-old boy who does not know exactly how to behave as he is caught up 

between childhood and adulthood. Psychologists have established that this could be explained by 

the adolescents' hormonal imbalances. 'They react in a particular way, they have emotions that 

are frightening and poorly understood by others. These may cause regression to more childish 

behaviour pattems" 4
. In this section 1 will show what in my opinion are sorne of Holden's 

difficulties caused by imrnaturity. This not only produces a problem of identification as a child or 

as a grown up, but it also seems to create sorne problems in his relationships with peers. Besides, 

imrnaturity could help him to contradict himselfbetween what he says and what he actually does. 

There are certain times in Holden's life in which he acts as a grown -up. For example, he 

decides whether or not to stay at a particular school, whether or not to go home right after he 

managed to be expelled from school, and things like that. Nonetheless, on other occasions, his 

behaviour corresponds to a little boy. This fact confuses him as he expresses while he talks to 

Mr. Spencer, his History teacher: 

1
" Adams James.Op.Cit. pl6. 
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'1 shook my head. 1 shake my head quite a lot. 'BoJ·.'' 1 said. 1 also say 
'boy:' ·quite a lot. Partly because 1 have a lousy vocabulary and partly 
because 1 act quite young for my age sometimes. 1 was sixteen then. 
and 1 'm seventeen noH', and sometimes 1 act like !'m about thirteen. ' 
(p.l.f) 

Holden not only realizes that he is acting in an immature way for his age, but he also notices 

that the way he acts does not match his physical appearance anymore because he has changed 

and he looks like an adult now: 

'Jt 's really ironical because !'m six-foot-two-and-a-half and 1 have grey 
ha ir. 1 real/y do. '... 'And yet 1 still act sometimes like 1 was only about 
twelve. Everybody says that, especial/y my father. It 's partly true, 
too, but it isn 'tal/ true. 1 don 't give a damn, except that 1 get bored 
sometimes when people tell me to act my age. Sometimes 1 ac t a lot 
older than 1 am-I real/y do-but people never notice it. People never 

no ti ce anything. '(p.l4) 

The problem for this troubled adolescent is that both adults and youngsters see him and 

treat him sometimes as an immature guy as he still acts as a child. Sorne of these people are his 

father, -as he reveals to us in the example above-, Ackley, the boy who lives next door to his 

room, and Carl Luce, his Student Adviser in Wootton School. These last two people get 

irritated by Holden's childish behaviour and ask him to stop it. 

The first example happens when Ackley goes in Holden's room and interrupts him while 

he is reading a book. After they talk for a while Holden starts behaving as a child in front of 

Ackley who becomes confused and angry because ofthis. Holden says: 

'What 1 did was, 1 pulled the old peak of m y hunting hat around to the 
front, then pulled it way down over my eyes. That way, 1 couldn 't se e 
a goddam thing. '1 think !'m going blind'. 1 said in this very hoarse 
voice. ' Mother darling, everything 's getting so dar k in he re'. 
You 're nuts. 1 swear to God, 'Ackley said. 
'Mother darling. give me your hand. Why won 't you give me your hand?. · 
'For Chrissake. grow up '. (p.28) 
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A second example of his immaturity occurs when he talks to Carl Luce while they meet 

ata bar for a drink. It seems tome that the problem this time is Holden's inability to establish a 

normal conversation with Carl. Apparently, he loo ses the control of the situation and he starts 

acting in an immature way. First, he says something to Carl that makes him feel uncomfortable: 

'He;·. 1 gota jlit for yo u', 1 told him. 'At the end of the bar. Don 't loo k 
now. J've been saving himfor ya.· 
· Very funny ·he said. 'Same old Caulfield. When are yo u going to grmt· up? (171 ). 

Then he continues saying the same kind of comments one after another, even though Carl 

tells him he does not want to speak about that: 

'Hov.· 's your sex lije? 1 asked him. He hated you to ask him stuff 
like that ' ... 'How 's Columbia 7 Ya like it? ... What are you majoring 
in? 1 asked him. Perverts? · 

When they are about to finish having their drinks, Holden makes sorne questions 

about Carl's sexual life with his girlfriend, which he refuses to answer. I think Holden's 

problem at that moment is that he makes too personal questions to someone he hardly ever 

sees and. Probably, it is because ofthis that Carl answers him in that way: 

'Listen. Let 's get one thing straight. 1 refuse to answer any typical 
Caulfield question to-night. When in the hell are you going to grow 
up?'(l71). 

After Holden confesses he has sorne troubles with his sexual life, Carl tells him once 

again he is immature: 

'Maybe J'll go to China. My sex lije is lousy, · 1 said. 
'Naturally. Your mind is immature. '(p.175) 
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On the whole. it occurs to me that Holden does not succeed in his desperate search for 

answers about himself and his sexual life, partly because Carl does not want to help him, 

and partly because he behaves in a very immature way in front of him. Maybe if Holden 

viere not all the time 'horsing around' as he says, and he acted more discretely instead, he 

would be able to establish a better conversation with his mate. 

In this last part about immaturity I will refer to Holden's contradictions between what 

he says and what he actually does, especially when he criticizes other people's actions and 

then he does the same. As Warren French points out 'Holden does precisely what he 

objects to other people' s doing'. He gives sorne examples of Holden's inconsistencies like 

the fact that 'He lectures Ackley in the same way he objects to the history teacher's 

lecturing him'; or that he complains that everybody-especially his father-"think 

something's all true" when it's only partly true, and he generalizes at the end of the very 

paragraph saying "people never notice anything", or "people never believe you". 15 

In this context I could mention another example that occurs while Holden talks to Mr. 

Spencer. He criticizes him saying: 'he wasn 't even listening. He hardly ever lis tened to you 

ll'hen yo u said something' (p.J5), however, he does not pay attention to his teacher either, 

as he recognizes when he says 'I'm lucky, though, I mean I could shoot the old bull to old 

Spencer and think about those ducks at the same time ... ' (p.18). 

15 French Warren. 'J. D. Salinger'. p.I09 Twayne Publishers. 1963 
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On the other hand. we observe how Holden changes his mind quite easily on 

different occasions such as \Vhen he thinks about ·giving old Jane a buzz". but then he 

decides not to. for severa! reasons. He also asks Sally very convincingly to go \Vith him in 

a trip to far away places, but at the end ofthe conversation with her he declares: 

· Jf yo u l\"ant to know the truth, 1 don ·r even know why 1 started al! that 
stuff with her. 1 mean about going away somewhere. to l\1assachusetts 
and Vermont and al!, 1 probably wouldn 't 've taken her e ven ({ she 'd 
wanted to go with me. She wouldn 't have been anybody to go with. The 
terrible part , though, is that 1 meant it when 1 asked her. ' (p. 1 66). 

As I have shown , al! these situations reflect somehow Holden's immaturity as he cannot 

maintain an agreement between what he says and what he does. 
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2. TRANSITION MEANS CHANGE 

As l have pointed out, adolescence is a period of transition in which many changes occur. 

Naturally, Holden is not the exception. It is difficult for us to know with certainty whether he is 

av.;are of this fact or not, as he rarely refers to this. Nonetheless, I could assume he realizes he is 

going through this transition as he does not want to become part of the adult world, as I show 

later, and an example of that could be seen when he wants to run away with Sally arguing he 

wants to go before they become adults. 

For a better understanding of Holden's behaviour, difficulties and views it could be a good 

idea if we think about our own experience as teenagers and remember the way we were at that 

age. Holden talks about his experiences as if he were looking at himself in a mirror. His 

transparency and honesty in the way he deals with the most important thing affecting him, an 

overwhelming change allows us to analyse sorne of the factors contributing to difficulties in his 

transition to adulthood. 

To illustrate what l have already said, I will refer to something l consider to be a good 

example of his transparency when he narrates his story, and al so the most persistent symbol in the 

novel ofthe change he is experiencing. This occurs when he tells us about his preoccupation with 

the ducks' welfare. Holden is quite concemed about what happens to them when the winter 

comes. He mentions this fact three times in the novel, which makes us suppose that this is 

something important for him. The first time he speaks about it is while he is talking to Mr. 

Spencer: 

54 



'! live in :Velt' rork and 1 was thinking about the lagoon in Central Park 
dmrn near Central Park South. 1 was wondering if it wasfi·ozen over 

>vhen 1 got home. and if it was, where the ducks go. 1 •vas wondering 
where the ducks went •vhen the lagoon got al! ic y and fi·ozen over. 1 
•ronde red if so me guy e ame in a truck and too k them mvay to a zoo or 
something. Or if theyjust flnv away. · (p.J8). 

Holden's questioning here reveals to us his transparency and honesty in expressing his 

doubts and worries about something adults would probably not even think about. He tells us 

about this in a very natural, genuine way. This example could also be taken as a symbol in which 

the ducks going away from one place to another would represent Holden' s process of change and 

mutability into the adult world. In other words, it seems to me that he projects himself and his 

own experience of change in his life into the ducks' experience of change when they migrate 

every year looking for a place with better conditions to Ji ve. In both cases there is a natural 

process involved. 

In addition to this, I would like to comment on another interpretation of this passage, which 

is part of an essay written by E. Faller. This student analyzes Holden's interest in what ducks and 

fish do during winter as the protagonist's concem about his own situation at the moment. This 

approach for the understanding ofHolden's concem about them seems very interesting forme as 

both the ducks, and him are going through the a process of change and at the same time, they 

both seem unprotected. 

E. Faller, the author, states that ' Holden wants to know if he has to get through those years 

by himself or if anyone will help him get through them, if someone will stand beside him to be a 
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friend and advisor.' 'He is trying to reassure himselfthat someone will cometo assist and guide 

him through hard times and help him live in a difficult world' 16 

I think that probably he feels safer after the taxi driver tells him that Mother Nature will 

take e are of everything so he would not be alone in his transition to adulthood. 

16 Essay dealing with the symbolism ofHolden's inquiry ofthe ducks and fish in Central Park. Literature 
Classics Home Page. 
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3. FACTORS COJ\TRIBUTING TO DIFFICULTIES IN TRANSITION 

According to Elizabeth Hurlock, there are certain difficulties in making the transition to 

adulthood, because as she points out · under any circumstances and at any time in life, adjusting 

to change is difficult' 17
. She stresses that 'growing up is always a problem', ... 'it entails 

abandoning those special prerogatives, world views, insights and pleasures that are defined by 

the culture as specifically "childish" and substituting them for the rights, responsibilities, 

outlooks, and satisfactions that are suitable for the culturally defined "adult". 

In the present section 1 will refer to sorne factors contributing to difficulties in Holden' s 

transition. Hurlock states:' how easy it will be for the adolescent to make the transition into 

adulthood will depend partly upon the individual, partly on the environmental aids or 

obstructions, and partly on adult expectations'. She distinguishes eight factors, however, I will 

only handle two ofthem which I consider to be more relevant for the present analysis. Firstly, 1 

will talk about "conflicting demands" and secondly, about Holden' s lack of motivation for the 

transition. 

3 .l. Conflicting Demands 

To begin with, 1 will focus on one of the factors Hurlock refers to as "conflicting 

demands". They occur when adolescents are asked to actas adults by their parents, teachers, or 

the community in general, but at the same time they are not allowed to do certain things which 

are supposed to be for adults only and they are not such yet 18
. 

17 Hurlock, Elizabeth. 1973 'Adolescent Development' p. 7, 8, 1 O 
18 The definition ofthis concept was taken and adapted from the text 'Adolescent Developmenf p.8 Hurlock 
Elizabeth. 
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Common phrases like .. You are old enough to know better", and others like ··You are not 

old enough to do this or that" can make teenagers feel confused and exasperated. Partly as a 

result of this and partly because of purely physical. bodily and hormonal changes. they often 

rebel against authority and do the opposite of what is expected of them: they drink, smoke, 

swear, and sometimes they do not do as well in school as they could do. 

Holden and the people around him are the embodiment of these classic behaviours. He is 

told to take responsibility, to show sorne judgement , and to make decisions, but at the same 

time he is treated as a child and is expected to o bey his parents and teachers. 

An example of what I have noted could be found when Holden talks to his teachers. 

Although they do not ask him explicitly to act as an adult, they do ask him to be more 

responsible about his actions. Certainly, responsibility could be taken as a sign of maturity in 

the individual, and that could be what teacher and parents are expecting from Holden. They 

want him to show commitment towards his studies, and to do so, they probably want him to 

leave childish behaviour behind and take his studies more seriously. 

Mr. Spencer. his History teacher, asks him about his problems at school, his plans for the 

future and also advises him to follow sorne rules,- probably the adults' rules -given in society 

in order to be successful in life: 

''Lije is a game, a game that one plays according to the rules··. (P.JJ). 

It seems to me that Holden is aware of these rules already, however, he does not follow 

them because he does not want to be part of the system which-as I will show later- he clearly 
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dislikes. As Holden already knows about what the teacher is talking about, the way the teacher 

talks to him probably makes him feel he is being treated as a child. This could be the reason 

why Holden answers very upset: 

··Y es. sir. 1 knm1· it is. 1 know it. ". Game m y ass. So me game lf 
yo u get on the side where all the hot-shots are. then it 's a game. 
all right. But, if you get on the other side, where the aren 't any 
hot-shots, then tvhat 's the game about? l'lothing. No game. '(p.J3) 

Another instance in which Holden is asked to take more responsibility about his studies 

and act in a more mature way occurs when he visits another teacher, Mr. Antolini. Even 

though it is late at night, he offers his help and talks to him very kindly. He shows his concem 

about Holden's situation warning him about the possible consequences of his behaviour . He 

says: 

"This falll think you 're riding for- it 's a special kind of fa!!, a horrible 
kind. The man falling isn 't permitted to fe el or hear himself hit bottom. 
He just keeps falling andfalling" (P. 222, 223). 

Mr. Antolini wants to make Holden aware of the fact that no matter what reasons he 

could have to act in the way he does, he cannot continue with that behaviour because he would 

fail. Probably Mr. Antolini believes Holden belongs to the group of 'those men who, at sorne 

time or other in their lives, were looking for something their own environment couldn 't supply 

them with ... and they gave up looking' (p.223), and does not want Holden to go through the 

same. 

He shows his concem about Holden when he tells him: 

·¡don 't want to scare you ', 'But 1 can very clearly see you dying nobly, 
one way or another, for sorne highly unworthy cause '(p.223). 
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What I believe Mr. Antolini wants to emphasise to Holden is that he should concentrate 

on his studies in the first place , and then in the search for his ideals. To do so, he needs to act 

as a mature person : 

'The mark ofthe immature manis that he wants to die noblyfor a cause, 
1vhile the mark ofthe mature manis that he wants to live humbly 
for one '.(p.223). 

He encourages him to continue his studies :'once you have afair idea where you want to 

go, your first move will be to apply yourself in a school' and in that way he would be able to 

leave a record ofwhat he thinks as many people have done befare: 

'Yo u 'll find that you 're not the first person who >vas ever confused and 
frightened and even sickened by human behaviour. You 're by no means 
afane on that score , you 'll be excited and stimulated to know. Many, 
many men have be en just as troubled morally and spiritually as yo u are 
right now. Happily, some ofthem kept records oftheir troubles '(p.225). 

Thus, if Holden studies he would have a chance to be one of those 'educated and 

scholarly m en', who lea ve their brilliant records behind because 'they tend express their 

thoughts more clearly. have more passion in doing so and have more humility than the 

unscholarly thinkers '. (p.225) 

There are sorne other times in which Holden wants to act like an adult and he is not 

allowed to. This very common characteristic of teenagers is seen for instance when he 

smokes, or when he wants to drink alcohol in public places and get drunk, experiment with 

sex, and all those things that are accessible to adults only. He does all of them anyway, for 

instance he smokes with friends, he goes to bars and gets drunk, he swears all the time and 

he is even tempted to ha ve sex with a prostitute. All of these actions are a way of rebelling 
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against society and showing everybody that he would do anything he wants and nobody 

would tell him \Vhat to do. 

3.2 Lack of Motivation for the T ransition 

The second factor contributing to difficulties in the transition, is the lack of motivation for 

it. Hurlock explains this in the following terms: 'The adolescent goes through a period of 

wondering how he will meet the new problems life presents. He would like to grow up but he is 

unsure of his ability to cope with adulthood. So long as this feeling of insecurity exists, there will 

be little motivation to make the transition into adulthood' .19 

In this sense, I believe it is quite likely that Holden feels this way, because he shows he is 

not prepared to take adult responsibilities yet. One could assume this, because Holden has not 

achieved yet certain developmental tasks common for his age which constitute the basis for his 

future roles as an adult. The same author points out that there are certain social expectations 

which are 'expressed in the form of developmental tasks', sorne of them are: 'achieving new and 

more mature relations with age-mates of both sexes, selecting and preparing for an occupation, 

preparing for marriage and family life and desiring and achieving social! y responsible behavior'. 

From what we can observe in the novel, Holden does not develop them fully, as he is not 

responsible in his studies, he has difficulties in establishing long- term relationships with friends 

as well as with girlfriends, and he does not show any serious concem about a professional career. 

19 Hurlock Elizabeth. Op.Cit. p. 6, 8 
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Considering he is a maJe, there are even more social pressures regarding the 

accomplishment of these tasks as he should be better prepared to be able to maintain a family in 

the future. Janice Gibson says 'during early adolescence, boys are expected to become serious 

students, to develop ways to take care of themselves and, later, to take care of their O\\on 

families' 20
. To sum up, I could suggest that Holden's motivation to become an adult are 

diminished as he probably does not feel ready to cope with the adult responsibilities yet. 

In addition to this, there is another aspect of his life that could suggest he does not feel 

motivated for the transition. I think the fact that he does not like the society where he lives, 

especial! y the world of adults, contributes greatly to this state as he considers them to be corrupt 

and phoney. For this reason, it is difficult to imagine him motivated to become part of what he 

clearly dislikes. He expresses this feeling in his constant opinions against society throughout the 

novel. One of the examples could be the following, in which he expresses how tired he is of 

society in his conversation with his friend Sally: 

'Did yo u ever get fed up?' 1 said. '1 mean did you ever get scared that 
everything was going to go lousy unless you did something? 1 mean do 
you like school and al/ that stujj?' 
'1t 's a terrific bore. ' 
'1 mean do yo u ha te it, is what 1 mean''. 
'Well, 1 don 't exactly hate it. You always have to-? 
'Well, 1 hate it. Boy, do 1 ha te it, '1 said. 'But it isn 't just that. 1t 's 
everything. 1 hate living in New York and al/. Ta.x:icabs, and Madison 
Avenue buses, with the drivers and al/ always yelling at you to get out 
at the rear door, and being introduced to phoney guys that cal/ the 
Lunts angels, ... '(p.l55) 

Holden also hardly criticizes people worrying too much about material things, which is 

something that apparently does not interest him too much: 

20 Gibson, Janice T. 1978. 'Growing Up: A Studv ofChildren'. p. 472 
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'Take cars, · 1 said. · Take most people. they 're cra::y about cars. They 
won)' ifthey get a little scratch on them. and they 're always talking about 
how many miles they get to a gallon. and il they get a brand-new car 
already they start thinking about trading it infor one that 's even newer. 1 
don 't even like old cars. 1 mean they don 't even interest me. 1'd rather 
have a goddam horse. A horse is at least humanJor God ·s sake ... '(p.J56). 

Holden invites Sally to run away from New York with him, but she refuses. After she 

rejects his invitation, he feels very sad . Probably, the worst part for Holden is not that they 

would not go, but it is that they would miss the chance of going away befare they become part 

of what he does not like, the world of adults. He emphasizes to her that he would like to go 

now, because if they go in the future it will be different. They will be transformed into one of 

those people \Vho are only interested in making money and pretending to be someone they are 

not. He answers : 

'No, there wouldn 't be oodles of places to go to at al!. 1t 'd be entirely 
different, '1 said. 1 was getting depressed as hell again ... ', 'Open your 
ears. 1t 'd be entirely different. We 'd have to go downstairs in 
elevators with suitcases and stuff. We 'd have to phone up everybody 
and tell 'e m good bye and send 'e m post cards from hotels and al!. And 
f'd be working in some ojjice, making a lot ol dough. and riding to 
working cabs in A1adison Avenue buses, and reading newspapers, 
and playing bridge all the time, and going to movies ... ' (p.l58). 

This example illustrates Holden's protest against modem life, its phoniness, hypocrisy and 

consumensm. 

As I have shown, Holden's dislike about the adult world is another reason influencing his 

lack of motivation for the transition. He would rather remain as he is than becoming part of what 

he does not like. It seems to me, that due to this, Holden does not like the idea of change, because 

children loase their innocence and become part of the corrupted world of grown-ups. The 

following examples could illustrate the fact that he does not like change: 
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· The best thing though. in that museum, was that everything ahmys stayed 
right 1rhere it was '. Nobody 'd move. Yo u could go there a hundred 
thousand times. and that Eskimo would still be justfinished catching those 
twojish ... · · ... lv'obody 'd be di{ferent. The only thing that lrould be di{ferent would be 
)'011 '.(p.l.J..J.). 

Then as he continues walking in the street, he retlects about how Phoebe would be 

different as well when she goes to that place next time, and how he would like to put her in 

a place where she could stay in the same way for a long time: 

'! kept walking, and I kept thinking about old Phoebe going to that 
museum on Saturdays the way I used to. I thought how she 'd see the 
same stuff I used to se e, and how she 'd be different every time she saw it. 
It didn 't exactly depress me to think about it, but it didn 't make me fe el 
gayas hell, either. Certain things they should stay the way they are. You 
ought lo be able lo stick to them in one of those big glass cases andjusl 
le ave them alone. I knmv that 's impossible, but it 's too bad anyway. ' (p. I .J.5). 

1 believe Holden admires children as we can notice every time he speaks about them. He 

does it in a tenderly way, glorifying their actions, especially with his sister Phoebe. One can very 

often hear him saying phrases like 'that kills me', or 'you should've seen her', (p.l94). Probably 

because he sees in them, and his sister the personification of !ove and honesty. In fact, the only 

two people he trusts most are children: his brother Allie who is dead now, and Phoebe. 

Holden expresses his concem for children in one of the most commented parts of the novel 

the one where he confesses Phoebe his desire of being 'the catcher in the rye' to protect children 

from falling off a cliff. He te lis her: 

·¡ keep picluring al! these little kids playing so me game in this field of 
rye and al!. Thousands oflittle kids, and nobody 's around-nobody big, 

I mean except-me. And I 'm standing on the edge of so me crazy cliff. 
What I have to do. I have to catch everybody if they slart to go over the 
cliff-I mean if they 're running and they don 't loo k where they 're going 
I have to come out from somewhere and catch them. That 'sal! I'd do al! 
day. I 'd just be the catcher in the rye and al!. I know it 's crazy. but that 's 
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rhe only rhing J'd really like to be. 1 knm1· ir 's cra:::y. · 
Old Phoebe didn 't say anyrhing for a long time. Then. ll'hen 
she said something. all she said was. 'Dadd_.v ·s going to kili yo u. · (p. 205) 

1 agree with Warren French21 who interprets this fall as the borderline between an innocent 

childhood and a '"phoney" adult world where Holden does not want to go in. So, once they make 

the transition they cannot come back to childhood again, and he wants to prevent this by catching 

them before that happens. 

Arthur Heiserman and James Miller, on the other hand, interpret this as Holden's search for 

stability and !ove. 'To be a catcher in the rye in this world is possible only at the price of leaving 

it. To be good is to be a "case", a "bad boy" who confounds the society ofmen. So Holden seeks 

the one role which would allow him to be a catcher, and that role is the role of the child'. The 

problem for him is that he cannot be a child now, he is sixteen. 'In childhood he had what he is 

now seeking- nonphoniness, truth, innocence. He can find it now only in Phoebe and his dead 

brother Allie' s baseball mitt, in a red hunting cap and the tender little nuns. Still, unlike all of us, 

Holden refuses to compromise with adulthood ... ' 22 

To conclude, 1 could say that although Holden lacks of motivation to make the transition 

and wants to protect children's innocence, he finally realizes that change cannot be resisted, it is 

something inevitable and no one can prevent children from becoming adults. There are two 

events in the novel that could show us how come to this conclusion. First, when he realizes his 

impossibility to erase the swear words from all the walls (p. 220); and second, when he 

21 French Warren. 1963 'J. D. Salinger'. p.l63 
"Grunwald Henry Anatole, 1962 "Salinger: A Critica! and Personal Portrait', p.l98 
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consciously lets his sister grab the gold ring in the caro use! (p.251 ). Here he realizes he cannot 

do anything about it, and that she would ha ve to take the risk of falling off, beca use adults cannot 

intervene at that moment in that children's experience. 
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CONCLUSION 

After a clase reading anda careful analysis of Salinger's novel 'The Catcher in the 

Rye', I could observe that its protagonist, Holden Caulfield, is going through a hard time in 

his Ji fe. M y interest aro se as I wanted to discover sorne of the reasons for this situation. 

In doing so, I began searching for sorne psychological causes for his behaviour that 

could have triggered somehow his emotional problems. At this point, I realized that the 

main factor affecting him was his transition to adulthood, as it brings many changes for the 

individual. 

Throughout this work, I have attempted to analyse Holden's expenence as an 

adolescent based on sorne common characteristics affecting people his age, particularly 

those I considered relevant for the present study. Among these characteristics, I included 

the questioning of values, immaturity and the problem of alienation. On the other hand, I 

analysed sorne of the factors contributing to difficulties in Holden's transition into 

adulthood, such as the problem of conflicting demands and his lack of motivation for the 

transition. 

On the whole, I could say that Holden is affected by severa! problems characteristic 

of this age, that, together with his own personal problems ,-such as his brother's death or 

the lack of attention and support from his parents-, make him feel depressed and lonesome 

as he constantly tells us. Besides, he cannot find what he is looking for, -love and honesty

in a society where apparently all human values are lost. He keeps searching for his ideals 
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and that makes him feel disappointed and frustrated sometimes, however at the end we 

observe he changes his attitude and hopefully, he will meet happiness. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Catcher in the Rve, a novel written by J. D. Salinger, has enthralled thousands 

of readers throughout the world since its publication in 1951. Much has been written (and 

said) about this novel: hundreds of papers have commented upon the relations between 

parents and children as derived from the plot; on the reality of the 50's in the USA and how 

it affected the lives ofthe people; on the adolescents and their motivations and worries and 

hopes in life. Holden Caulfield, as the main character, has been studied and discussed in 

terms of his position in the universal literature, being compared to Huckleberry Finn (both 

are adolescents, runaways from society, seeking independence, grow1h and stability in their 

lives), to Joyce's Stephen Dedalus. Evento Hamlet. 

Many critics have also tried to establish a relationship between Holden and Salinger 

(something which, toa certain extent, is quite viable). Sorne reviewers have also discussed 

the length and melancholy nature of the novel, within the framework of the over

development of the main character, or its unique style that made of Salinger the wTiter that 

best understood the world ofyouth in those years. 

In his interpretation of the teenage world, Salinger creates Holden Caulfield, a 

sixteen-year-old boy who has just been kicked out from school. Salinger introduces him as 

a good and candid boy who is stuck in a bad, sordid world. And yet, the reader comes 

across a few very pertinent questions: How true and good is this person? How much 

innocence there is in a guy who doesn't hesitate lying to others ("Once I get started, I can 
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go for hours if 1 feel like it" (Salinger 62)23 ? HO\v innocent can a person be if he thinks of 

everybody else as a phony anda fake?, or swears and envies others just because they seem 

a little bit happier than him. In other words Holden, \Vithout knowing, decides that almost 

everyone he meets in his life is a phony, and in doing so one would think that he condemns 

himself to lose innocence and hope in the world. 

The goal ofthis paper is to discuss sorne key elements in The Catcher in the Rye, as 

those mainly related with a long-held concept of innocence and naiveté in its main 

character, a point that perhaps has made the whole book still stand as a favorite of many 

people, all ofwhich will help to enrich the value ofthe novel in the present time. 

"Salinger. J. D. 1986. The Catcher in the Rye. London. Penguin Books, p. 62. 
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l. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

1.1. Politics 

In 1940 the Democratic Party nominated Roosevelt for a third term. This broke 

the long precedent that had held presidents to a maximum of two terms in office. After 

Roosevelt's re-election, the Congress in March 1941 passed the Lend-Lease Act. This act 

empowered the president to transfer, sell, lend, or lease war supplies to any nation, the 

defence ofwhich was vital to U.S. security. The year 1941 was marked also by a heated 

nation-wide debate between the "isolationists," who opposed both U.S. participation in 

World War II and aid to Great Britain, and the "interventionists", who felt that victory 

over the Axis powers was essential for U.S. security and were prepared for the United 

States to enter the war at an appropriate time. 

On December 7, 1941, while a special Japanese envoy was in Washington, 

ostensibly on a mission to negotiate an understanding over affairs in the Pacific, the 

Japanese governrnent launched a surprise bombing attack by air on the U.S. naval base at 

Pearl Harbour in the Hawaiian Islands. On the following day, at the request of the 

president, Congress declared a state of war between the United States and Japan. On 

December 11 Germany and Ita! y declared war on the United S tates. 

President Roosevelt, in addition to supervising the entire U.S. war effort, made 

extraordinary efforts to cooperate with the other powers fighting against the Axis. Severa! 

other conferences laid the foundation for the organisation of the United Nations (U.N.) 
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and for other forms of world\vide co-operation after the war. 

Roosevelt was succeeded by Vice Presiden! Harry S. Truman. His first problems 

as presiden! were the conclusion of the war and the establishment of world peace. The 

increasing difficulties in Soviet-U.S. relations, however, became evident at the Potsdam 

Conference in Germany in July. The spirit ofwartime co-operation increasingly gave way 

to mutual suspicion, misunderstanding, and recrimination, leading to the era of conflict 

known as the Cold War. 

On Augost 6, 1945, during World War 11, the United States dropped the first 

atomic bomb on Hiroshima, a Japanese city and military centre. About 130,000 people 

were reported killed, injured, or missing. Another 177,000 were made homeless. It was 

the first atomic bomb used against an enemy. the Japanese surrendered on August 14. 

With the conclusion of hostilities, reconversion of the U.S. economy to peacetime 

conditions and demobilisation of the troops became the paramount issues in U.S. 

domestic policies. The economic situation became further complicated when almost 5 

million workers struck for wage increases to meet the rising costs of living. In 1947 

Congress responded to this strike activity by passing the Taft-Hartley Act, which placed 

limitations on the freedom to strike. 

The United States continued its unprecedented participation m intemational 

affairs, through membership in the UN and other groups and through Allied conduct of 
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war crimes trials of former enemy leaders, chiefly Germans and Japanese. In August 1946 

the United S tates joined the International Court of Justice. 

In 1947, during the period known as Cold War, and in an effort to halt the advance 

of communism in Europe (especially in Greece and Turkey), President Truman 

announced the policy known as the Truman Doctrine, by which the United States 

furnished military and economic aid to countries threatened by aggression and 

subversion. The USSR responded to the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan with the 

formation of a new Comrnunist International. A further disturbance of public opinion 

occurred in September 1949, when Truman announced that the USSR had developed an 

atomic bomb. 

In June 1950, when South Korea was invaded by the forces of Communist North 

Korea, Truman announced that the United States would intervene to assist the South 

Koreans. The conflict in Korea produced profound repercussions on U.S. domestic 

affairs, including the doubling of military and related expenditures. The Korean War also 

led to severe psychological dislocations as concem about Comrnunism within the United 

States. As early as 1947 President Truman had set up a nation-wide system of loyalty 

boards to investigate government employees. The government also prosecuted 11 leaders 

of the Communist Party, U.S.A., under the Smith Act of 1940, which prohibited groups 

from conspiring to advocate the violent overthrow of the government. In 1950 Congress 

passed the McCarran Interna! Security Act, which established a permanent Subversive 

Activities Control Board to follow Communist activities in the United States and barred 
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from admission into the country any person who had been a member of a Communist 

organisation. Truman vetoed the bill on the ground that it represented '"a suppression of 

ideas in disregard to ideals which are the fundamental basis of our free society'', but his 

veto was overridden by Congress. The activities of Senator Joseph R. McCarthy of 

Wisconsin aroused considerable controversy over the degree of Communist influence in 

the United States. Exploiting highly dubious evidence, McCarthy led a campaign of 

persecution against various governrnent and military officials, entertainment figures, and 

others. The fear instilled in people's minds by what were called the McCarthy witch

hunts, however, lingered throughout the 1950s. 

In July 1952 the Republican Party nominated General Dwight D. Eisenhower and 

Senator Richard M. Nixon of California as candidates for president and vice president. 

Eisenhower won easily, and the Republicans captured control ofCongress. 

1.2. Economy 

The United States has been the world's leading industrial nation since early in the 

20th century. The most important development in the economy since World War 11 (1939-

1945) has been the tremendous growth of service industries, governrnent, professional 

services, trade, and financia! activities. By the end ofthe 1930s the labour union movement 

in the United States had become widely accepted. In 1945 about 36 percent of all nonfarm 

employees belonged to labour unions. 
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The last years of the sixties were marked by the rise of desocupation. due to the 

developments in technology, and also by the retreat of the troops from Vietnam. 

Unemployment affects to more than5.5 millions of Americans, and it is especially hard 

for the Afro-American (15-20%), the ex-soldiers (14.2%) and young population. Inflation 

was no more a menace but a reality, and the situation becomes so complicated that 

President Nixon was forced to freeze the wages and prices for three months ( August 

1971 ). The new technologies applied to the industry reduces the vacancy for more 

workers, and it also demands more and more specialised workers, with the result of 

desocupation, mechanisation of people; the plastic society tums the man into a simple 

robot, he becomes just a gear for the machine. 

1.3. The Civil Rights Movement 

The most urgent domestic issue ofthe period was the struggle of American blacks to 

end segregation and secure their full rights as citizens. Congress had opposed Truman's 

moderate civil rights program, and although the Eisenhower administration completed the 

desegregation of the govemment and armed forces, it was unwilling to initiate more radical 

programs. Blacks, led by the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured 

People, increasingly turned to the courts for assistance. On May 17, 1954, in the case of 

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, the U.S. Supreme Court unanimously outlawed 

racial segregation in public schools. This decision reversed the principie of "separate but 

equal" that had been the basis of black-white relations since the Plessy v/s Ferguson 

decision of 1896. Subsequent decisions in 1955 and 1956 called on local authorities to 
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submit plans for desegregation and also ended racial segregation in intrastate transportation. 

In many southem states, attempts were made to circumvent these rulings. In 

September 1957 Govemor Orval E. Faubus of Arkansas defied the call to integrate when he 

ordered the National Guard to prevent nine black students from attending Central High 

School in Little Rock. On September 23, following attacks by whites on black students and 

adults. President Eisenhower dispatched federal troops to restore order and help black 

students attend school safely. 

Meanwhile, many blacks became increasingly active in the civil rights movement. 

In December 1955 clergyman Martín Luther King, Jr. led a highly effective boycott that 

resulted in desegregation of the bus system in Montgomery, Alabama. Many other 

organisations and individuals actively worked for racial equality, including the Southem 

Christian Leadership Conference , and Malcolm X, among others. Largely as a result of 

their activities, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1957, establishing a Civil Rights 

Commission to investigate the denial of voting rights or equal protection of the laws. 

In 1956, despite a heart attack, Eisenhower announced that he would run for a 

second term, wining the elections. Early in 1958 a nation-wide recession began, and the 

number of unemployed people rose in June to more than 5 mi Ilion, the highest leve] since 

World War II. By the end of 1958 the recession had been brought under control, and the 

value of U.S. manufactures returned to their prerecession levels. 
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1.4. Culture 

1.4.1. Music 

The dominant type of popular music from 1935 to 1945 was big band S\ving, a 

style modelled on the innovations of black jazz orchestras. The big band era ended after 

World War II (1939-1945), when pop singers became more popular than bandleaders did, 

although the influence of swing music could still be heard in "jump band" rhythm and 

blues and westem swing music. 

Important shifts in popular music after World War 11 were tied to social and 

technological changes. The massive migration of Southem musicians and audiences to 

urban areas and the introduction of the electric guitar were particular! y influential. These 

changes set the stage for the hard-edged Chicago blues of Muddy Waters; the honky

tonk, or "hard-country," style of Hank Williams; and, in the mid-1950s, the rise of rock 

and rol! music. 

Rock and rol! grew out of the intermingling of severa! streams of post -war popular 

music, including "jurnp band" rhythm and blues, the recordings of blues "shouters" such 

as Big Joe Tumer, gospel-based vocal styles, boogie-woogie piano blues, and honky-tonk 

music. The pioneers of rock and rol! carne from varied backgrounds. Bill Haley, whose 

"Rock Around the Clock" (1955) was the first rock song to gain wide popularity, was a 

country-and-westem bandleader from Pennsylvania; Chuck Berry was a hairdresser in St. 

Louis, Missouri; and Elvis Presley was a Memphis, Tennessee, truck driver. The peak 

period of rock and roll--defined by the exuberant recordings of Haley, Berry, Domino, 

80 



Presley. Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Buddy Holly-lasted from 1954 to 1959. 

The most successful artists wrote and performed songs about !ove, sexuality, identity 

crises. personal freedom, and other issues that \vere of particular interest to teenagers. 

1.4.2 Literature 

Hemingway and Faulkner remained leading writers into the 1950s; they were 

joined by John Steinbeck (The Grapes of Wrath, 1939; Nobel Prize, 1962), James Jones 

(From Here to Etemity, 1951 ), and Vladimir Nabokov (Lo lita, 1955; Pale Fire, 

1962).William Fau1kner, whose innovative techniques and thoughtful characterisations in 

such novels as The Sound and the Fury ( 1929), Light in August (1932), and Absalom, 

Absalom! (1936) won him the Nobel Prize in 1949. A1so Emest Hemingway, Nobel Prize 

winner in 1954, is noted for his terse, carefully crafted prose in works such as The Sun 

Also Rises (1926), andA Farewell to Arms (1929). 

The extensive fictional literature that arose out of World War II (1939-1945) 

lacked the tendency to shock that had energised previous war novels. Perhaps authors 

were able by this time to regard armed conflict with greater philosophical detachment. 

The most impressive novels of World War II were From Here to Etemity (1951) by 

James Jones and The Naked and the Dead (1948) by Norman Mailer. 

The post-war southem wTiters who continued the tradition of Faulkner-sometimes 

referred to as '·southem Gothic"-included Carson McCullers (The Heart Is a Lonely 
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Hunter, 1946), Truman Capote (Other Voices, Other Rooms. 1947). Eudora Welty (The 

Ponder Heart. 1954). and Flannery O'Connor (The Violent Bear It Awav, 1960). Best 

knovm for his novel Al! the King's Men (1946), a powerful Characterization of a southem 

politician, Kentucky-bom Robert Penn Warren \vas also a noted poet, critic, and literary 

historian. 

Severa! novels dealing on a personal leve! with the long-standing American problem 

of racial prejudice were set against the background of the transition from the Great 

Depression to the American involvement in World War II. The novel Native Son (1940) 

and the autobiographical Black Boy (1945), both by Richard Wright, are powerful 

statements wTitten in a starkly realistic manner. Passionate indignation about the black 

experience was voiced again in the novel Invisible Man (1952), by Ralph Ellison and in the 

novel Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953) and the essay collection Nobody Knows My Name 

(1961 ), both by James Baldwin. 

1.4.3. Film-making 

During World War II Frank Capra, John Ford, William Wyler, John Huston, and 

other Hollywood directors joined the armed forces and made war-related documentaries. 

Capra supervised the Why We Fight series (1942-1945), seven films that sought to 

explain the war's background and the reasons for U.S. involvement, and Huston's The 

Battle of San Pietro (1945) depicted the grim consequences of warfare in the Italian 

campa1gn. 
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In 1939 Orson Welles, a 24-year-old prodigy, arrived in Hollywood follmving a 

spectacular career in theatre and radio to produce, direct co-v.Tite and star in Citizen 

Kan e ( 1941 ), by critica] consensus the most significant commercial American film ever 

made. 

Although American movies reached the peak of their popularity in the United 

States in 1946, changed circumstances soon brought difficulties that were to shape the 

next quarter century of motion-picture history. Shortly after World War 11, the Supreme 

Court ofthe United States ruled that the Hollywood studio system constituted a monopoly 

in violation of antitrust laws and ordered the studios to give up ownership of theatres. 

At the same time, committees m the Congress of the United States began 

investigating alleged "infiltration" of the motion-picture industry by members of the 

American Communist Party, who were accused ofbeing disloyal to the United States and 

under the control of the Soviet Union. Movie companies fired or refused to hire wTiters, 

directors, actors, and others who had been accused, in an atmosphere of political 

repression that has come to be known as McCarthyism, after U.S. Senator Joseph R. 

McCarthy, who repeatedly accused numerous government officials of taking part in 

Communist activity. This era of so-called blacklisting brought further turmoi1 to the film 

industry. But this was not to be the worst thing to happen: the advent of television caused 

the greatest disruption. Although motion-picture attendance had begun to decline before 

television became widely available, the rapid spread of home television sets in the 1950s 

was accompanied by a steady decline in movie going, until movie attendance levelled off 

in the 1960s at about one-fourth the total prior to 1946. 
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1.4.4. Art 

Following World War II (1939-1945), New York supp1anted Paris as the leading 

centre of the art world; innovative painting exhibited and often produced there has 

included works by the abstract expressionist painters Willem de Kooning, Jackson 

Pollock, Mark Rothko, and Robert Motherwell and the sculptor David Smith; and by the 

painters Andy Warhol ( motion-picture director and producer, and publisher), and Roy 

Lichtenstein, who ascribed to the pop art movement, which based artwork on images 

taken from mass, or popular, culture. 

1.4.5. Underground Cultural Movement 

The roots of the underground movements are placed during the years right after the 

Second World War, and especially during the 50's. (The true cultural and political matrix 

of the underground culture is located within the Beat Generation) The term underground 

began to be used around the year 1963, and it was used to refer to a certain kind of 

newspapers, films and magazines, and the name made reference to its irregular and 

clandestine character. But from 1963 onwards the term extended its meaning to a more vast 

field, which included mainly a part of the youth culture of the United States and, 

consequently. of other countries. In this way, the underground movement began to mean 

this new sensitivity, and their cultural products were tumed in the following decades into 

'new culture', 'altemative culture', 'counter culture'. 
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The true cultural and political matrix of the underground culture is located within 

the Beat Generation. The fifties v.rere years of uneasiness. of sickness and fear, and the beat 

were the antennas that perceived that reality. The Cold War, the unbearable and persistent 

memory from Hiroshima (and from this, the constant menace of the atomic bomb), the 

Witch-Hunt, the post-war violence (represented by motorcycle gangs as the 'Hell's Angels' 

in the States, or the 'Teddy-Boys' in UK), the economic misery after the war, the new 

coming technology (which increasingly became amenace for thousands of workers al! over 

America). the mass-media, the progressive discontent towards politics and politicians, the 

racism against everybody and everything that was different. .. This was the scenery which 

an adolescent grew up during the fifties: social, racial, psychological, generational tension. 

As a consequence from this, the reaction was a mixture of cynicism and externa! 

hardness, of bittemess and will to fight only for oneself, of search for the inner truth, of 

fight against ambiguity and phoniness of the adult world, using a variety of weapons that 

included from provocation to negation, from attack to self-destruction. Thus, the reclusion 

into an inner world provokes the crash against the others, instead ofthe contact with others. 

It was in this miserable scenary where a new man was bom: the 'hipster', the 

existentialist, the 'white nigger', a man who knows that if his destiny is to Ji ve under the 

threat of an instantaneous death in the hands of the atomic bomb, if his destiny is to Ji ve 

with death by his side from adolescence to adulthood, then the only valid answer is to 

accept the conditions of death, to live with death as an immediate danger, to divorce from 

society, to exist without roots, to embark in an unknown voyage without accepting rules 

from a society that is already dead. 
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Along with the hipster. there anses another kind of person: the ·beatnick", the 

intellectual adolescent trying to get his message through \Vith a more existentialist and 

poetic way than political. Often Jewish, he usually belongs to the middle class, and 

because of this he uses leisure as a response to his parents' conformism. The beatnick, an 

alien to the concept of race, is often a radical pacifist who has defined himself against 

violence; in fact, his violence has been repressed intemally and with no way to express it, 

orto express it in the only way he knows: suicide. In this way, the hipster with his world of 

violence and the beatnick, a tom-apart and misunderstood poet, lived together side by side 

listening to the be-bop of Charlie Parker, the jazz of Archie Sheep, in places like 

Greenwich Village of New York, or North Beach of San Francisco. 

This reality, this state of affairs during the fifties, the sense of sickness that arase 

from the recognition of the real face of the 'American Dream' provokes the distruth and 

the horror towards the eastem rationale and, as a consequence, gives birth to the attraction 

for the Western culture and its philosophy of life like the Zen and Buddhism doctrines, it 

allows the existence ofGinsberg's 'Howl' and its earthly mysticism, ofKerouak's 'Let's 

Go' and its vitality, the lucid and terrorific vision of the world disintegration by William 

Burroughs. These are the themes of the new poetry and prose that, even technically, 

desired to break their bonds with the past. The literary production in those years is, to 

sum up, a scream of anguish and despair and euphoria, and the poets' words fight against 

two hells: the personal hell on the one hand, and the hell of society on the other, a blind 

society which is an accomplice of the most savage crimes. It is in this period during the 
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sixties when the underground culture is born, \Vhen denunciation and discontent become a 

more general experience instead of a feeling reserved only for a el o sed circle of artists. 

During the seventies the melting pot became more a fermenting pot: the pot in 

which ethnic, religious and social differences should be nullified did not work; instead, 

American society continued to be a society full of islands where these differences 

remained irreconcilable. Every group is a closed group, and tensions among them are still 

present, the individual is alone amidst the crowd, he feels lonely and he needs the group 

to feel secure, protected, loved. And during the seventies, though the dark period of 

McCarthy's persecutions had ended, American society did not stop glorifying violence: in 

the past against the red skinned people/native American, the negro slaves, now against the 

immigrants, the Latin American countries, the unions, the Ku Klux Klan, Hiroshima, etc. 

America was born thanks to violence, and it cannot Ji ve without it (" ... the game known 

as 'American Football' has a rate of 3-4 deaths per year, every year 19000 people die due 

to shotguns, every week 1000 die and 70000 are injured in American highways, a typical 

American citizen spends 9 years of his Ji fe in front of a T.V., watching more than 300000 

violent incidents and 100000 murders". (Berke 15-16)24
. 

This is, in a nutshell, the cultural movement known as underground between the 

fifties and seventies. There were mixed up feelings of cultural revolution, of social 

renovation, of anarchism, and a total loss of confidence regards traditional politics. Those 

were the years of the no-violence, of the flower power, of optimism, of illusion given by 
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new religions (Buddhism. Chinese philosophies. and indigene mysticism). of the solution 

of problems through drugs ... It influenced arts. theatre. film-making, literature. It 

rediscovered popular music: the blues. the jazz, and over these basis it created a new 

musical form of communication. It destroyed any barrier that separated painting from 

theatre and films, creating new artistic formulae (as in the 'happenings, where the 

participation of the audience was essential, taking them out from the passive condition of 

the classical theatre) and including other techniques (surrealism, expressionism, abstract 

art, pop art) into films to reno vate complete! y the Hollywood way of making movies. 

2. ADOLESCENT CHARACTER AND PERSONALITY 

2.1. Community Factors Influencing Personality 

24 Berke. Joseph. 1969. The Creation ofan Altemative Culture. London, p. 15-16. 
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The child leams values from two general sources: from the adults who have prestige 

in his eyes and from his own age group. Sorne of the values that the boy or girl leams are 

community \vide. They are held by al! persons, regardless of social or economic status. 

Such variations as occur in these values are individual and not the result of systematic 

group differences. Other values leamed by children are characteristic of smaller groups 

within the community, such as social classes, churches, ethnic groups, and the age group to 

which the boy or girl belongs. 

Recent studies of adolescents have emphasised the fact that boys and girls in their 

teens have a culture of their mvn with moral standards and moral pressures behind those 

standards. This culture has been called the 'adolescent peer culture' 25
. Boys and girls, 

desiring the approval of their age mates, follow the fashions of the peer culture in morals, 

dress and speech; and the moral standards and practices of the adolescent peer culture are 

probably an important factor in character formation. 

The high school is the principal place of the adolescent peer culture. School dances, 

athletic contests, and club activities, as well as study halls and classrooms, are the places 

where boys and girls leam how to behave socially and morally as young men and women, 

are the places where boys and girls leam how to behave socially and moral! y as young men 

and women. To achieve success in the adolescent peer culture, a boy or girl must stay in 

school, be a reasonably good student, take part in school activities, and go to the school 

dances and parties. In the process of adjusting successfully in these ways. he would be 

25 National Society for the Study ofEducation. 1994. Adolescence. Chicago, University of Chicago. 
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leaming middle-class morality. The majority of young people attempts to fit themselves 

into this situation. 

Undoubtedly the most important single influence on character is the home, and, 

along with this, differences regarding the social classes to which adolescents belong can be 

seen. As to the upper middle-class, a family of this group has allies in the school, church, 

and youth organisations. The child belonging to this social class spends relatively more 

time than others in activities of boy and girl scouts, in school activities, in the public 

library, and in the church. His!her family is supplemented by the school, church, and 

character-building organisations which reinforce their values. Thus, the upper middle-class 

child finds little or no conflict between the standards of his home and the expectations of 

his teachers, Sunday school, and club leaders. 

As a conclusion, it is through home, church, youth organisations, recreational 

agencies, and the informal 'peer culture' of the children's own world, that values and 

moral standards are taught to boys and girls by their parents, teachers, and other adults in 

positions of prestige, and by leaders of their own age groups. 

2.2. Social Adjustment and Character Reputation 

Human behaviour, including those aspects we call character, is influenced by the 

social milieu within which the individual develops. This is particularly true of moral 

behaviour or character since the latter is constantly subject to approval or disapproval by 

the members of the social groups with which the individuals comes in contact. If the 
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behaviour is approved by the particular group, it is reinforced by a system of rewards; if 

disapproved. it is inhibited by a system of punishments. What behaviour will be rewarded 

and what will be punished will depend upon the moral values of the particular group in 

which the individual is participating. Many research studies have demonstrated that 

character reputation is very closely related to the individual' s success in adjusting to the 

dominant social situation, and also that for most adolescents the dominant social situation is 

the school. The boy or girl who enjoys a good reputation in the community or school is 

often described as 'better adjusted', both to himself and to society, than the boy or girl of 

unfavourable reputation. This may mean several things: the well adjusted individual 

behaves in accordance to the expectations of responsible people; his goals and aspirations 

are likely to be socially approved, and the means and techniques s/he employs to secure 

them are not expected to lead him/her into unexpected trouble. ; he is not likely to feel 

disliked or ridiculed and hence not likely to feel inferior or worried. All these are types of 

'adjustments' and they are part of what we understand by 'good character' and 'good 

reputation'. 

Another component that influences greatly the adolescent's character formation is 

the presence of adults outside the family members; the 'ideal self seems to be increasingly 

influenced during adolescence by adults not belonging to the family itself, especially by 

attractive and visible young adults. 

In relation to their beliefs and moral and ethic codes, adolescents seem to place 

great importance to friendliness, honesty, loyalty, moral courage, and responsibility. The 

prevailing concept of friendliness is that of being amiable and accommodating to all people, 

91 



being popular, and having many friends. The concept of honesty is dominated by ideas 

about the use of property and telling the truth. Such acts a borrowing things without 

permission and using small sums of the famil:(s money without permission are highly 

disapproved. Beliefs in relation to loyalty seem to be confused and uncertain. Loyalty to 

personal friends is often subordinated to other values; apparently there is a code of not 

betraying friends outright. In other respects, but within the same concept, loyalty to school 

seems to be limited to obeying school rules- attending school parties and activities is not 

taken very seriously. When it comes to moral courage, the strongest aspect of it is that of 

defending and protecting one's own rights and those of others. There is practically a 

unanimous feeling among adolescents that one must defend anyone against gossip, for 

instance. On the other hand, there is hesitancy in raising questions of rightness and 

wrongness in criticizing peers, for fear of being regarded a prig. Finally, the standards of 

responsibility are highly developed, and their are applied under a variety of circumstances. 

Duties toward school, home, and employment are taken seriously. Punctuality in attending 

meetings or completing accepted jobs is on the list of approved items. 

2.3. Character and Personality Types 

According to Havighurst and Taba ( 1949), personality types can be grouped in five 

differentiated types, which were named as follow: the Self-Directive Person, the Adaptive 

Person, the Submissive Person, the Defiant Person, and the Unadjusted Person. This 

method of delineating personality groups or types ( 'the Conference Method' ) is, of course, 

only one of severa! possible methods. 
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The Self-Directive Person is conscientious, orderly, and persistent. They set high 

standards for themselves and are seldom satisfied \vith their performance. They are 

ambitious. strong-willed, and self-sufficient, yet characterised by self-criticism and self

doubt. 

The Adaptive Person is sociable, friendly, vivacious, and outgoing in manner. They 

have what is often called good 'social intelligence'. Usually they are good looking and have 

great physical vitality. Though they enjoy leadership, they do not strive hard for it. They fit 

readily into almost any social situation and seem to conform naturally to the expectations of 

the people they are associated with. 

The Submissive Person is one who will not initiate action. They wait for others to 

take the lead. They never show signs of overt aggression and rarely of covert aggression. 

They live by authority. 

The Defiant Person is openly hostile to society. They show their hostility by doing 

poor schoolwork, refusing to conform to social expectations, and sometimes by attacks 

upon property which land them in jail. Because they have been neglected or mistreated by 

society. they bear a never-ending grudge, which prevents them from making any 

constructive adjustment to their age mates, to his family, to school, or to a job. They are 

definitely maladjusted individuals. 

The Unadjusted Person is discontented, insecure, frustrated; usually they are having 

difficulties with their families, in school their work is not up to the leve! of their abilities. 
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However they are not openly hostile to society or definitely maladjusted as in the Defiant 

Person. They are actively but as yet unsuccessfully seeking to establish a satisfactory 

relationship with their environment. All the profiles mentioned are shown in table n° l. 
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Table n° 1 

Are a ' Self-Directive Adaptive Submissive Defiant Unadjusted 
1 Social Ambitious. Outgoing, Timid, Openly Discontented, 
! Personality orderly, confident. stubborn. hostile. complaining, 
1 

persisten!, positive avoids blames openly not 
introspective conflict society for hostil e 

failure 
Moral Beliefs Variable, High, little High, sorne Low Low to 
and high uncertainty uncertainty average 
Principies uncertainty 
Family Strict family Permissive Severe Family Variable 
Environment training, family, no family, no training family 

sorne conflict conflict with conflict with inconsistent, training, 
with family family family pro vides no conflict with 

basis for family 
constructive 
character 
formation 

Social Leader, active Very popular, Follower, Unpopular, Unpopular, 
Adjustment m school social skills non-entity, hostil e to hostile or 
with Age affairs well awkward m school indifferent to 
Mates developed social skills activities, school 

quarrelsome activities 
Intellectual Average to Average to Low to Lowto high Low to high 
Ability high high average, 

seldom high 
Personal Self-doubt, High on al! Self-doubt, Hostil e to Aggressive 
Adjustment self-critical, adjustment self-critical, authority, impulses, 

sorne anxiety, measures, unaggress1ve aggress1ve feelings of 
average self-assured, impulses insecurity 
aggress1 venes no anxiety 
S 
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3. THE QUESTION OF INNOCENCE IN THE CATCHER IN THE RYE 

3.1. Style of J. D. Salinger 

To explain hmv is it that Holden is not such an innocent young man, we have to first 

realize that Holden is the medium through which Salinger expresses his own view of the 

world. A brief description of Salinger's style will be of much help to fully understand the 

character. 

Many critics consider J.D. Salinger a very controversia! writer, particularly for the 

subject matter he writes about. Salinger's works were generally written during two time

periods. The first one was during World War II, and the second was during the 1960's. 

Critics feel that the works that carne out during the 1960 time-period were very 

inappropriate, beca use of the problems about which he wrote. The Catcher in the Rye was 

wTitten during the post World War II period, and magnifies sorne ofthe problems American 

youths were going through. Salinger uses everything from comedy and obscenity to 

violence and death to get his point across. In The Catcher in The Rye he exemplifies the 

struggles a hopeless and confused youth can go through when trying to survive in this kind 

of society and find purpose and acceptance as an adult. 

The main characters were generally misfits of society. In most of his works, he has 

the protagonist of the story go on a quest for happiness. Salinger does not conform to 

material happiness: the characters (Franny in Franny and Zooey, Seymour in A Perfect Day 

for Banannafish, Holden in The Catcher in the Rye) undergo a spiritual happiness. His 
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characters generally start out in bad conditions. only towards the ending of his works they 

experience changes that tum them into better persons. 

The works of J.D. Salinger, especially The Catcher in the Rve, show the quest for 

happiness mainly through the use of three main devices, namely religion, loneliness, and 

symbolism. 

In relation to religion, Salinger often uses it to portray comfort. In a chapter of The 

Catcher in the Rye, Holden is very much in despair for losing his girlfriend, so he reads a 

passage in the Bible (Salinger 23i6
• In Salinger's Frannv and Zooey, Franny Glass keeps 

reciting the "Jesus Prayer" to, according to Bloom, cope with the suicide of her brother 

Seymour. Another aspect of religion, but more of an oriental kind, is found in 'Nine 

Stories', in which Salinger uses much of the Zen philosophy to achieve this liberation. 

In many of Salinger's works, loneliness is used to isolate characters from evil. 

Salinger portrays al! of society to be bad, and for much character's isolation from society is 

the only way to achieve happiness. In The Catcher in the Rye Holden's entire plot deals 

with him trying to isolate himself from society. Holden realizes that society has become 

evil, and wants no part in this terrible life. Salinger uses society as the source of discord to 

be isolated from. Holden is shown as a hermit at the end of The Catcher in the Rye. In 

Grunwald's opinion, Holden's tranquillity, at the end, can be ascribed to his isolation from 

society. Holden only wants to be separated from a society, which considers him a misfit. In 

26 Salinger. J. D. Op. Cit., p. 23. 
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Salinger· s works a so urce of unhappiness is usual! y the fact that society senses the 

characters are social misfits. The characters can only become happy if they isolate 

themselves from this society. The characters see that society has become evil. and in order 

for them to become happy they must get away from society, and live their own lives. 

Finally, the use of many lucky symbols in Salinger's works are to show how to 

fulfill the quest for happiness. The characters in J.D. Salinger's works start out in bad 

situations. Through the use of lucky symbols their life is changed to what will make them 

happy. In The Catcher in the Rye, Salinger refers greatly in one chapter to ducks in central 

park. The ducks, borrowing Galloway's interpretation, are' ... in context toa scripture in the 

Bible, which tells of how the ducks are free. The ducks represented how he would feel, 

being happy' (Galloway 53)27
• 

These are, in general terms, the main concems of Salinger' s fiction. These issues are 

now to be related to the specific character of Holden Caulfield. 

3.2. Characterization of Holden Caulfield 

The preceding chapters that included definitions of a typical adolescent in terms 

of their psychological characteristics, along with a social account regarding 

American reality during the fifties, allow us now to attempt an explanation of 

how Holden Caulfield behaves and sees the world that surrounds him. 

27 Galloway, D. 1966. The Absurd Hero in American Fiction: Updike. Stvron. Bellow. and Salinger. Texas, 
University ofTexas Press. 
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According to Edward Corbett, Holden makes reference to the word "phony" forty-

four separate times throughout The Catcher in the Rve. Each time he does it he seems to be 

referring to as either someone who discriminates against others, or is a hypocrite about 

something, or has manifestations of conformity. Throughout The Catcher in the Rye, 

Holden describes and interacts with various members of his family. The way he refers or 

talks to them gives an idea of whether he thinks they are "phony" or normal. To make this 

point apparent I will consider a few of his accounts which will help us to disco ver how he 

classifies each family member and, consequently, ofhow he sees ordinary people. 

From the very first page ofthe novel, Holden begins to refer to his parents as distant 

people and frequently generalizes about both his father and his mother throughout his 

chronicle. One example is: " ... my parents would have about two hemorrhages apiece if I 

told anything personal about them. They're quite touchy about anything like that, especially 

my father. They're nice and al! - I'm not saying that - but they're also touchy as 

hell".(Salinger 1)28 Holden's father is a lawyer and, because of this, he considers him 

"phony" because he views him and his occupation as a parallel of his personality. For 

example, when Holden is talking to Phoebe about what he wants to be when he grows up, 

he cannot answer her question and proceeds to give her his opinion about their father's 

occupation: 

' ... Lmvyers are al! right, 1 guess- but it doesn 't appeal tome,' 1 said. 
'1 mean they 're al! right if they go around saving innocent guys' lives 
al! the time, and like that, but yo u don 't do that kind of stuff if yo u 're 
a lawyer. Al! you do is make a lot of dough and play golf and play bridge 
and buy cars and drink Martinis and loo k like a hot-shot. How would yo u 

28 Salinger, J. D. Op. Cit.. p. l. 
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knmr yo u weren 't heing a phony? The trouhle is. yo u \I'Olildn 't' (Salinger 179/9 

In relation to his mother, he ahvays seems to refer to her with a sense of compassion 

yet also with a mockering tone. Holden makes his mother sound predictable and insincere. 

These phony qualities are shown in two different examples in chapter 22, when Holden is 

hiding in the closet of D .B.' s room as his mother walks in to put Phoebe in bed: 

'Helio/' 1 heard old Phoebe say. '1 couldn ·r sleep. Did you have a good 
time? ''Marvelous, 'my mother said, but yo u could te!! she didn 't mean 
it. She doesn 't enjoy herself much when she goes out. ' 
'Good night. Go right to sleep now. 1 have a splitting headache, ' my mother 
said. She gets headaches quite frequently. She real/y does' (Salinger 183- 184/0 

The first two examples serve as illustrations of how Holden classifies people as 

phonies. 

Other characteristics that Holden possesses refer to his ambivalence towards sex and 

his uncapability to communicate with others. He lives in a society where human 

relationships are affected by marketplace values, like status and appearance, which restrain 

and deny people's self-realisation, rather than accepting them. 

With such a dead-end vision of the trap of adulthood and marriage, it is not very 

surprising that Holden is scared of being initiated into the most involving form of 

relationship-sex. Holden seeks a deeper, more real relationship with someone, probably 

anyone who understands him, and accepts him. He does not like to see people hurting. For 

him, it seemed like sex would somehow integrate him into the world at large, world that he 

despises. Holden does not want to accept any change in his life. He sees sex as a way that 

29 Salinger. J. D. Op. Cit., p. 179. 
30 Salinger. J. D. Op. Cit., p. 183-184. 
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society is using to Jure him into being like the people he hates. At Pencey, his boarding 

schooL he equates sex with perversion. He refers to his gorgeous roomrnate. Stradlater, as a 

'very sexy bastard' because ofhis interest in all things related to sex. 

As to his incapability to establish communication with others. it is a fact throughout 

the whole novel that Holden is not able to establish real conversations between people. 

Holden feels that no one is able to understand what he feels like and what he is trying to 

say. His loneliness leads him to invite taxicab drivers out for drinks, call people he hasn't 

seen in years, and wandering the places he used to walk by - all these facts showing a sense 

of isolation. 

Holden is surrounded by what he views as drunks, perverts, morons and screwballs. 

He views the world as an evil place where there is no peace, and the more he looks around 

him, the more depressing he finds it. In this sense, he sees evil all over. To him the world 

appears completely imrnoral and unprincipled. These convictions which make him waver 

momentarily, for instance, in the scene with his teacher. After Mr. Antolini patted Holden 

on the head while he was sleeping, Holden jumped up and ran out thinking that Mr. 

Antolini was a pervert, as well as the others (classmates like Stradlater, the owner of the 

hotel where he stayed, etc). This is the only time along the novel that shows Holden 

thinking it twice about considering someone as a pervert. After reviewing Mr. Antolini, 

Holden finally concludes that maybe he was not making anything suspicious. Maybe ' ... he 

just liked to pat guys on the head when they're asleep' (Salinger 20li 1
• This is really the 

31 Salinger. J. D. Op. Cit., p. 201. 
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only time in the novel where Holden actually considers a positive side. Despite this fact, 

this event does not constitute a significant change. As Holden himself says. 'It's not too bad 

when the sun's out, but the sun only comes out when it feels like coming out'. The sun, 

according to Corbett, is a reference to decency through the common association of light and 

goodness. This perception of the world does not change significantly throughout the novel. 

However, as the novel progresses, Holden gradually comes to the realisation that he is 

powerless to change this corruption. His perception ofthe world remains the same; the only 

conviction that does change during the novel is Holden's belief that he can change the 

world. 

3.3. The Innocence of a Catcher in the Rye 

T o begin with, we find that the Merriam-Webster dictionary defines innocence as 

' ... freedom from guilt or sin through being unacquainted with evil' 32
. When do humans in 

general have little or no guilt and worries? In the days of our youth everything is much 

simpler. 

Holden Caufield, as a character, emphasizes on the loss of innocence in children. 

Children are the only people with whom Holden can communicate throughout the story, not 

because they can help him with his growing pains but also because they remind him of a 

simpler time (his innocence) to which he wished he could retum. In a way, he feels that 

once they lose their innocence, they will soon turn into phonies like everyone else. Holden 

32 1947. The Merriam-Webster Pocket Dictionarv. New York, Pocket Books 1nc. 
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discusses the importance of innocence in children's lives. He wornes about children 

because he thinks that once a child loses his innocence, he will soon be led to a life of 

corruption. Holden also focuses on all the phonies in the world. He feels that phoniness is 

the reason why children lose their innocence. Holden does not realise that a child is being 

exposed to the corruption everyday of his life. It may lead the child to a bad life, but to 

many others it will gives them a chance to leam what the world is really like. He defines 

phonies as people who are liars, corrupted, selfish. However, he does not realise (or does 

not want to realise) that he is a phony himself since he has al so lost his innocence; in other 

words, he is very sensitive when it comes to the phonies around him but he does not realise 

that he is part of that too. Holden sees the world around him so cold and impersonal that 

reactions as lying to people are a way of telling them that he does not want to be hurt 

anymore. He is also experiencing the feeling about being all-alone in a corrupt world, 

isolated from everyone, thinking that no one else has experienced what he has gone 

through. He shows how lonely he is by wandering along the streets of New York by 

himself and by wanting to be 'loved' by someone, reducing ]ove to having sex with a 

whore ( chapter 13 ). He tries to escape the realities of life by remembering the past with his 

brother Allie, his sister Phoebe, and his older brother D.B. Holden does not only discuss 

innocence and corruption but he also discusses the way how the world changes. He is not 

able to adjust to things that have changed, instead of this, he feels more comfortable in 

places that will never change. An example of this is the reaction that he experiences in the 

Museum: 

' The bes! thing, though, in that museum, was that everything always 
stayed right where it was. Nobody 'd move. Yo u could go there a 
hundred thousand times, and that Eskimo would still be just finished 
catching those two fish, the birds would still be on their way south, 
the deers 1vould still be drinking out of that vvater hale, 1vith their 
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pretty antlers and their pretty, skinny legs. and that squaw \rith the 
naked bosom would still be weaving that same blanket. Nobody 'd 
be different. '(Salinger 127/3 

He feels really happy when he sees the Natural Museum of History and realises that 

the place has not changed since he first went there on a school trip: however, he gets very 

mad when he sees the graffiti on the side of his sister's school, an example of how 

phoniness and corruption invade and take places from him that were untouched. 

Holden has consumed so much corruption that fears that no one is going to keep 

him from falling. This particular quote defines the title of the book, and al so defines one of 

the roles (among many others) that Holden possesses. The catcher in the rye is an 

occupation that only exists in Holden's mind. Holden has this fantasy about being a catcher 

in the rye only to protect children and himself, and especially the latter because, although 

he is not aware of the fact that he is a phony, he knows that through protecting others he 

would redeem himself from this condition. He just does not want young children to see 

what he is seeing, and that is why he paints over the \\Titing, as in the Museum chapter. He 

is also trying to keep children from making the same mistakes that he made in the past. He 

really wants to help them but he does not realise, until the very end ofthe novel that he will 

not succeed in it. Children have to learn what they did wrong by themselves, and from that 

they willlearn to avoid doing it again. 

11 Salinger. J. D. Op. Cit., p. 127. 
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From Holden's account, it is obvious that he views the older members of his family 

as phonies. Holden is the storyteller in Salinger's novel. Therefore, to what extent can his 

version be trusted or deemed factual? This idea is addressed through Corbett's elucidation: 

"Holden is himself a phony. He is an inveterate liar; he frequently masquerades as someone 

he is not; he fulminates against foibles of which he himself is guilty; he frequently vents his 

spleen about his friends, despite the fact that he seems to be advocating the need for 

charity" (Corbett 71)34
. This manipulation of information that Corbett mentions only 

superficially is made apparent in the use of dialogue throughout the novel. Every time 

Holden talks to someone, he immediately interprets for us what his interlocutor is trying to 

say, in such a manner that it becomes difficult to differentiate between what the others think 

from Holden's own thinking: 

" 'Dear Mr. Spencer ', he read out loud. 'That is al! 1 know about the 
Egyptians. 1 can 't se e m to get very interested in them although your 
lectures are very interesting. 1t is al! right with me if youjlunk me 
though as 1 am jlunking everything else except English anyway. 
Respectfully yours, Holden Cauljield'. He put my goddam paper 
down the nand looked at me like he' djust beaten hell out of me in 
ping-pong or something. " (Salinger 16/5 

Along with this, there is little consistency in what he complains about and what he 

does. For instance, in page 14, while talking to Mr. Spencer, Holden thinks that his teacher 

is not listening to him, what bothers Holden, while in page 16 Holden congratulates himse1f 

for being able to think about something while someone was speaking to him. 

Following with Corbett, the constant rejection that Holden feels towards phonies is 

nothing but a desperate cry for friendship and comprehension. If the world (i.e. the school) 

34 Corben, E. 1963. Raise High the Barriers. Censors. Chicago, Malco1m M. Marsden Inc. 
35 Salinger, J. D. Op. Cit., p. 16. 
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is a horrible place to live in is just because there · s no one to share your feelings and ideas 

with. The fact that Pencey \Vas' ... one of the worst schools 1 ever went to' was only dueto 

the fact that ' ... it \Vas full of phonies. And mean guys. E ven the couple of ni ce teachers on 

the faculty, they were phonies too' (Salinger 174i6
. The lack of someone to trust in tums 

Holden into a phony, for not being honest with himself and accepting that he needs people, 

which is something that he covers and disguises in anger and disdain towards others. This is 

something very usual among adolescents, the tendency to blame others for their own 

problems. 

If Holden is a liar and a phony, perhaps his portrayal of each family member is 

totally false. However, his consistent and repetitive accounts at least give the reader sorne 

idea of how an adolescent boy, facing the common experiences and troubles of daily life, 

views each member of his family. In this respect, it is interesting to see how Holden does 

not interpret any of Phoebe's comments or actions, or if he does, he usually refers to her 

as good-intended, never malicious: 

" 'Old Phoebe didn 't say anything, but she was listening. 1 could te!! by the 
back of her neck that she was listening. S he always listen when yo u te!! her 
something. And the funny par! is she knows, halfthe time, what the he!! 
yo u 're talking abo u t. She real! y does '" (Salinger 17 4/7 

This reinforces the idea that Holden is not a trustworthy character, since he seems to 

adopt a different position (or predisposition) depending on whether he is talking to 

someone he likes or not. In other words, the view he has towards others is influenced (and 

influences us, correspondingly) by the misconceptions he attaches to them, being all these 

36 Salinger, J. D. Op. Cit., p. 174. 
37 Salinger, J. D. Op. Cit .. p. 174 
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characteristics very typical in adolescents. This is something that arises clearly from the 

description of adolescence in the previous chapter: it is hard to find a consistent line of 

thought. of feelings, of reactions in an adolescent and, in this respect. Holden fits perfectly 

well into the role of someone who is far beyond an innocence so much desired by him. 
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CONCLUSIOJ'\ 

Holden is represented as a sixteen year-old boy who finds everything pointless. He 

is trapped between fantasy and despair. Holden has this fantasy of becoming a catcher in 

the rye so as to save the children to fall from the cliff. although he himself is like one of 

them. He is headed for the cliff himself but in his case there is no one there to catch him 

and keep him alive. 

Alienation seems to be the main theme of the novel, as presented through the life of 

a young boy who feels completely isolated from the world around him. No matter with 

whom he ends up or wherever he goes, he will never feel a sense of belonging. Holden 

feels that no one is going through what he is going through. 1 would say that The Catcher 

in the Rye discusses how a young man like Holden Caulfield feels about a changing world 

through the storyline of a boy who fears that all children are exposed to the loss of 

innocence in a world that welcomes corruption. 

These aspects of Holden's personality, the feeling of isolation, desolation, despair, 

total alienation, can be explained, to a great extent, by considering the social, political and 

cultural issues going on during the fifties. In relation to this, the parallels that can be drawn 

between Holden' s ideas and reality are very self-evident: the racism towards Afro

Americans was transplanted into the novel through the life of school, were sorne boys were 

rejected for being 'boring and pimply' (Salinger 174)38
. There is also a notorious loss of 

38 Salinger, J. D. Op. Cit., p. 174. 
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confidence in politicians, which Holden clearly expresses towards different symbols of 

authority: teachers. headmasters, priests, or his 0\vn parents. 

An adolescent who lived under these conditions had to leam how to treat others 

without getting damaged in doing so. This led Holden to think that everybody else IS 

·phony', and that people are his enemies, 'evil doers·, who can harm us and hurt us ifwe 

show them what we really are like. lt is this fact that forces him to see malice and 

aggressiveness everywhere (even where there is none, as in the chapter with Mr. 

Antolini),aggressiveness that, in the worst of cases, can lead to the destruction of the 

weakest (James Castle, chapter 22). 
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" But 1 don 't want to go among mad people, "Al ice remarked. 
"Oh. you can 't help that, "said the Cat: "we 're al! mad here. !'m mad. You 'remad." 

" How do you know !'m mad?" said Al ice. 
" You must be," said the Cat, " or you wouldn 't have come here. " 

Alice's Adventures in Wonderland. 

To my mom, Maria Elena. Thanks for all the !ove, 
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To Lorenzo. 

Thanks to Isabel Margarita, Maria Cecilia and Veronica 
For a friendship that none could ever imagine. 
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l~TRODCCTION 

Since the world began to tum man has tried to understand hmv everything works 

around him. As a natural and inner characteristic, the one of wondering about the mystery 

oflife has always been present. .. It's that need for finding an explanation from the very 

simple things: How does that flower grow? Why is it dead already, to the most complicated 

ones; where do we come from? Where do we go? Why do we have to suffer when al! we 

want is to be happy? Ifthat were possible in this world. 

It is a fact that sometimes even the simplest questions become difficult if not 

impossible to answer, this time wouldn't be an exception. 

As man looked around in search for an answer, he fixed his attention in the sky. He 

looked above trying to find an explanation that couldn't be reached here on earth. He saw 

nature and its magnificent embrace surround him, al! this beauty couldn't be so empty as it 

seemed! Then, he invested nature with meanings that were way beyond its inner self. He 

mixed real facts such as the influence of seasons over plants and animals and extended it 

o ver man himself relating his behaviour to the influence of the moon and other planets. By 

doing this and by creating new devices as sources for explanations such as the zodiac he 

could "understand" sorne of the mysteries that compase this world. 

Man saw deities behind the wind, the water, and the earth. Sorne of these deities 

were weak, sorne of them were strong. Those that were more powerful should rule o ver the 

weak ones. Through this path, Head or Main deities come up. 
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Head deities received different names, as there were no agreement in a universal 

form to designate them. The ways for the establishment of communication with them also 

were different. Man thought that if Main deities exerted dominance over the minor ones, 

they could also intervene in the affairs ofthe man's world. 

As time went by, man saw all these deities as the ones who told them what they 

could do, what they couldn't, even what they were supposed to. Sadness, deception, peace, 

happiness, pain, calmness, all human emotions and states were dependent on those 

imaginary deities. But, above all, they were dependent on the attitude that man held 

towards their image. 

From different attitudes, different cults were drawn. These cults were bom in the 

search for an answer, in the search for an explanation and also in the search for happiness 

as the final achievement of every human being. 

For most of us, the Westem- Jewish inheritance is very strong and powerful, dueto 

this term cult usually has got a negative connotation. Being the Roman Catholicism over 

our heads, the custom to designate as a 'cult' any group which "deviates" from the path of 

the only "true" religion is deeply intemalised. By doing this 'cults' are relegated to a lower 

stage within the history of religions. 

The reason for this research on the subject of 'cults' corresponds to an attempt of 

pointing out the existent relation between cult literature and religious cults. It is due to this 

relation that one can refer to literature, as well as to cinema or music, as 'cults' or "new" 

115 



types of cults. Here, the emphasis will be on the particular cult professed tO\vards literature. 

The main example of this particular worshipping will be given by the figure of J. D 

Salinger. his literary work, and the impact that his narrative has had over thousands of 

readers throughout history. 

To carry out this research accurately, there is a need for detachrnent that only can be 

achieved if one sticks to the Secular definition of 'cult'. This definition taken from the 

Internet denotes as cult: all that is involved in worshipping: rituals, emotions, liturgies, and 

altitudes toward sorne element in particular. Following this, all religious groups of any 

kind in any part ofthe world can be considered as 'cults'. Taking always the risk offinding 

defamers. 
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l. A FEW INSIGHTS ON RELIGION ANO CUL TS 

··cult: Any group which has a pyramid t;pe authoritarian leadership 
structure with al! teaching and guidance coming jí-om the 
person:persons at the top. The group >rill claim to be the only 1my to 
God; ,Vin•ana; Paradise; Ultimare Reality; Fu!! Potential; Way to 
Happiness. etc. and u'ill use thought reform and mind control 
techniques to gain control and keep their members. 

This definition covers cults within a major world religious, along with 

those cults which have no OBVIOUS religious base such as commercial, 

educational and psychological cults". 39 

A religious movement of theological nature has its centre on the particular 

deities. It emerges from the quest for explanations and reasons for the facts of Iife. 

Those that still remain as a mystery to human beings; where do we come from? 

Where do we go? 

Religion as defined by the Encyclopa::dia deals with the mere relation between man 

and the divinity. It implies the belief, either vague or firm, in supematural beings or 

divinities, which are beyond the reach of the world of man. 

Religions however, cannot be considered in isolation. They are always inserted 

within a determined cultural and social context which "colour" the actual creeds and rites 

proper ofthat religion. 

39 Notes from Internet: ldentifying a Cult p, 1 
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1.1. Components 

All existent religions are composed by two basic elements40
: 

~ A series of creeds, which correspond to a list of doctrines and dogmas of the particular 

religion or church, and 

~a series of institutions or practices (praxis) that these creeds suppose and impose o ver the 

followers. 

Following the encyclopaedic definition, the corespondent creeds of a religion tend 

to group together myths, principies, symbols and ideologies that are built around the images 

of supematural beings of varied types. These elements give the necessary foundation for a 

religion to exist. 

1.2 Types of Adhesion 

Religions also imply a certain type of adherence form the followers. This adherence 

may be divided in two types according to their nature41
: 

~ Implicit adhesion: It does not require the knowledge of the entire doctrine by the 

complete body of followers whose form a particular religion. This knowledge is reserved 

to 'specia1' 42 people among the congregation. A god example of this type of adherence is 

given by religions of ethnic or tribal nature. 

40 Monitor enciclopedia. Salvat S.A. editores. Pamplona. Italia. 1965. Vol. 12. Pp. 5168-5169. 
41 !bid. 
42 This special people correspond to priests ofwhatever nature whose know1edge ofthe dogmas is supposed 
to be beyond the reach of "common" followers. 
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_ Explicit adhesion: It corresponds to the very vvell known act of faith. This emerges from 

the possibility of believing or not in a creed. Religions, which are based on prophets and 

masters, require faith and rest upon the personal decision of believing or not. The proper 

doctrine for this type of adhesion corresponds to the dogma of faith. 

Those who embrace the dogma must accept it and adapt their lives to the prescribed 

customs. These include the complete body of doctrines and practices that are supposed to 

be carried out by them. For the followers, the created myths gradual! y take the value of an 

historical fact; its fictional nature gradually disappears from the followers' memory. 

1.3 The Role ofMyths 

Myths are understood for most people as a traditional story, usually focusing on the 

deeds of gods or he roes, afien an explanation of so me natural phenomenon. ~3 But they al so 

correspond to the collection of stories about real or fictitious persons or things and the 

beliefs or ideals drawn from there. 

The narration of myths has had a great deal of importance along the centuries in the 

creation and foundation of any religious faith. In fact, there is no religion or cult whose 

foundation is not settled over a mythical base. As Catholics are based on Jesus' mythology, 

Muslim's are based on Mohammed's.44 

"
3 Funk & Wagnals Standard Encvclopaedic Dictionarv, J.G Ferguson Publishers. Chicago. 1970. Pp 431. 

4
" The term "Mythology" is used here to make reference to the entire body of myths and stories, which 

surrounds certain character or element. 
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The relationships held between myths may be either purely mythical; were those 

worshipped "beings'' only existed in the specific time and place of the myth; for instance 

Greece, and as time went by they ended up disappearing. Or they may be still related with 

sorne cult. This implies that even nowadays these myths are alive either physically or 

spiritually and they still require sorne cultural acts to reaffirm their sacred nature. These 

cultural acts may be for instance, going to mass on Sundays. 

Through history different "beings" have been worshiped by man. Sorne of them have 

been left aside, sorne others remain either in memory or in ritual practices: The Supreme 

Being which organises the entire extra-human reality, or The Mother Earth that represents 

fertility and feminine strength. Those Protecting Spirits either good or bad and sorne Fetish 

and the corresponden! Fetishism. Which is based on these objects that are endowed with a 

supematural power and which are worshiped because of the "protection" obtained from 

them. 

1.4 Types of Rituals 

Rituals as defined by the encyclop.:edia45
, correspond to ceremomes or religious 

practices that are ordered by specific norms. They are carried out either individually or 

collectively. Rituals range between very simple practices such as the mere invocation, and 

very complex ones such as ritual dances. 

"
5 Monitor Encyclopaedia. Op.Cit. Pp 5252 
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Rituals may be divided into: 

-Autonomous: those that are carried out and obtain their goal without the 

intervention of any supematural forces. Those known as rituals of transition give one of the 

most representative examples of this type of ritual. And 

-Cultural: which correspond to the actual cult towards deities and supematural 

forces. All types of religions, sects and different religious cults are said to belong to the 

cultural type because sorne particular deity "gives" men's desired goal. 

Rituals of Transition, as Víctor Tumer author of Simbolismo y Ritual46 points out, 

correspond to transitions between fixed and stable conditions within the world. For 

instance, in sorne cultures, rituals are carried out to establish the transition from boyhood to 

adulthood. In these rituals the subject, either individual or group, suffers a transformation. 

The transformation would be directly related to the particular symbols that are present 

within the situation. 

Rituals oftransition are divided into three stages following Tumer's book47
: 

-The Separation in which, it is the individual the one who removes himself from 

the stability that surrounds him through the intervention of different customs and rituals. 

For instance in sorne tribes a boy is removed from his childhood and is forced to move 

forward into the adulthood and become, for example, a warrior in his tri be. 

-The Border or Limen is characterised by the presence of ambiguity within the 

individual. Here, an ample range of possibilities is given to the individual in order to favour 

46 Tumer. V. Simbolismo v Ritual.Lima: Pontificia Universidad Catolica del Peru. 1973. Introduction. 
47 Tumer. V. Op.Cit. lntroduction 
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the development of new concepts and ideas. Reflection has a fundamental importance at 

this stage. It is through reflection that the individual arrives to profound changes in his way 

of seeing and dealing with life. 

-The Integration through which the individual integrates into a new state after the 

assimilation of the past experiences. Tumer observed that after the correspondent rituals, 

boys after turning into man start their lives all over now feeling and living as grown- ups. 

1.5 The Importance of Symbols 

Tumer also recognises the existence of certain symbols. The Symbol, would be the 

minimum unit of the ritual that preserves the inner characteristics of the proper ritual. 

Following the definition given by the Concise Oxford dictionary, a symbol corresponds toa 

natural standardisation, representation or evocation of another form that possesses certain 

analogous characteristics, by means of real association or by means of association of 

thought. ~8 Sorne symbols that have been observed correspond to physical objects, activities, 

relations, gestures as well as the proper space ofthe ritual situation. 

He points out that the actual comprehension of the "religious language" of certain 

community relies on our capacity to understand and decode their symbols. These symbols 

cannot be alienated from the context in which they are present. Their relation to the context 

is the only media through which their multiple meanings can be decoded. As symbols are 

an essential part of the social process carried out by the particular society, a de

contextualised symbolloses most, if not all of its value. Tumer states that symbols unify in 
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just one entity the two basic tendencies of human beings; the animal \vhich pursues 

corporal impulses, and the norrn or ideal. 

Follmving Tumer, each ritual has its Main or Dominant Symbol49
• Besides having a 

significan! role in the achievement of a specific purpose, it possesses a value that is 

considered a goal in itself. (Tumer's study centres its attention on a specific ritual forrn 

proper of the Ndembu tribe that belongs to north Rhodesia, whose dominant symbol 

corresponds to a tree called "the milk tree"). 

He also states the fact that generally, there are sorne serious contradictions between the 

interpretations given by the inforrnants, mere observers of the ritual, and the actual 

behaviour ofthose who are directly involved in the ritual practice. 

1.6. Signs and Symbols 

Sorne anthropologists argue that symbols, which are not comprehended, must not be 

considered, because the importance of a sign lies on its inner capacity to indicate 

something. Ifthey do not indicate anything for those involved in the ritual, then the symbol 

is invalid. In order to avoid any confusion respect the validity of symbols, distinctions must 

be made between the concepts of"sign" and "symbol". 

•s Tumer, V. Op.Cit. Pp 15 
•

9 Op. Cit. Pp 16. 
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Carl Jung postula tes that a Sign is an analogous expression o( something <rhich is 

kn01vn, whereas a Symbol ahvays corresponds to the better expression o{ a fact which is 

relatively unknown but which is recognised and accepted as existent, 50 

If one attempts to interpret and understand the symbols of a particular ritual, it is 

necessary to place that ritual within the significan! context Then, to describe the structure 

and properties of the actual context The fact that we cannot decode a particular symbol 

does not imply that this should be considered as invalid for the ritual purposes, 

Ritual symbols, according to Tumer, have three main properties51
: 

-Condensation: lots of things and actions may be represented in just one unique 

arrangement 

-Unification of one or more Significant: those dissimilar meanmgs are 

interconnected by their common or analogous characteristics, either by association of ideas 

or by association of properties, 

-Polarisation of Meaning: this property has two very distinguishable poles, On the 

one hand, there are social and moral components: principies of social organisation, norms 

and values proper of the relations that are held between the individuals of a community, 

This pole is called the Ideological pole, On the other hand, the Sensitive pole, we find 

meanings proper of natural processes and phenomena, These meanings are closely related 

with the exterior form ofthe symboL 

50 Tumer, V. Op.Cit. Pp. 23 
51 Op. Cit. Pp. 25. 
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In the Sensitive pole we find al! those meanmgs that awake one's feelings and 

desires. In the Ideological pole we find al! the norms and values that control and guide 

people's behaviour within a social group. 

Autonomous and Cultural rituals recogmse the presence of powerful spirits within 

material objects. These elements play an essential role in the celebration of the ritual itself. 

The worshipping of material objects is recognised by sorne scholars as the lower level of 

religious evolution and it receives the name of fetishism 52
, where the object itself 

corresponds to the actual fetish. 

1.7 Fetishism 

Fetishism is usually matched to ancient tribes from central Africa. They are 

characterised by the habitual use of amulets, idols and talismans in their rites. These objects 

are said to be containers of sorne deities. One can also find this type of containers among 

our occidental culture, for instance, the chalice symbolise for the Christian culture the 

container ofthe figure of Jesus Christ. 

Fetishism is viewed here as the comer stone for a new category called the new cult. 

Despite of having dissimilar drives with the old cult, the main characteristics are still 

shared between them. Those characteristics are the ones that allow making reference to 

cults properly when one talks of new cult. 

52 Monitor Encyclopaedia. Op.Cit Pp. 2632. 
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The new cult would be new not only because it actually belongs to the XX century, 

as opposed to the old ones that ha ve existed since the beginning of times, but al so because 

its drives differ from those of the old cult. Within this new cult one can find an ample 

variety of particular objects that aro use necessity of worshipping among people. 

1.8. Old Cults and New Cults 

Considering the two-dimensionionality of rituals; the one of being either 

Autonomous or Cultural, one can draw a rough division among cults based on: 1) their 

inclination, 2) reason for their appearance and 3) its final goal. 

At the beginning two types of cults would be recognised: the old cult and the new 

cult. 

The old cult has a theological nature. Its principal character corresponds to the 

actual deity or supematural force. lt would include rituals ofthe cultural type directed to the 

corresponden! deity. These rituals must fulfil 1) the reason for it appearance: the quest for 

reasons and explanations for the mysteries of life, natural questions of the type, what is the 

purpose of life? And 2) their goal: the achievement of answers for those questions. 

The new cult has a humanistic nature. lt arises from the human need of reinventing 

and reaffirming oneself constantly. lts final goal is the establishment of man as a unique 

individual. He would be inserted in a society by his own will but a difference can still be 
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2. NE\V CUL TS: CUL TS TO LITERATURE A~D CINEMA. 

"'The word cult comes from the French culte. and is rooted in the Latin 
cultus. which means, "care" and "adoration "'. That idea comes from the 
Latin cultus - the past participle of colere. which means, "'to cultivate ". 
The H'ord was used in the sense of "to worship or give reference to a 
deity "'. 53 

In the previous section a very rough distinction between cults was proposed. This 

distinction rests upon their inner characteristics such as reasons for their emergence, final 

goal as well as their nature. Now, the focus should be centred on the proposed category of 

new cults and their characteristics. 

This type ofworshipping arises from the inner need of every human being possesses 

for demonstrating his individuality and uniqueness to the rest of the world. It denotes a 

humanistic nature stronger than the theological one. Here, man instead of deity would give 

the centre; man as such with no regards of the context he is immersed or its requirements, 

such as moral duties towards society, etc. His uniqueness would be the only remainder until 

the end of his days. 

This new cult emerged just for a few people, as the idea is to remain unique that was 

the way it supposed to be. Although, as time went by it would be betrayed by its own 

creators, 

"The trick of the stand-up comic and the syndicated columnist is to 
integrate himself with an audience by grovelling in his olvn weaknesses 

53 Notes from Internet. Definitions: Religions, Cults, Sects, Alternative Religious Movements ( ... ) Pp.l. 
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and misfortunes. real andfabricated, while withholding al! the evidence of 
his manipulative personality ". 54 

At the beginning everything was in order. Just sorne people knew about of the 

existence of an element, a book, a movie, or a disc that possessed all the necessary 

characteristics that make it essential for people's lives. As Julio López Navarro states55
, 

there are sorne significant elements that if combined may give a rough perspective of what 

elements form, for instance, the cult to cinema. Those elements correspond to a certain 

narrative technique or a particular style, also the consideration that the author had for a 

determinate audience. 

Until that moment everything was right, the secret was safe. However, the fact that 

man also has a social inheritance was left aside. At sorne point man started to comment 

about this discovery to formally demonstrate his exclusive taste, in doing it the secret was 

unravelled. Once the initial cult was broken, al! doors were open to a new kind of cult. 

First those elements that make music. cinema and literature seem similar to old cults 

must be explained. 

As already suggested in the first section, all cults are basically composed by two 

elements: Creeds and Practices. A relation can be drawn due to the presence of these two 

elements within the framework ofthe new cult. 

5
" Sarris, A. Confessions of a Cultist: On the cinema. New York, Simon and Schuster. 1970. pp. 12. 

55 López, J. Películas de Culto. Chile: Ediciones Pantalla Grande. 1998.Pp 11. 
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Creeds \\ill correspond to the model given not only by the mcssagc transmitted by 

the particular work. either a book. a movie or disc. but also by the charactcr within the 

nowl or by the very author of the work. As Julio Lo pez points out: 

.. Those jllmmakers whose work abound~ in rifles o( cult hm·e gained a 
great deal o{importance becoming themselves into \\'orshipped deities by a 
public that is enthusiastic and erudite ahout artistic tendencies. The 
conf/rmation to this is given by the works of Ed Wood. Alejandro 
Jodorowski, David Lynch, Rainer Fassbinder and others that have widely 
enriched this f)pe offilm making "56 

Practices \vil! correspond to a series of exercises. which constitute the particular 

ritual. These rituals range from the mere repetition of parts of the movie. book or disc; 

sometimes mute, sometimes out loud, to the attempt of becoming, always unsuccessfully 

though, the actual character oftheir adoration: 

"One o(the most distinctive worshipping exercises in the night shows is the 
choral repetition ofscripts. in which the intonation and voice inflexion of 
the pe~former are imitated with amazing similitude. When it comes to a 
musical or a horror movie, songs. dance and dissonant screams spice up 
the racket ". 57 

Similar! y to religions, they al so ha ve a wide range of myths that support their belief. 

These myths emerge from the \vork itself. from the legends that haunt the image of their 

creator being true or not, or from the hypothetical powers that the piece is supposed to 

have. Let's be reminded that John Lennon's murderer carried a copy of Salinger's The 

Catcher in the Rve. 

'
6 López. J. Op. Cit. Pp 16. 

5
' López. J. Op. Cit. Pp 13. 

130 



l'<ew cults also present both types of adherence exposed befare. The lmplicit type, 

due to the process of identification that cultists develop towards the particular piece, and 

the Explicit one, due to the fact that these groups also have sorne priests. These correspond 

to cultists that are said to possess al! the knowledge about the particular mythified element. 

Usually they themselves start offthat rumour. 

It is almost a law that those who are said to know the most about the objects of their 

adoration, end up by trying to embrace the life of their idols. They do whatever they can to 

be just like them; to live the way they would live, to eat what they would eat, to wear what 

they would wear. Their own life will begin to disappear while they pursue their idealised 

image. Of course this happens only in the most extreme cases. Toby Litt author of 

Deadkidsongs and contributor to Penguin UK making reference to this strange phenomena 

\Vithin literature says that, 

''They identijj; so strongly afien with the character or with the situation 
that it becomes a way of then to recognise who they are but that 's an 
exaggeration of the normal reading experience ... with so me books it 
becomes how people dress, how they tal k. "58 

When it comes to the classification of the new cultism within the scope of "cults", 

this type seems to fall into the category of those known as Rituals of Transition. The 

transition that takes place does not go from boyhood to adulthood; however this change 

would be produced at times. For instance, as one grows, one's musical taste usually varíes, 

certain type of music would be abandoned for being childish and another type considered to 

be mature would replace it. 

58 Litt. T. Cult Choice. www.penguin.co.uk. Pp 2. 
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The transition given by the new cult goes from the community to the individual. The 

modern individual is immersed in a society that seems to cast its members into a similar 

model. To avoid the moulding, he would search for different opportunities that may grant 

him a clean way out. Music, cinema and literature would provide that escape from the 

mould, although they couldn't remain pure for a long time. 

The stages that characterise this type of rituals of transition can be also recognised 

within the framework ofthe new cult structure, which implies the following: 

-Separation: from society's casting. 

-Border: ambiguity during the search ofthe appropriate escape. 

-Integration: to a particular cult, which will define and shape the personality of the 

individual as different from the rest. However, the similarity would remain, as there seem 

to be no human being who doesn't want to be unique. 

As these rituals have their symbols, new cults also have their own, since they would 

correspond to an extension of old fetishism. The fundamental fetish and dominant symbol 

which arouses the worshipping would be the actual work of a particular author, a book, a 

movie or a particular record; al! those elements that become fundamental objects and 

around which the entire adoration would take place. 

Although fetishism is viewed as the lower and most primitive \vay of religious 

practice in history, one may say that toda y has beco me the comer stone of this new type of 

cult. 
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The strength that cults of the ne\v type posses has been \videly recognised by 

scholars. critics and even by common people around the world. Although not in an open 

vvay and sorne people learned to take advantage ofthis phenomenon. 

One may wonder, what would happen if the object of worshipping all of a sudden 

disappears by sorne reason or another. 

If that is the case there seems to be just two possibilities according to the actual 

power that the object possesses as a ritual fetish: 

1) If the myth behind the fetish is not strong enough, the cult banishes through time and it is 

finally forgotten and replaced by a new one. This seems to be the case of those fake new 

cults, which are purely based on fashion. 

2) But, if the myth behind the fetish were powerful enough, its actual disappearance would 

endow it with new and even stronger powers. When this happen the myth becomes a 

legend. And new cults grow stronger that ever. The cult had crossed an invisible barrier and 

becomes indestructible in time. Here is where real new cults emerged. 

Nowadays, it is quite difficult to draw a line between real and fake cults. A 

difference of such nature deals with the fact that, although all types of cults correspond to 

inventions made by man in the search of something, results of this search would differ 

widely in the end. 

Most people have taken advantage of the popularity of cults. They have left pure 

belief and faith aside in order to get sorne material benefits from it. Consumerism and 
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merchandising have increased around the image of the different cults and icons from this 

sub-\\'orld culture. \\'hat once \\as a cult became fashion. 

Our \\'Orld has difficulties in recogmsmg a real cult from one created just for 

fashion, for pure profit. When this phenomena refers to the cinema industry Julio López 

tells us that 

"The popularfilm is born as a work for collective entertainment and it is 
consciously conceived as a marketing product whose destiny is to obtain an 
immediate response from the massive audience. The cult .film, in turn. 
cannot emerge or anticípate to it as such. lts status cannot be determined 
over the foundation of a particular audience, which is conditioned and 
limited b;· certain preferences. altitudes and specific socio-cultural 
schemata. It requires certain time to be praised as such ". 59 

The real new cult seeks the actual reaffinnation of the human being as such, an 

individual with unique characteristics. The fake new cult just seeks profit from those who 

mistakenly believe that it is a real one. The tenn new cult is used here to simply denote 

those cults that emerged in the XX century and that possess a humanistic inclination instead 

of a theological one. So, cults to music, cinema and literature of any type would be grouped 

together. 

Until this moment there seems to be no clear definition for what this type of cults 

actually implies. When it comes to the cinema spectrum, scholars argue about the idea that 

cult cinema cannot or does not constitute a complete, separated genre: 

"A genre requires of a group o{ .films that share a similar code o( 
meaning and convention that are distinguishable fi'om their relation H'ith 
other similar .films. This kind of.film in turn. has thematic characteristics 
that are dissimilar and it looks down to genre in the literal sense 

59 López. J. Op. Cit. Pp 12. 
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Precise/y one of the most striking characteristics o( the cu!t Jilm is the 
di(ficulty H hich presents ofbeing classijied by a particular genre" 611 

\Vhen it comes to the literary spectrum there are those who claim the contrar:·. 

Thomas Whisscn author of "Classic Cult Fiction: A Companion to Popular Cult Literature'' 

argues that cult literature " ... is a distinct genre that can influence and change individuals 

and TVestern society. " He also distinguishes sorne cultural elements within it, such as " 

romanticism, democratic idealism, myth-dream, opportunity and truth" an psychological 

components like "idealisation alienation, ego-reinforcement, suffering and vulnerability ". 

He gives to the reader a crucial status just like the one that the audience has voíith the film or 

the listener with the record, the one that ''readers must feel that the book speaks for 

them ". 61 

On the other hand. Toby Litt defines cult books as hooks that are overrated. He is 

clearly aware of the strange phenomena that cult books produce over the enthusiastic 

reader. they are books that take over people 's lives; they invest to much in them that there 's 

a feedback loop going on and they start to se e that boa k in their own lives. He al so posses 

the idea that a cult book requires certain time to acquire the category of cult book, 

"These are books that have survived and gane through quite tough times in 
arder to survive. A cult bao k needed to have be en out of print at so me point 
for at least 1 O years, people noH' describe books as 'cult' on publication.''62 

The difficulty in clearly defining the term cult literature lies in its obscure nature, in 

the fact that it is born and lives "underground" and that its appearance is not immediate. 

6
" López. J. Op. Cit. Pp 14. 

61 Conway, Ch. U.S Libran· Joumal. 1992 April l. Pp 120. 
62 Litt. T. Cult Choice. www.penguin.co.uk. Pp l. 
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López is also aware of 'a time requirement" for the emergence of a cult piece. Talking 

about cult mO\·ies he states. 

·· Cult films rarely enjoy o( immediate popularity. even more. it passes 
unnoticed at the time of the premier and later on is worshipped by the same 

d . h . d' '' ~ au zence w o reJecte u . 

New cults are created from the darkness and mystery that surrounds the myth. They 

are objects of adoration of a specific public that would not permit any "phoney" amateur 

within their lines. The cultic nature is serious although it looks a bit over the line, 

specially when one sees those people that do not seem to ha ve a life of their ovm outside 

the cultic practices. 

"1 stopped lowering my head at the epithet "cultist" as soon as 1 realised 
of the quasi-religious connotation of the term was somewhat justified by 
those of us who loved movies beyond al! reason ". 64 

There is a difficulty that lies undemeath the term cult in the modem world due to the 

eclectic variety of works that this term covers. From classics to modems ones, varying 

from "Pride and Prejudice" to "On the Road" in the case of literature, or from "Casablanca" 

to "Star Wars", in the cinema's case. In order to clarify this quest, a starting point for all 

this ·movement' 65 should be proposed. There is sorne tendency to take us back to the late 

50's and early 60's, right before the boom of the Beat Generation and covering its entire 

acme. 

As this new cult seeks for the reaffirmation of the human being as such, there are 

many points within the history that could be very well associated to the appearance of the 

63 Lopez, J. Op. Cit. Pp 12. 
"' Sarris, A. O p. Cit. Pp 13. 
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nev..- cultism. Revolutions of any kind are said to possess that quality of looking for man's 

rights, for man's wishes and desires. The French Revolution for instance, or The Bolshevik 

Revolution, perhaps, the United States revolution. 

When it comes to the emergence of the new cultism, one may say that there is one 

revolution that settles the limits for this particular movement. That would be the one that 

too k place at the end of the 50's decade and that, later on, after many changes, gave rise to 

the Hippie Movement. 

The concepts of new cult, cult literature and revolution suggest different ideas to 

one's mind. However, for most people thinking of Gregory Corso, Jack Kerouak or Allen 

Gingsberg is inevitable. They seem to be the cult v.Titers by excellence. The Beats have a 

special importance within the spectrum of cult literature. As they were immersed in an 

environment of confusion and deception due to many unpleasant circumstances, such as an 

ill administration, an excess of ambition, and a great confusion surrounding the years after 

World War Il, their statement acquired a special value. 

When Toby Litt was asked about Kerouac's On the Road his statement was clear, 

'"1 believe that is overvalued... because it has that strength. 1t has that 
energy that seems to rejlect America, and the prose and the rhythms that 
are self-consciously borrowed from that tradition, and that 's were the 
power comes from. It is one of !hose books that 1 read quite late and 1 felt 
that 1 should have read earlier."66 

65 The best way for making reference to this phenomenon is assuming its nature of social movement. 
66 Litt. T. Op. Cit. Pp l. 
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After W orld W ar II. most people decided to start o ver, as clean as they could. One 

of the answers at that time rested on the arms of sorne overseas creeds such as Zen 

Buddhism and many saw the path in the doctrine of doing things for the sake of it. But they 

also found sorne problems with that, 

'' 1 took the satirical view that we were poor not because we H'ere 
pure. but pure because we were poor, and our integrity was directly 
proportional to our obscurity. 1 suppose we represented a new breed of 
ji! . . " 67 m cntzc . 

Those were real hard times. But sorne people decided to raise their voices and make 

a new statement of how life should be. The things they said and the way they said them 

make those \'oTiters become cult icons until today. Through this via the Beat Generation 

made its appearance in history. 

But there were others who had raised their voices before, although not under the 

obscurity that the underground scene gave them. Sorne of them were close to the very 

so urce of the problem that affected them. They were not outsiders as the Beats or the Hips 

w·ere, they were middle-class people, war veterans who decided to show the world how the 

ruling system had ruined their lives. Among them, there was one who stood higher than the 

rest. The readers mythified him and his name became one of the stronger legends still alive, 

his name was J.D Salinger. 

67 Sarris, A Op. Cit. Pp 11. 
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3. CCLT LITERATURE A~D SALI~GER"S PHE~Ol\IDJOJ\ 

··cu/t (ojten befare a noun) great devotion. afien regarded as a fad. to a 
person. idea. or thing. or a group showing such devotion " rThe Ne>r 
Penguin Eng/ish Dictionary) 

On January l. 1919 Jerome David Salinger was born in the nursery of a hospital in 

New York. Being half-Jewish and half-Irish, his life was divided into two cultures. He has 

been the centre of interest for many people \Vho have read his works or hear about his life. 

One cannot stop wondering about what is it that this man possesses that has fascinated so 

many lives. There are many interesting elements about his life and work besides the fact 

that he wTOte his well-known novel The Catcher in the Rve. This particular character 

known by everyone as J.D has become one of the most worshipped authors of the last 

decades. It wouldn't be a sin to say that J.D is a striking figure within the world ofthe ne\v 

cultism. 

Always interested in literature, after a brief experience in a military school, he went 

to Eastern Europe with his father. He was there to learn about the ham and cheese business, 

but he learned a bit more than just that. Due to his acquired knowledge of German and 

Polish. he could get in touch with sorne important writers of that time. He became deeply 

attracted German poetry and Rilke played an essential part in his life; later on this \Vil! also 

happen to one of his characters. 

During his brief transition through college he started to write professionally. Sorne 

of his stories were sold to different papers and magazines like Cosmopolitan or Good 
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Hou.1ekeeping. As time \\ent by his talent began to be recognised by sorne senous 

publications Story. Sallirday Evening Post. Esquire. even the Yew Yorker. where he would 

work until his decision for complete mutism and total seclusion from the world around him. 

His prolific writing career was interrupted for a couple of years when he \vas torced. 

as many others, to join the army and go fight for the United States during World War II. 

His knowledge of German proved to be very handy at that time, especially when he had to 

interrogate sorne war prisoners. Sorne people might say that at this point poetry was 

disappearing from his lips, nevertheless, they were \vrong. Before his return to civilian life. 

he already had in mind sorne ideas for the work that would change his existence 

completely. Sorne hints to this v>ere given. for instance in A Slight Rebellion off Madison 

and later in rm Crazv, Holden Caulfield would make his appearance very soon. 

His ability as storyteller would be \Videly recognised in 1948 with the publication of 

A Perfect Dav for Bananafish. In this story, his main character Seymour Glass provided 

certain hints about the horror of war and its consequences for people. He represented those 

who are recognised as different, either physically or spiritually by the rest of the world and, 

that did not feel comfortable with that. He also represents to those who were forced to 

change by sorne outside force. like for instance war. The theme of ·,var' should be present 

almost all along his work. The attention given to this subject may be seen. for instance in 

For Esme-\vith Love and Sgualor. 
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The relationship that Jerome established with Seymour and bis entire fictional 

famih will be crucial for the development of the follO\\"Íng works. A great deal of his war 

experiences was portrayed in some later stories. 

His way of dealing with \var disasters and its effects over society and over the 

individual itself was one of the elements that enhanced the creation of bis myth. At some 

point certain transformation took place. From a simple Jerome into a complex Salinger, 

from a storyteller to the salient cult figure that he is nO\vadays. After 'Bananafish' became 

popular, along with other short stories like The Laughing Man he was ready to look for 

something really important. 

Almost imperceptibly he dealt with the enormous importance \var had over 

thousands and thousands of people. This somehow prepared him for the final assault, 

ahvays directed against the superficiality proper of society of those times. He went back in 

time and rescue characters from previous stories, which were mixed with complete new 

elements. It vvas a hard work but, 1952, and the piece that would place his name in history 

as cult-icon was ready to see the light. Then, one of the most important objects of modern 

adoration, The Catcher in the Rve appeared in scene. 

The success of the only novel that Jerome ever wrote was not immediate, as one 

mistakenly might think. A couple of years after its publication, the narration of two days in 

the life of the young non-conformist Holden Caulfield, would obtain a warm welcome from 

Gnited States critics. But, the success of the novel was given basically by the young 

readers. 
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Holden's diction and manners captivated 50's audience. In his discourse one could 

see \vhat \Vas the situation at that time. The after-war generation had something to say and 

Holden \Vould and also could speak for them. Readers started to closely relate to this 

character. They felt that this young man felt as they felt. Here, other of Salinger's 

achievements can clearly be seen, in Litt's words, 

''There is a quality I can only describe as 'aliveness' to it- that is the most 
d~fficult thing to write into a book be cause it 's not a technical thing. lt 
really has to live. "68 

Feelings against war and the ruling system becarne more and more generalised; 

Salinger's work was one of the most importan! contributions to this phenomenon. His 

career gave him success in a very short term, and he could not notice that he was at the 

verge of a very strange situation. He and Holden were just about to become mythical 

characters in literary history. 

For sorne people Salinger's cult started right after the publication ofThe Catcher in 

the Rye. They usually take into consideration the endless queues in front of bookstores that 

people used to make just to get a copy of "The Catcher". The audience saw Salinger as its 

'spokesman' and they started to eagerly search for his former stories in the New Yorker. A 

compilation ofhis already published short stories called Nine Stories was released. 

At this point, it is necessary to draw a new distinction between the product of 

massive success and the actual cultism. Cult phenomenon requires much more than high 

sale-rates to exist. The success that Salinger had at the beginning corresponds to what is 

68 Litt, T. Op. Cit. Pp 3. 
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commonly known as hes/ sel/er. The moment for his mithyfication has not arrived yet. This 

was just part ofthe incubation process. 

The fact that The Catcher in the Rve fell into the category of best seller and book

of-the-month choice at that time didn 't immediately transform Salinger or his characters 

into cult figures. 

A Best Seller 69
, as defined by the dictionary. only deals with a book or a record 

that has so/d in large numbers. it is just a matter of sales. and it doesn 't necessarily imply 

the emergence of a cult as such around it. For the emergence of a cult a myth about 

someone or something must exist. lt is the author the one that can be mythified. or his main 

characters. Some necessary features proper of a cult have already been explained in the 

previous sections. Among them one may see the importance that the presence the 

corresponding myth or series of it has for the development of a cult. lt should be stated that 

withoutthe existence of a myth there is no cult. 

Many reasons tumed J .D into a best seller. for instance the fact that he had been a 

non-rewarded talented writer since the beginning of his career. The quality of his writing 

style. as well as his ability to portray doubts, and feelings of despair proper of the 50's 

society finally gave him some recognition. Thanks to 'The Catcher' he could enjoy certain 

degree of fame; the simplicity of his language made his approach familiar to almost 

everybody. Behind the sale rates, Salinger was one of those who wanted to purify society. 

69 Funk & Wagnals. Op. Cit. Pp 60. 
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He had realised about people"s ·phoniness· at that time. He \\as a\\arc of the role that 

individuality played among an extremely ·patterned· society. 

··Uniqueness"' was a weird quality at those times. although nowadays there seems to 

be no apparent difference. Sorne people tried to remain unique despite the already imposed 

standards. Individuals seemed obliged to behave for pleasing the others 70
. Nevertheless, 

most people were not happy with this 'way of living'. Society needed changes and the more 

outrageous of its members decided to \\Tite, they would tell the world the way they felt as 

clearly as they could. The ones that did not dare to say a word would sit down and read 

about those things that they couldn't said. 

" !'m sick o(just liking people. 1 1vish to god 1 could meet somebody 1 could 
respect ... .. n 

Salinger' s characters ha ve the merit of being part of those very few people that were 

still looking for something more than pure public recognition. Holden, Seymour and all the 

Glasses never bothered about their genius to be recognised as others expected it. Salinger as 

\Vell as his characters is in the constant search for just one thing. a path leading to 

illumination. They wanted to go beyond social rules and material strings. 

One ofthe problems was that Before-War generations were too rusty, too tired and 

too used to the fixed patterns to introduce any modifications. Changes could only be 

expected through the cohesion of young people' s ideals. 

'" A quality that has not disappear even ion our days 
'

1 Salinger. J.D. Frannv. Liule Brown and Company Edition. Boston. 1991. Pp.20. 
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·· Ehis Presley. James Dean. the Beclt \\Titen ami Salinger \\'ere the 
corner-slone of cm horde o( unsatisfied teenagers 1rho decided lo pul an 
end lo adu/1 hegemony." ce 

Thanks to The Catcher in the Rve Salinger·s phenomenon reached its higher point. 

It was the best seller in its purer expression. But. the best seller should die so the myth 

could emerge, and so it did. 

In 1953 at the age of 34 and only after three years of the successful publication The 

Catcher in the Rve. Salinger being overwhelmed by fame and notoriety. decided to 

disappear from the public eye and so. he moved into an obtrusive cottage in Comish. New 

Hampshire. In doing this, "J.D Salinger The Myth'' emerged and started to grow. 

In Salinger's case almost all the necessary characteristics merged together to form 

one strong myth. The acquired fame with his character Holden Caulfield \vas very 

important for this process but. the legend made its appearance when he decided to locked 

the doors and remained inside his home. Jerome, one of the strongest detractors of the Beat 

Movement dueto its "misfit" nature. ended up as one ofthe finest outsiders. 

"The silence of the writer is not the same as the silence of God, but there ·s 
something analogous: an mve-inspiring creator. someone we belin·e have 
some ansH·ers of some kind, refusing to respond to us. hiding hid face. 
withholding his creation. The prob!em. the rare phenomenon of the 
unavailable, invisible, indifferent writer (. .. ) addresses the problem of the 
apparent si/en! indifference ofGod to the he!! o( human suffering. " 73 

., Maqueira E. El Cazador Cazado: Salinf!er un Mito viviente. Pp 29. 
-, Rosenbaum, Ron. The Man in the Glass House. EBSCO HOST. Pp l. 
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lt is due to this fact that his self-imposed exile from public life gave rise to all types 

of speculations. A really abundant number of stories and rumours of many types appear 

around his image. 

His interest in Westem civilisation led him years befare success; to begin with 

instruction in the Zen doctrine and the influence of this ·philosophy of life' can be seen in 

most of his narrative works. for instance Teddv. One of most intricate characters. Seymour 

Glass seems to be created under a Zen 0\-erdose. Certain people have tried to explain his 

seclusion in terms of the alternative that Zen presents as a path for the escape of material 

needs of different type, 

"Buddhism is the PATH OF ESCAPE for those seeking here and now the 
permanent end of al! anguish. And what is exactly anguish? Anguish is birth, 
suffering, pain. sorr01v, sickness, disease, old age, decaJ.', death. grief despair. 
povert;·. evil. lamentations. lVOe, tribulations, misfortune. war ... and is what is 
unstable and uncontrollable. Buddhism d for those who have come to se e that 
what has been CREATED is Ulv'PERA1ANET, and that whatever is impermanent 
is inherently ILL. No permanent bliss or happiness is to be found in what is 
impermanent, only pain and peril. "n 

His ascetic life has also attracted the attention of many of his followers. More and 

more rumours spread out since he began his ne\v kind of life. One great source of money 

has been the one of vvriting books about his secluded life. E ven one of his wives did it; his 

daughter al so too k a chance. Thanks to this intrusion sorne of his "rituats·· could be known. 

His life was unravelled and sorne of his customs Viere real! y bizarre. After entering in the 

cottage. any information about his life would be priceless for his followers, 

" Spoke to his characters as if they were alive. drank his urine and had 
certain relationship with the Scientology church ". 75 

"'Fundamental Buddhism Explained Summarv "'"" .fundamc::ntalbuddhism.com. Pp 2. 
-; Maqueira. E. Op. Cit. Pp 30. 
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Inside his house and completely detachcd from thc outside situation he continued 

his writing. NO\\. his attention was centred on the first character that gave him so me 

recognition. Seymour Glass and his peculiar family. 

During his seclusion. he devoted his time entirely to make a further development of 

his Glasses characters. Raise High the Roof Beam Carpenters. the introduction to 

Seymour's life called Sevmour: an Introduction and some other insights about his person 

given in Frannv and Zooev. After his last work on Seymour's life, dated 1965 and named 

Hamp\vorth 16. 1924. silence became complete. 

In a period of 25 years. from 1940 to 1965, he published a total of 35 short stories. 

Oddly enough, his proficiency \Vas al so a so urce for the invention of new stories around his 

image. This time his writing skills were questioned. 

"1 was explained the other day that JD Salinger is really a panel of 8 men. 
that convened once a month for five :years, creating Holden Cau(field. the 
Glasses ( .. .) 1 didn 't believe until 1 noticed in 'Raise High '. the small 
inscription on the insidefrom cover that read, · we are reall.y 8 men '. " 76 

Des pite the complete mutism maintained foro ver 30 years, so me of the bravest fans 

of his work had found different ways for the establishment of their desired communication 

\Vith him. Some people took advantage of the support he gave to the youngsters from the 

local high schools and one interview meant for a school paper \Vas \Videly published. 

76 \Vho the hell is J. O Salinger0 JOS FAQ A Preliminary Collection of Material. 
hnp:/'memebers.tripod.com/SundeepDougalifaq.html. Pp .:1. 

1.:17 



After a few years of silence J.D decides to make a statement in the J\e\\ '{ ork Times 

about a "!eiTihle inmsion o(my primcy" . "llike lo 11Tile. !!ove lo ll'rile. Bu! 1 wrile jusi 

fór mysel(and my mm pie asure" -s As time went by the seclusion grew e ven stronger. After 

he prohibitcd the use of his picture on any cover of his books. he devoted most of his time 

to chase those who published vi a Internet any fragments of his \vorks without permission. 

Many of the elements exposed befare may seem enough for the creation of such a 

strong myth: an hermit writer living in its ··cave" packed with NO TRESPASSING sings 

for more than 40 years, and surrounded by a TVall ofSilence built up by his 0\vn hands. The 

reason for the complete mithyfication ofhis person and his work was about to come. 

On December 1980 and Michael Chapman, bare hands, cold feet and with an 

endless number of bullets decided to ··put the las! naif into the 60's coffin "79
. He would put 

an end to John Lennon·s life. He decided to kili a celebrity, one cult figure that \Vas mostly 

appreciated by the public. Lennon, one of most appreciated legends of al! times. 

The affair took an unsuspected turn; after searching Chapman, police found with 

him a paperback copy the Catcher in the Rve. Salinger and his work were on scene again. 

But this time. his 25-year career of storyteller and novelist was not the real source of his 

importance. 

Jerome David Salinger: a Chronology. Op. Cit. Pp 6. 
"Jerome David Salinger (1919-) http: www.J.-irjasto.sci.fi salingcr.htm Pp. 2. 
-

9 Maqueira. E. Op. Cit. Pp 28. 
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Attention \\as drawn over The Catcher in the Rve all O\er again dueto this unusual 

fact. All types of speculations grew again around Salinger·s figure. People were concemed 

about the ·danger' that books implicated especially those books that were considered to be 

~ymholic to sorne people. That concern is alive even today, 

"Are yo u saying that cult books are dangerous? Definite~v. ( .. .) there is a 
sense in which that comes fi"om real li{e, as in Alm·k Champman 's 
obsession with the Catcher in the Rye when he shot Lennon. .,so 

lt is that ·aJiveness· that Litt told us the one that made ·The Catcher' to be 

fundamental in Chapman's case. it is quite possible that he was one of those who felt the 

book to be addressed to them and to their problems, but that \Vas not all. Controversy 

followed this book from the beginning of this publication. at that time it was banned from 

school libraries because sorne people considered it a heresy that attempted against the 

traditional American values. Someone might have though that by doing this the book would 

be forgotten and his author buried alive, that someone was terribly mistaken because 

Chapman's case gave an entire new mythology to be added to Salinger's legend. 

Salinger's cult grew even bigger and settled its roots into literature history. His 

figure would be object of the adoration for more and more people. Now. his fame travelled 

all o ver the world and everybody wanted to read the man who inspired Lennon · s murderer. 

Fans' devotion towards Salinger is the element that maintains the legend still alive. 

l\'mvadays. people organise tours around his borne. There are competitions for getting his 

picture, while one can see the only mailbox which have no name on it. The !ove and 

80 Litt. T. Op. Cit. Pp l. 
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deYotion that people feel for this writer seems to be endless. Salingcr gaw up fame and 

fortune while he \\aS looking for something that only his 0\\"D words can cxplain and 

perhaps one would neYer understand, 

"A writer 'sfeelings of anonymity- obscurity are the second most valuable 
propero· on loan to him. "Salinger. 81 

The last thing one heard about Salinger was in 1997. \vhen media announced that 

his short story Hampworth 16. 1924 was soon to be re1eased in the market. Fans are still 

waiting for this to happen. 

81 J .D Salinger. Wikipedia. Pp l. 
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COl\CLLS!Ol\S 

One of the mms of this research was the establishment of a relation between 

religious cults and those modem cults to music. cinema and literature. which. at first sight 

may seem to share no common elements with the former ones. In first section some insights 

about the difference between religions and cults were given to carry out this process. 

In the second section. tvm types of cults Viere formerly recognised. Old and New. 

They would differ in their goals and reasons for their existence. Within the New cults. two 

other types viere distinguished: Fake and Real. Their difference lies in the actual purpose of 

their appearance, either pure search or pure profit. Also in this section, some approaches 

were given to what v,rould actually be cult literature from the cinema's perspective, finally, 

to arrive to the importance that these types of cults have within the modem \Vorld. 

In the third and last section, one of the most important icons within cult literature 

J.D Salinger was presented. Sorne aspects of his life were described and a number of the 

most important myths around his image were given. In trying to exemplify what cult 

literature means for those that cultivate it, the person and work of J.D give most of the 

necessary information for the achievement of this purpose. As usual his eclectic personality 

lea ves the door open for a lot more of research about him and his work. 
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COl\CLUSIOl\ 

Final! y. we ha ve to say that at the beginning of this semmar Salinger' s works 

seemed to be rather simple in their form and content to us: a set of short stories and just one 

noveL Al! of them v,cere common stories. without a vast development. including fe\v 

characters and with a narrative easy to follow. 

But after the introduction of new subjects like. for instan ce. elements taken from the 

Eastem culture such as the Zen Buddhism. a historical background of the time the 

publication of Salinger' s work, biographical elements of the author and an analysis of the 

author's writing technique, and al! of this applied to the exhaustive analysis and discussion 

of every story. we came to realise that the author presents us characters that seem to be 

more than just ordinary human beings; instead, Salinger gave us a description of the 

complexity of human behaviour and thinking, a narrative fui! of symbolism in which al! the 

stories, as well as the characters, are interrelated. In Salinger' s \Vork even the smallest 

element, after the analysis. cometo be a portrait of our reality. 
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