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Chapter One: Historical Context of The Catcher in the Rye

The surge in popularity of J.D. SalingeTke Catcher in the Rys often attributed to the
brutal honesty and introspective nature of Holdemleld. An anti-hero who not only exposes
people for their “phoniness” but is able to undamsthis own inability to connect with others is
an attractive quality to an American culture whgetdes itself on independence and anti-elitism;
Holden'’s total rebellion against American convensigposited him as a type of literary poster-
child for the American countercultural movementte 1960s. The counterculture championed
Holden’s anti-establishment views as a bold inderttragainst a corrupt, oppressive society, and
they developed a type of community around his stdhys study will examine Holden’s
personal struggles with identity as well as hisamtruggles with American institutions. The
impact ofThe Catcher in the Ry@n youth counterculture exemplifies the postmodgralities
of the novel, and it is these postmodern qualitiaa-+onic self-identity, a questioning of social
structure, and a resistance to definition—whichtgbe novel as a literary beginning of the
postmodern era.

The similarities betwee@atcherand the countercultural movement can be seen m bot
Holden’s personal life as well as his social lifeboth aspects, Holden’s influence on youth can
be defined by his idea of a childlike innocence anadult encroachment upon this innocence.
During the countercultural era—a time marked by, wébal instability, and major
technological advances in warfare—many youth viethedwvorld as an incredibly hostile place,
an attitude that caused many to both questionuhngose of society as well as remove
themselves from that society all together. MargoH&nriksen describes how Salinger’s story
about a loss of childhood innocence occurred dutiegoeginning of an age of fear in America:

“In his 1951 novellhe Catcher in the RyED. Salinger introduced Americans to the cultaral



Neffinger 5

psychological landscape of the age of anxiety. Wighohis trouble adolescent protagonist,
Holden Caulfield, Salinger illustrated the depregsnsecurity that ate away at many of the
young in postwar America” (83). Mark Hamilton fuethremarks how Holden’s personal life
became a source of influence for many counterallyouth: “First published in 1951 and
popular ever after, it was among the baby boomeesod the most widely read novels. As
poignantly as any author of the era, Salinger @effithe landscape of psychological discontent.
Who could have been more profoundly alienated grappy Holden CaulfieldPhe Catcher in

the Ryecaught the insecurities of those born in the atagiE’ (45). This insecurity began as a
question of self and then translated into an oVgradstioning of society, a development that can
be seen through Holden’s experience.

The countercultural movement began as a youthfesgpon regarding age, identity, and
purpose, and Holden’s journey through adolescesitects this response. While Holden
certainly struggles with relationships with othé#iglden first struggles to understand his
relationship with himself. He struggles with undargling how his behavior should reflect his
age, how he should prepare for his future, whdidleves in, who he trusts, and how he can
prevent himself from growing up, all questions paring to who he is and why he matters as an
individual. The text indicates that Holden’s idépntrisis began when his brother Allie died, a
fate that Holden fears for himself and all the ottt@ldren in the world, and this threat of death
draws similarities to a countercultural fear of tielarought about by the beginning of the nuclear
era:

The one group of postwar Americans least able txy deality and block out their
fears were the young of America, those childrenyanahg adults, like David in

Invaders from Marsand Holden Caulfield iThe Catcher in the Ry&ho were
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emotionally and psychologically susceptible to atomghtmares and atomic
insecurities. By focusing on the psychological bi@s of America’s young and
by highlighting social deviance and rebelliousna&fs&merican youth, the culture
of dissent illuminated the social and psychologdiatuption that characterized
life in the age of anxiety (Henriksen 149).
The threat of death and robbed youth was a dadljtydo many youth, and their reaction to this
personal threat was to question the purpose ofdhees and institutions that their parents had
created for them. While parents promoted theireglio youth as methods of living a long and
successful life, many youth rejected these valeeabse they did not view life in the long term.
Holden’s disdainful opinion about his family, lsishool, and religious figures signifies
the beginnings of a youthful distrust of theseitogbns. What began as a personal question of
identity translated into a reaction against thaadagstitutions created by older people to help
younger people have a sense of purpose and dimentibeir lives; the young sought to be
separate from their parents and their parentststals, but, like Holden, they were unsure of
what they would replace this gap with, a commoardiha among countercultural youth. Rather
than viewing their adolescence as a time of oppdastiand growth, many youth related to
Catcherbecause it presented a very real picture of codfudistant, and disconnected
adolescence that was becoming more common in postwarica:
In modern middle class American parenting, as pressive forms of culture
such as the novel, adolescence has served as desasgmbol of cultural
innocence and hope for the future...In the postwapbgdehowever, recognition

of the increasing dissonance between Americansdeal the realities of social
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experience has become unavoidable, and it is gigdiss cultural dissonance

that is highlighted by Salinger’s novel (EdsfortidéBennett 131).
Youth no longer believed the future was brightwerepossible, and parents had lost the ability
to convince youth that their standards, their igliand their ways of life had meaning and
value. Holden’s frequent references to his ownlgeainfirmed by phrases such as “| started
thinking how old Phoebe would feel if I got pneurr@oand died. It was a childish way to think,
but I couldn't stop myself” (156), “Anyway, | keporrying that | was getting pneumonia, with
all those hunks of ice in my hair, and that | wagg to die. | felt sorry as hell for my mother
and father” (154), and “Try it sometime. | thinkjem, if | ever die, and they stick me in a
cemetery, and | have a tombstone and all, it'll'siyden Caulfield’ on it, and then what year |
was born and what year | died” (204), are bizaragples of a youth prematurely questioning
his own mortality, a concept introduced to HoldgmAlllie’s death and to countercultural youth
by the atomic age. The reaction against adulthoadaalult institutions was Holden’s defense
against this threat of death, and his breakdowmsobdwn identity and society are indicators of
postmodernism in the novel.

It is important to note th&atcherdoes not necessarily signify a clean, distincakre
from the modernist period; rather, the novel repnés a subtle movement away from modernist
ideology.Catcheris neither clearly modern nor postmodern—Salingerske!f would have
abhorred such stringent categorizing of his writtgut Catcheris indicative of a culture that
was beginning to develop a collective understandirtge frailty of society and the breakdown
of the self. It is not my goal to prove th@atcheris a postmodern novel, but it is my intention to
exemplify the fact that the novel is significantigique—and consequently possesses

postmodern themes—in the way that it is difficolthtegorize. Ihad Hassan describes the nearly
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impossible task of clearly distinguishing modernisom postmodernism: “Modernism and
postmodernism are not separated by an Iron Cunta@hinese Wall; for history is a palimpsest,
and culture is permeable to time past, time presart time future... an author may, in his or
her own lifetime, easily write both a modernist ggadtmodernist work” (3). The
counterculture’s relationship with the novel anditltonnection to Holden'’s disparaging loss of
innocence, unreliable narration, and rejectiondafligauthority provides solid historical context
for the novel's postmodern themes. Holden’s idgritsis coincided with youth counterculture
as young people quickly became synonymous witlestgpes of angst, rebellion, and hedonism,
and this growing perception of the “rebellious @ger” became a product of the onset of
postmodern America. Whil€atcheris not the sole influence behind rebellious teeradtire,
the novel's postmodern qualities were and areectinfluence on teenage culture in the literary
sphere. Teenage culture in the 1960'’s is histoeealence of the postmodern qualities of
Catcher and the novel is an influence on rather thanlres$uhis culture.

Connecting with the postmodern qualities of thealgthe critical responses @atcher
are extremely varied and at times polarizing. S&edham comments on the multitude of
interpretations that surround the novel: “It ieatament to the richnessTe Catcher in the
Ryethat so many critics have been able to produce gaibd responses to it in the more than
half a century since it was published, supporteapers’ own interpretations of the text” (1986).
However, there are a select few major themes imdlvel that almost all criticsost often
address in the novel, and it is in the specifipoeses to these themes that most critics come
close to a mutual point of either agreement orgiisament in interpretation. Most notably,
Holden’s arrested development and obsession wittllikle innocence, his vehement distrust of

“phonies” and adults, and his psychological indigbare factors of the novel that cannot be



Neffinger 9

ignored and almost always are discussed in aa@rititerpretation of the novel. Similar to
popular interpretation, | will also expound upoedb themes in the novel; however, | will
provide an interpretation that puts the novel larger context—namely, through a historical as
well as textual approach, | will evaluate the n&/pbstmodern qualities and observe how those
gualities are evidenced through youth countercelairthe 1960s.

The critical response Gatcheroften interprets the novel as a modern work thatwas
the struggles of postwar America. Viewed largelytsncultural context in 1951, many view
Holden as a representation of a postwar Americaitdelf was experiencing its own identity
crisis. Erika Doss when describing political modsgroitesCatcheras a modern novel that
possesses “[d]isturbing insights into the humarddamn in postwar America” (338) and that
“depicted the alienation of an entire generatid@d8§), confirming the historical interpretation of
Catcheras a modern novel. Raychel Haugrud Reiff desciio®s Holden views the world as a
place where “shallow, superficial people have @eat world in which phoniness abounds” (61),
and this phoniness is a scapegoat Holden can atiackld Bloom interprets the youthful
response to the novel as indicative of a sort titical identity crisis during the 1960’s: “Their
strong interest in these themes perhaps refleetegbd of young readers in many cultures for
increased understanding of themselves and of gthedsfor heightened awareness of their own
individual identity in context of family and socyét(21). It is not my goal to refute these
perceptions entirely; rather, it is my goal to tékese perceptions further by analyzing the
tangible beginnings of postmodernism in America—magably, youth counterculture—and
relate these postmodern beginnings to the novisl.nity intention to connect the beginnings of

postmodernism in America partially @atchets influence and indicate that the common themes
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found in the novel are in fact signs of the begugnof a postmodern philosophy. The beginning
of youth counterculture is evidence of this posteracdphilosophy.

Prior to the publication dfatcherin 1951, American culture experienced a multitatie
cultural changes, and the most notable of theseggsawas the common theme of distrust and a
lack of identity. While a distrust in social contiems was certainly an aspect of the modernist
movement prior to World War I, a total lack of tlisst in humanity, adult authority, and social
institutions were notable traits of youth counté¢time. Pamela Steinle describes the cultural
climate of America before the publication@atcher “Metaphorically,Catcherreads as a
recognition of America’s own process of maturityrh innocent and idealistic ‘childhood’ to
the ‘adult’ pursuit of status and power in both puwate lives and as a nation. HenCatcher
and the surrounding debate can be said to poird digjunctive gap of moral ambiguity in
American culture—for the adult as well as the ch{l). This gap signifies a distinct break
between youth and their parents, a generation degsenyouth found themselves in a no man’s
land between childhood and adulthood. This lackleftity—neither child nor adult—created a
general identity crisis in the average Americantiipyouth were uncertain of themselves but
certain of what they were not: their parents. Tégibning of the counterculture was not based in
clear definition but instead a resistance agaieBhiion—a very postmodern idea.

Postmodernism is by definition an ironic theoryeTifony in postmodernism resides in
its questions about language, structure, and uiéinmeaning; that is, the irony of postmodernism
exists in the fact that it must utilize languageycture, and meaning in order to exist as a

theory! Many critics of postmodernism claim that this pme contradicts and therefore

! Postmodern critic Hugh J. Silverman describes trmpostmodern concept of deconstruction indicates
language is self-defeating: “For deconstruction weake a living only inasmuch as there is alreadgesime who
wants to say something about something to soméeonstruction requires a prior hermeneutics, ttierir
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invalidates postmodernisfrhut proponents of postmodernism address this gnolbly claiming
that sincerity and originality are non-existent &mel idea of meaning is ultimately iroriidhe

irony of postmodernism affirms the irony of truthdameaning. Postmodern critic Fredric
Jameson describes how postmodernism exists onitg bgpendence on past ideas, a necessary
paradox: “[T]he paradox lies in the difficulty ofstinguishing what made the new and the
original, the innovative, in the modern system frapostmodern dispensation in which
‘originality’ has become a suspect concept, butremeany of the basic postmodern features...
look suspiciously indistinguishable from the oldaeon ones” (397). Likewise, Eco compares
how postmodernism provides nothing new or sinoeie ltusband’s relationship with his wife:
“[H]e cannot say to her ‘I love you madly,” becadmeknows that she knows... that these words
have already been written... In an age lost of innoeg[a person accepts] the challenge of the
past, of the already said, which cannot be elineiia(623). The postmodern approach to
language, structure, and meaning is to ironicdiljze and depend on them, which ultimately
eliminates the possibility for sincerity and origlity. Eco’s claim that postmodernism must
ironically lead to a stifling of creativity and neess (622) and Hassan'’s idea that
postmodernism is an idea that can only exist igax and contradiction (591) is whe&Zatcher

is ultimately postmodern. Holden’s rejection of phess is actually a call for a childlike
sincerity—for something new, original, and unaféetby adult standards and motivations—,
and his realization that sincerity is impossiblevigat makes him an ironic postmodern character

as well as a representational voice for the coanterral movement.

work of addressing one another about the matteaad. Deconstruction lies in wait for ‘discourse’stake its
claims and it pounces on it” (30).

2 Stefan Morawski terms this dilemma the “postmodammdrome” in where postmodernism self-defeats by
reestablishing what it is trying to question: meanin language and structure (102).

¥ Max Oelschlaeger describes how the greatest ctyalthat postmodernists face is how to present theory in a
way that is not self-defeating: “Deconstructiondésry all foundational claims; thus, they opemibelves to
charges that they are self-defeating, becausedbsitplity of human existence requires an assuragtaemework—
cultural leaps of faith—that guides human actidsy (
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The counterculture—identified by what it is notrrat than what it is—is a movement
that lacked clear definition, which is the cleaggh of the postmodern beginnings of the
countercultural movement. Frederick Jameson deskpbstmodernism’s resistance to
definition by claiming that “definition no longekists: the definition of the question is in fact
that of postmodernism itself” (387), and Martin tiegger describes how postmodernism
requires no definition: “[I]t resists every attengatdefinition. Nor does this most universal and
thus indefinable concept need any definition” {)is resistance to definition is clearly seen in
the counterculture not only by their name but &lgdts resistance to the people and institutions
that attempted to provide them with definition. Tdemventional ideologies—both pertaining to
religion, politics, and personal choices—presemtecbuntercultural youth by their parents were
commonly rejected; rather, the only definition tbatintercultural youth could identify with was
their opposition to their conventional parents atahdards created by their institutions. This
culture of difference and opposition is not a adtaf definition because it depends on the
opposition for definition, similar to Jacques Dda’s description of postmodernism’s lack of
definition: “By definition, difference is never itself a sensible plentitude. Therefore, its
necessity contradicts” (53). While Derrida’s idease specifically in regards to
postmodernism’s impact on language, the idea #magfuage in itself resists definition resonated
with a postmodern idea of self-identity. Youth cteraulture and its necessity were dependent
on the culture they were resisting, a self-defggitiiea. While the countercultural movement
resisted definition, on a personal level, this latklefinition impacted the average youth’s sense
of identity. Holden’s struggle with identity is silar to the struggles of many youth during the
countercultural era, and his lack of directiomidicative of a postmodern resistance to a

metanarrative.
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Holden’s journey, while eventful, lacks any cleargose, and it is this lack of goal and
direction that correlates his experience with armposlern life void of structure. Holden reveals
his lack of direction, “I don't even know what | svaunning for--1 guess | just felt like it” (5),
and his decisions, impulses, and experiences seéave no clear cause and effect. Holden’s
story draws similarities to Stanley Grenz’s defomtof the breakdown of the metanarrative in
postmodern literature: “We have not only becomerawsd a plurality of conflicting legitimating
stories but have moved into the age of the denfif@eanetanarrative. The postmodern era is a
period in which everything is ‘delegitimized™ (45)olden’s narrative—both unreliable and
scattered—fits into this definition: he is unalderust others’ opinions, he often is confused
about his own ideas, and he has difficulty likimything. Even his sister Phoebe criticizes him
by saying “[y]Jou don’t like anything that's happagi’ (169), frustrated at his inability to
understand or develop any solid commitment to aayanything, and any place. Dromm and
Salter comment on Holden’s confused opinion abloaittorld: “At any stage in life, reading
Holden’s story can remind us that the world’s ceefdt Much of our world doesn’t make sense,
even though most people move through it as thoughd never bother to question it like
Holden. To disregard the world’s confusion requsemetimes being a phony” (xiv). Holden’s
idea of the phony correlates with anything adultsysbol of authority—, and his distrust of
adults and the structure they impose on him isadigta rejection of structure and purpose all
together. Holden rejects structure because he timatshe adults who impose structure on him
cannot protect him, which is an idea present inyn@untercultural youth living with the
constant threat of the Cold War. The constant thokaltimate destruction created a culture—

especially among impressionable adolescents—thiauséy reconsidered the idea of
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destruction and its permanence, and Salinger’sreqpee during and after the war, as well as his
writing, exemplified this struggle.

Contrary to an overtly simplistic interpretation@étcher it is not my intention to make
direct comparisons between Salinger and Holdenusecsuch comparisons would unfairly
reduce Salinger to a mere literary character; hewetie environment that surrounded an author
during his writing process can at times reveal &eynents behind a text, and Salinger’s wartime
experience and ideological transformation followihg war directly correlate with the
postmodern qualities of the novel. Salinger’s peaschanges following his service in World
War Il were significant because his religious bsli@pinions about mankind, and questioning of
his own identity signified a personal transformatio a more postmodern view of the world.
Rather than approaching the novel from an authoriaht interpretation, | will approach the
novel largely from a new historicist approach, arfatief overview of Salinger’s background
will contribute to a better understanding of thatpoodern qualities a@atchet

Prior to the war, Salinger possessed a moralitiic@e towards humanity, believing that
the human race, while corrupted, was still rededendlargely due to his Jewish upbringing and
elitist prep school education, Salinger readilydd a more conventional idea that man was a
moral being who actively chose between right anongr(Bloom 53). His decision to join the
Army during World War Il was largely due to his patism and desire to help those who were
under oppression from Nazism, and by most accdwntsas a very brave and admirable soldier
who served in some of the bloodiest battles inrBhmpean front (Reiff 9). However, following
the war, Salinger experienced a disenchantmenttivtihuman race as Kenneth Slawenski
states that “[tlhe army would eventually have a@uad effect upon Salinger’'s work... he was

forced to adjust his attitude towards people. Heswof humanity shifted with every new



Neffinger 15

individual he encountered, which had a substaatfatct upon his literary sensitivities” (51), and
this changing view resulted in a more isolatedelgrattitude towards humanity and a rejection
of its inherent goodness or badness. Slawenskribesdow after the war, Salinger attempted to
take part in a “Denazification” of Germany by trgito undo the philosophical damage that the
Nazi regime had wrought upon the German peopleghew he was shocked at how difficult it
was to change peoples’ minds, and he was incredibbouraged with the nature of humanity
(134). Slawenski describes how the war impacteth&al: “In the summer of 1945, Jerry
Salinger’s experiences, extended service, suddeihess, and reluctance to express his pain
converged upon him with disastrous effect. As tleekg wore on, his depression deepened and
his feelings began to immobilize him... In July héwarily checked himself into a general
hospital in Nuremburg for treatment” (135). Hishilay to mentally cope with the horrors of the
war is most greatly seen in the evolution of higing.

Salinger’s writing following the war took a notid#g darker turn as he began to craft
stories dealing with death, suicide, depressiaanation, and anxiety, and this change in mood
to his writing can be attributed to his experieatgar. Many of his short stories were about
soldiers dealing with anxiety after the war, and/isgted the theme of depression frequently. His
short story “A Perfect Day for Bananafish,” whiletically celebrated, exposes a much darker
side of Salinger as the story deals with a maimagttar who is unable to deal with Post-
Traumatic Stress Syndrome and eventually commitsdsu His story “For Esmé with Love and
Squalor” deals with a U.S. Army Sergeant (Serg&antho found it difficult to connect with
others and express compassion: “[a]waiting the -Daasion, he expressed the exact same
determination to appear less cold and more compaats to those around him. Like Sergeant X,

Salinger lost sight of that resolve after the w@fawenski 188). The transformation of Holden
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Caulfield’s character after the war also providetear shift towards more postmodern themes in
Salinger’s writing.

Perhaps the clearest indicator of Salinger’s chamgeiting can be seen through
previous creations of Holden Caulfield. His shaootg entitled “Slight Rebellion off Madison”
written before the war displays a Holden who is #amally confused but intimate with others.
Similar toCatcher Holden is a teenage boy attending Pencey Prepgsdanstantly attempting
to find affirmation in others; however, this Holddiffers in the sense that he feels he can still
find some hope in other people. However, followihg War, Salinger decided to reintroduce the
character of Holden, and he created the Hold&attcheras a much more pessimistic character
detached from the world around him. This versioklofden was more relevant to the
countercultural movement and signified some forrplafosophical break from Salinger’s
previous writings: “Though historians are fond efiding virtually every era as one of
transition, it does make sense to locate the patibdic of Salinger’s novel on the cusp of change.
The novel benefited from the loosening of tongines the Second World War sanctioned”
(Whitfield 597-98). This transition in Salinger'siting is indicative of Salinger’'s own personal
change in philosophy, as well as America’s traosiand “loosening,” into a more postmodern
viewpoint. The controversy surrounding the novelicates that the novel was in the least
challenging some aspect of American culture—mosdlrlg, conventional, nationalistic
American culture—and Salinger’s personal changghitosophy reflected i€atcherwere
representational of a cultural change in America.

The release aCatcherin 1951 caused an immediate strong reaction todhel, both
positive and negative, and the public opinion ef tlovel reflected the “culture wars” America

was undergoing at the time. Steinle describes h@mwmbvel was the literary centerpiece of post-
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War America: “The controversy generatedThe Catcher in the Rys just such a contemporary
American debate ...public controversy o@atcheris essentially a Geertzian ‘note in a bottle’
a cultural debate about what constitutes moraleahdal conduct in mid-twentieth-century
American life” (8). She attributes this controvetsythe novel’s structure and its reflection of
America’s “cultural contest over the sources ad agthe symbols of individual control and
cultural authority in postwar America” (5-6). Wain Faulkner’s opinion on Holden after
readingCatcherfurther reveals how Holden’s lack of place and tdgnvere both tragic and
shocking, indicating a character who was willingyteestion the meaning of authority and
structure:
To me, his tragedy was not that he was, as he pgthaught, not tough enough
or brave enough or deserving enough to be accaptetiumanity. His tragedy
was that when he attempted to enter the human ttsere, was no human race
there. There was nothing for him to do save buantic and inviolate, inside the
glass wall of his tumbler, until he either gaveanpvas himself, by himself, by
his own frantic buzzing, destroyed (244).
Holden’s attitude towards others stems from hia itthat “[p]eople are always ruining things”
(87), and this attitude is perhaps what peopledaunst shocking about him. This disconnected
view of humanity reflected the philosophical clim&t whichCatcherwas written, and the
popularity as well as controversy of the novelha 1960’s provides explanation for why
youthful counterculture were so attracted to Holden
This rebellious worldview that Holden possesses mainly why many youth were so
drawn to his character; culturally speaki@gtcheris unique because of its popularity among

adolescent readers and their overwhelming respornse novel. This trend can be most
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obviously attributed to the fact that the narrasdnimself a teenager, and he experiences many
of the problems that a countercultural teenagerdvbave encountered—namely, family and
school troubles, sexual confusion, substance aldgpeession, and anxiety. However, Holden’s
narration surpasses a mere teenage diatribe atjaénsrld; rather, the growing counterculture
of the 1960’s gravitated towards Holden becausa#igtion itself represents an America that
was beginning to question and deconstruct basiedational institutions. David Castronovo
explains howCatcherresonated with the American public: “Formal dissmyrsequential
thinking, reverence for the dignified and the hertinese acts closed by the 1960s. The voice of
Holden played a part in shutting them down. Iteteslirected against prestige and
knowingness—is as cutting today as it was in 19886). For many countercultural youth,
Holden became a literary hero not only for his adoénce but because of his complete distrust
of adults, institutions, and his overall disdainfimose who represented hierarchical thinking in
both relationships and society. The novel becatypaof manifesto for youth culture, and its
popularity among adolescents reflected the dawanr@w era of thinking that many youth would
adopt. The novel changed and grew up with Amedod,the conventional response to the novel
confirmed that there was at least some aspect e story that many found disturbing.
Catchefs cultural impact and its postmodern themes, $gadly in regards to the
American adolescent, were most greatly seen thraagitesence in high school reading lists
and the controversy that surrounded the novel. Mgldtdescribes how twenty-two years after
the novel’s publication, high school English classere assigninGatcherdespite a significant
public outcry against the novel: “In 1973 tAmerican School Board Journedlled this monster
best-seller ‘the most widely censored book in timétédl States.’ It was noted nearly a decade

later that The Catcher in the Rye *had the dubalis8nction of being at once the most
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frequently censored book across the nation andebend-most frequently taught novel in public
high schools™ (574). Jack Salzman also commenttherpublic response t@atcher “In
secondary schools, colleges, and universitiesait well be the most widely read post-World
War Il American novel—and the most banned. Fomvayears, critics and scholars seemed as
interested in Salinger’s fiction as did undergradaa(15).The conflicted opinions about
Catcherwere oftentimes attributed to Holden’s crass amgdfiithemous language, l&tatcher

was certainly not the only novel on high schoobieg lists to contain obscenities. Rather, the
novel’s controversial nature was largely due todeeply honest and introspective nature of
Holden.

Holden'’s first person narration connected with yolargely because he actually invites
the reader to not only perceive the world as hes dog also invites the reader to feel as deeply as
he does. His confusion, his depression, his frtistraand his eventual mental collapse provided
a strange sense of comfort to a confused youthreylithey were called to feel and hurt with
Holden, and in the end they were told that thidfidamt was not mentally stable to begin with. It
is reasonable to infer that perhaps some peopledaincomfortable with Holden—and others
felt so comfortable with Holden—not because heuigar and honest but because they felt
betrayed or comforted by his mental instabilityeiBle describes the reaction@atcher

The division, then, is over whether to prepare @slants for or to protect them
from adult disillusionment, and it is a split | e indicates a contemporary
crisis in the process of middle class enculturatioim the postwar period,
however, recognition of the increasing dissonarete/éen American ideals and
the realities of social experiences has unavoidanié it is precisely this cultural

dissonance that is highlighted by Salinger’'s n¢8lL).



Neffinger 20

Similar to the disenchanted child who finally reab that his heroes are flawed and human,
many felt that Holden’s mental collapse exposesdsm fraud. Joyce Rowe describes Holden’s
unreliable narration: “Salinger never frees himsedftherefore the reader, from the grip of
Holden's perspective...Instead, isolation, anxidtg,modern sickness of soul turns out to be the
given, irremediable condition of our lives” (95)olden’s confusion and lack of identity caused
the reader to experience his own identity crigigl while youth seemed to find comfort in this
realization, many adults and parents were uncoaditetwith this experience and were afraid of
how Holden would influence youth.

Holden’s influence on the counterculture is botrspeal and social, and his character
serves as a type of countercultural voice for yo8thilar to the way Holden’s fear of growing
up and obsession with childlike innocence trandlaté rejection of adulthood and adult
institutions, many countercultural youth ralliedandCatcheras a literary representation of
their angst. Through an observation of the countamal response to the novel as well as
similarities between Holden and the average coaulteiral youth, there is clear evidence that
Catcheris a transitional novel that embodied postmodeemits and helped to influence a

massive philosophical shift in America.
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Chapter Two: Holden and the Development of a Counteultural Identity

The effects of the postmodern era on Americarucelitan be seen in the rise of youth
counterculture in the 1960s. Predating the risgooth counterculture, the publication of
Catcherprovided an image of a rebellious teenager, cauf@sd lacking clear personal identity.
Following the publication o€atcher this confused teenager became the stereotypkdor
American teenager, and Holden’s character becatyeeof literary model for the average
countercultural youth. Manifested through masswéucal changes in race relations, women’s
rights, sexual liberation, the Vietnam War, ancearerging drug culture in the middle class,
American youth were promoting a new way of lifettamphasized a breakdown in social
structures—such as the role of the state, familg, r@ligion in the life of the individual—and a
rise in individual separation from these structutesets that | propose signify postmodernism.
Along with influencing the social institutions oferican society, youth counterculture began
primarily with the individual teenager’s struggte fpersonal identity, a dilemma that Holden
helped to popularize&Catcheris the staple novel of American youth countercelfand
Holden’s personal influence on the average counlieral youth—most clearly seen through
Holden’s identity struggles—is evidence of the pualern aspects of the novel.

While the countercultural movement was a movemagatnst society, the movement
began as a very personal resistance to maturitydualthood. Prior to the counterculture’s
prominence and impact on American society, youtiabea questioning of self and identity.
Issitt describes how the counterculture’s origiadvocated self-enlightenment and individual
experience” (64) and sought to create a “societyhich the group did not obscure the
individual” (64), and many youth first questioneskir personal traits—such as age, sex, race,

and family—that were traditionally used to giveeagon definition. Social institutions such as
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the family, church, school, and government existeldelp a person understand his place in
society, and youth rallied together to questionvhilgity of these institutions, but ultimately the
average teenager’s questioning of society begangastioning of the self. Youth, being neither
child nor adult, struggled to identify with thegeg the rise of feminism caused youth to question
what it means to be a man or a woman; civil riglaissed youth to break down the question of
race and what it means in the life of an individddley questioned what their parents had told
them and who their parents set them up to be,faidriatural reaction to this question of

identity was to go against their parents who thegrded as restrictive and repres$idde
beginning of the counterculture first signified @egtioning of these traits, and many youth
adopted an identity that simply resisted what thanents had done. The commercial response to
Catcheramong youth provides evidence of the novel’s inflreeon the teenage perception of
identity.

The novel’s popularity among countercultural yoisthargely seen in overall sales as
well as the general countercultural response totivel during the countercultural movement.
Scott Hurley describes how by the early 1960s theshhad already taken on the status of a
classic American novel, b@atcherdifferentiated from other classics in the way togel
continued to sell, especially among teenagersRihkser comments that the novel’s commercial
success during the 1960s was due to “readers whe attending colleges and universities” and
that “Holden Caulfield is meant to be a sharp crti such ‘phony’ values, and his desperate
search for a more authentic, more spiritual altéradinked him with other postwar rebels” (6-
7), revealing how countercultural youth identifiedh his desire for identity and authenticity.

lan Hamilton describes how his youth, as well aslitres of many of his contemporaries, during

* Debra Michals refers to how countercultural yoidémtified with how they didn’t want to become: “dffect, they
enact (construct) the kind of social world they tanexperience by talking about what they don'hiv@ occur in
relations with others” (58).
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the countercultural movement was largely definedHbiden’s narrative: The Catchewas the
book that taught me what | ought already to havakn that literature can speéd you, not

just to you. It seemed to me ‘my book™ (5). Youthancially supported the novel and also
promoted its value as an academic, social observafitheir generation. Conveniently, whether
Salinger intended to or not, the novel’s populawtth youth coincided with a growing teenager
market in America.

The creation of the American teenager was a restlbth economic interests as well as
the changing culture of America. Young people waraintapped market, and marketers began
to promote the idea of youth culture largely duéghfact that they could potentially create an
identity for an entire generation left strugglingmquestions of identity—both in societal
structures as well as their own identity—after neitag from war. Bill Osgerby describes the rise
of the American teenager following World War lithe concept of a teenager began during the
1940s (18), and Osgerby later goes on to explamretdonomic influence of teenagers in the
1940s: “During the 1940s the term [teenager] wase@singly utilized in the world of
advertising and marketing, steadily leaking intpylar discourse where it was used to denote a
new breed of affluent, young consumers” (18). Twemars later, the rise of teenager culture
peaked as counterculture developed. Conveniehiyptiblication ofCatcheroccurred during
the middles stages of this rising youth market, #wednovel had amassed over three million
sales and five republications in its first ten peaf existence with the overwhelming majority of
those purchasing the book under the age of twemey(Eteinle 89, 92). Not only waatcher
successful commercially with youth culture, budlgo quickly became a staple on high school

reading list3 as teenagers across the country were now encing@atcherin their English

® Reiff discusses how the novel was one quickly bexa staple in high school reading lists in 1960ing) the
times of censorship efforts against the novel dt(®@).
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classe bringing a literary and philosophical discussidiihe novel to the forefront of this new
youth culture. Undoubtedly, Holden Caulfield and #istrust of adults and society greatly
resonated with youth, and Holden became a typpaKesperson who could adequately
represent the confusion and angst of post-World Mauth counterculture.

It is important to distinguish that the beginnirfgzouth counterculture in America does
not necessarily coincide with the publicationGatcherin 1951, rather, Holden’s thought
processes and behavior came about in the begistaggs of the movement. Karen M. Staller
argues that it was not until 1960 that we haverawspaper or journal articles describing a
noticeable trend in youth developing a new wayifefthat opposed their parents’ standards (30),
Reuven Kahane claims that 1961 was when “[w]hatdeimed as a subculture or
counterculture ha[d] been transformed into a dontigalture” (14), and Fred Turner argues that
in 1964, during the beginning of the first majoetfiam War protests, that America’s youth
expressed fear that their government no longeddarethem and “that America’s political
leaders were treating them as if they were bihstract data” (1). While certainly there is no
concrete date to mark the beginning of the countenal movement, | will use the early 1960s
as the general time period for the beginning oftya@ounterculture, which is post-publication of
Catcherby roughly nine yearsCatchets existence prior to the countercultural moventogs
not indicate that its themes are outdated; rathernovel’s existence before the countercultural
movement indicates that the themes of the noved weleast somewhat “ahead of the times.”
Holden’s narrative became a model for the generdiments of lack of identity and meaning in
youth during the beginning stages of their movemamidCatchets popularity before and
during the movement signifies that youth vieweddéol as a literary voice for their

countercultural ideas.
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The lack of clear definition in youth countercu#udraws similarities to postmodernism.
Staller provides a definition of the average cotmtitural teenager, who she deems as
‘runaways”: “They were either ‘rejecting’ or ‘seekj liberation from’ traditional social values
and institutions, including family and work. There searching for ‘identity’ or ‘spontaneity’
or ‘natural life”” (36-37). As the name itself ingites, counterculture is most easily defined by
what it is not—namely, youth began to gravitatéh®idea that they were anything but what was
the accepted social norm, an otherness or opposRieter Braunstein and Michael Villiam
Doyle corroborate this idea of otherness foundautly of the 1960s: “These roles were played
by people who defined themselves first by what tveye not, and then, only after having
cleared that essential ground of identity, begacottceive anew what they were” (10). Many
youth of the countercultural movement adopted antity simply by drawing comparisons to
and distancing themselves from what had come bedomvement that Braunstein and Doyle
claim permanently changed American culture as fam$l of people formally in its thrall
incrementally realigned their values and actionsaiatradistinguish themselves from it” (11),
developing an anti-identity rather than an idenfligis movement against traditional personal
identity created a unique dilemma among youth—rattinen breaking down the norm and
creating something better, many youth were lefy enith what they had destroyed, a
“deconstruction of our national hymn, which managedimultaneously evoke chauvinistic
pride for and unbridled rage against the Americay of life...seemingly incompatible feelings”
(Braunstein and Doyle 190). This culture of antiiate found identity mainly in its

oppositions—notably, an individual understood that he washisiparents, and he did not

" Maia Gibbs refers to the importance of definingtigh opposition during the counterculture: “A ctaroulture is
usually indicative of a group of people with sepanzalues and ideals, typically posing an ‘opposii stance,’ and
an alternative to the mainstream” (n. pag.).
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identify with what his parents gave him—, and ttosinterculture’s ideas were based in resisting
these definitions.

This opposition to adult standards in order t@tFen identity was primarily based in
the idea that youth were not their parents. Mamyntercultural youth saw their identity through
the realization that they were not their parentsl, the result of this attitude was a lack of
foundation and identity. Derrida’s idea that thgngfier exists only by comparison to the sign
where “[e]very sign—verbal or otherwise—may be uaedifferent levels, in configurations and
functions which are never prescribed by its ‘esegrmut emerge from a play of differences”
(276) is seen in the way that many youth experiérckack of clear identity in self. This “play
of differences” existed in their attempt to becastiféerent and separate from narrow, boxed-in
definitions of personal identity, drawing comparisdo the postmodern idea of anti-
foundationalism which claims that “questions oftfdauth, correctness, validity, and clarity can
neither be posed nor answered in reference to satn@contextual, ahistorical, nonsituational
reality, or rule, or law, or value” (Fish 344). Tbeuntercultural reaction to patriotism was
simply to become unpatriotic, its reaction to tamily institution was individualism and sexual
liberation, and its reaction to religious structwr@s anti-religioft albeit all of these attempts,
once they became a reality, left many youth witbsgiwns of identity and true, sincere
meaning, a situation that Manuel Luis Martinez describgs$eaving “little room for forming a
coherent coalition. A focus on the ‘resistant’ mataf fluid, shifting ‘subjectivity,” central to an
antifoundationalist, antiessentialist, counter-tmegeic project, has left the minority subject with

no place to ‘arrive’... a deconstruction of the notaf ‘nation™ (278). It is in this idea of a of a

8 “Ultimately, its cultural nationalism and sepasatendencies, its identity politics, and its esohe communality
led to an isolationism... [counterculture] rejectd possibility of a ‘national culture™ (Matinez 10).

° “Self-subsistence within a mobile corporatist sgicannot participate within community, for comritymequires
roots” (Martinez 13).
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lack of clear identity thaCatcherrelates to the countercultural movement, both ifdeio's anti-
phony agenda and lack of identifatchefs significance during this era cannot be undeesktat

it was a novel that gained great commercial sucaedgopularity among youth not because of
its gripping plotline or sentimental qualities ngicause of its honest representation of youthful
angst and questions of identity. This identity e€siss one of Holden’s most defining
characteristics, and it is within his interactianigh others—primarily adults— and his desire to
preserve childlike innocence that we see his rela eountercultural voice.

Correlating with the idea that Holden is a voiceAonerican youth counterculture,
Holden’s resentment towards anyone “phony” is @modern questioning of the unoriginal,
regurgitated standards of adulthood. Joyce Roweritbes the postmodern influence that
Catcherhad on American culture:

This image of a bleak moral climate which destrissoul is not only the
keynote of J.D. Salinger’she Catcher in the Rymut of much that now seems
representative of the general tone of Americarucalicommentary in the
aftermath of World War Two, when the novel was @wed. By 1951 (the year
of Catcher’spublication) the ambiguities of the cold war, of Antan global
power and influence, were stimulating a large papaldience to find new
relevance in well-worn images of disaffection fréme modern world. (77)
To Holden, any experience that is not entirely sie@and new is phony and destroys any sense
of identity. It is for this reason that Holden hathe idea of sex: “Sex is something | really don't
understand too hot. You never know where the tmllgre. | keep making up these sex rules for
myself, and then | break them right away | speatiole night necking with a terrible phony

named Anne Louise Sherman. Sex is something Hust understand. | swear to God | don't”
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(63). Holden is afraid of sex because it is agftpassage into adulthood—once he has sex, then
every other sexual experience will be an unorigougly of his first experiené® a distinction he
makes when Ackley keeps trying to tell him a défetr story about the same sexual experience:
“All he did was keep talking in this very monotorsownice about some babe he was supposed to
have had sexual intercourse with the summer befftatel already told me about it about a
hundred times. Every time he told it, it was diffiet’ (37). Holden observes how Ackley feels
the need to recreate a sexual experience becauselbestands that he can no longer approach
sex from a sincerely innocent viewpoint: this lofsnocence is Holden’s idea of phoniness.
Graham comments that the process of sexual matsr@yprocess that that Holden fears
because it implies the loss of innocence” (22), laisdear of sex is a fear that children will be
introduced to the world of phony “adult callousig&®). It is for this reason that Holden’s idea
of phoniness is synonymous with adulthood: adulthisaa symbol of postmodern unoriginality,
similar to Lyotard’s claim that postmodernism igétpastime of an old man who scrounges in
the garbage-heap of finality looking for leftovernd)o brandishes unconsciousnesses, lapses,
limits, confines, goulags, parataxes, non-sensggm@adoxes, and who turns this into the glory
of his novelty” (136). Holden struggles to createcgiginal identity because he cannot separate
himself from adult standards of identity, whictlthe reason he resists adulthood by attempting
to rescue and preserve childhood.

Holden resists adulthood because he views it aarttihesis to innocent, sincere
childhood, and his identity crisis is a postmod&sistance to definition. The same way the

counterculture movement found an identity in thesidb resist adulthood and “not trust anyone

10 James Cumes describes how Holden is “constanggged in a futile search for sincerity” (n. pagnd his
resistance to sex is a fear that he will lose mi®cent, sincere opinion about sex (n. pag.).
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over thirty,”** Holden’s final piece of advice to never “tell amgy anything” (214) also rang
true for many disenchanted youth of the 1960 this idea of arrested development, or as
Kahane describes, “postmodern misperception” (@) tiiany youth adopted: “The new youth
culture is aimed at coping with social complexihddransforming alienation into meaning. It is
an attempt to create a new concept of youth baseédstitutionalizing unstable, spontaneous
behavior and character trends as a kind of ord)r"The issue that Holden encounters with this
anti-phony, anti-adult attitude is the mere impbiisy of delaying adulthood. He bases his
identity on an impossible premise, and it is thislpagainst adulthood that causes Holden’s
anxiety and identity crisis.

Holden’s association of phoniness with the adwltld is a reaction to the idea that
youthful innocence will always be corrupted by d@dobd. Similar to the counterculture’s search
for identity through opposition, Holden understantgdlike innocence only by comparing it to
adult corruption, its opposite. Martin Haliwell caments on the connection between phoniness
and the adult world: “He [Holden] quickly estabkshhimself as an outcast, swift to ridicule the
phoniness of the adult world and the hypocrisy beatletects hidden in their empty promise to
value individuality... Holden stands out as a propetyf the youth culture that was to explode
upon the scene in the middle class of the decd&®®’ The text confirms this association with
phoniness and adulthood in the beginning of theehathen Holden first begins using the word
phony exclusively when an adult in some way attesmipforce a child or a teenager to grow up
too quick, corrupting innocence by forcing on adatid. Holden’s first use of the word is when

he describes Selma Thurmer’s father, the headmaistiee school: “What | liked about her, she

" Robert Cohen and Reginald E. Zelnik describe ¢levance of this phrase during the counterculm@lement:
“[It was] a broader cultural revolution that bro#tewn rigid social rules and hierarchies. After dllyas Berkeley
that first circulated the phrase ‘don’t trust angaver thirty,” a challenge to the hierarchies gé ghat would be
repeated many times over in a decade known facatsoclastic youth culture and the ‘generation gapelped to
promote” (30-31).
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didn't give you a lot of horse manure about whateat guy her father was. She probably knew
what a phony slob he was” (2). He uses the wordipt@lother times when he is encountering
adults who are criticizing his immaturity such as Bpencer (11), the preacher Ossenburger
who he describes as a “big phony bastard” (16),ramdoommate Stradlater, a “phony kind of
friendly” (26), who stretches out Holden’s clothea-symbol of a bigger, adult body no longer
fitting into childhood clothing—, has sexual retats with Holden’s childhood friends, and asks
Holden to write English papers for him, forcing hiontake on his identity. Holden expresses
resentment for Stradlater when he has sex withest two girls who Holden knew in his
childhood: “The thing is, you didn't know Stradlateknew him. Most guys at Pencey just
talked about having sexual intercourse with gilishee time--like Ackley, for instance--but old
Stradlater really did it. | was personally acquathtvith at least two girls he gave the time to.
That's the truth” (49). Largely because of Streatla sexual behavior with girls who Holden
specifically knew during childhood, Holden is dratathe point of violence with Stradlater,
getting in a fist fight with him over the fact thia is forcing the girls he grew up with to move
away from their childhood and mature sexually,eackign of “phony” adulthood and innocence
robbed. Holden’s reaction to this forceful adultdas similar to that of many youth of the
counterculture; rather than accepting the inevitgtof adulthood, many chose to rebel against
adulthood and cling to a childlike innocence.

While predating the countercultural movemedatchets anti-adult premise correlated
with a growing American sentiment that youth weegibning to question the value of adulthood
and maturity and consequently preserve themsetaas ddult corruption. The title of the work
itself indicates a theme of salvation from cer@d@ath—Holden wishes to save children from

running off of a cliff in a rye field, and Holdermgits himself as a type of savior from this death:
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“Anyway, | keep picturing all these little kidsgfing some game in this big field of rye and all.
Thousands of little kids, and nobody's around--mydaig, | mean--except me. And I'm standing
on the edge of some crazy cliff. What | have told@gve to catch everybody if they start to go
over the cliff--1 mean if they're running and thégn't look where they're going | have to come
out from somewhere and catch them™ (173). Holdenficms two aspects of the counterculture
movement in this passage: he describes a largerdrabyoung people with no sense of
direction, and he views the absence of anybody ‘éxgept himself, implying that he, a child,
must fulfill the absence of an adult presence. @dR@sen comments on the significance of this
passage in 1951, prior to the countercultural ‘@kénat we have here in miniature, in 1951, is
the prescient portrait of an attempt to create targnlture. The children, unable to connect with
the prevailing culture, begin to separate frornd attempt to care for each other” (561).
Holden’s role throughout the novel is to save aleifdfrom falling, and it is in this impossible
role that we see the cause behind Holden'’s troubltesviews innocence only in its opposition,
that which is not adult, but he is unable to cardthis own idea of what innocence truly means,
which is evidenced by his failure to actually rest¢iie children in his own life that he loves,
symbolizing the general theme of innocence logoimth counterculture.

The idea of lost innocence is a counterculturab@ssion with adulthood—adult
standards exist only to corrupt and repress ydiiR.countercultural struggle for definition is
largely a reaction to the idea that youth must tgwvan identity independent of their parents.
Bennett M. Berger describes how counterculturakly@aitempted to “unlearn” the adult
standards that were taught to them:

[T]he association between the “innocence” of cloloith and the (romantic) idea

of childhood’s elemental intelligence or wisdonuiglerstood as connected by
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the fact that children have not yet had the oppatguo learn the taboos in terms
of which an “adult” perspective is defined. Thisrdriation of the adult world
carries with it a devaluation of its associatiorcompetence with conventional
“learning,” thus strengthening the belief of comrards that it is important to
unlearn much that they were taught (78).
Forging an identity against previous conceptionkrmwledge, the countercultural youth based
their identity on the idea that the majority ofithgarents’ thoughts were wrong, and their advice
was adult corruption rather than valuable informatiSimilar to a postmodern philosophy, many
of these youth found identity in their oppositionaderstanding not who they were but who they
were not. Joseph A. Kotarba and John M. Johnsarrideshow this postmodern attitude—a
breakdown of an adult identity—in youth correlateith the beginnings of the countercultural
era: “A postmodern existentialist reexaminationhefse events suggests that the innocence of
middle class, postwar, baby boom childhood sergetthe primary metaphor for these young
people. High status was attributed to the ‘flowleitd;” whom the counterculture posited as the
innocent who simply rejected the oppression of aglstiablishment” (117). It is through this
opposition to the adult world that Holden exempbfhis countercultural similarities—he wishes
to preserve innocence and be anything except 8tatult, and he develops false perceptions of
other people, as well as himself, in order to nama childlike innocence. This false premise
found in Holden, based on opposition rather thdmiii®n, connects Holden to the postmodern
ideas of countercultural youth.
Youth counterculture and its movement against adolil only delayed an inevitable
consequence: eventually, all of these youth widMgup, and they will have to develop an

identity from the adult standards that they rallsgminst. Holden’s character—including his
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struggles with identity, his self-destructive beloavand his compulsive lying—signifies these
postmodern tenets of the countercultural moven@mtstopher Gohn describes how Holden’s
journey throughout the novel is a symbol of thertetcultural “focus on innocence, and
especially the loss of it during maturation” (3)rther commenting that Holden represents the
“protagonist’s quest for identity and a place igisty” (5). While Holden seeks to be a catcher
in the rye, preserving childhood innocence, his ®&mg contradicts this desire. He himself is
growing up and he will eventually embody the phadwlt world that he hates so much; he
cannot save his own innocence and cannot definsdtim
Throughout the novel, Holden’s desire to protenbitence causes him to question his
age—a symbol of constant maturation away from tloiédl. Physically, Holden’s gray hair,
lanky figure, and higher pitched voice posit himaggaradox, and emotionally he at times
displays great maturity as well as immaturity—emjang both adult and childish attributes. He
describes his confusion at what it means to acadps
It's really ironical, because I'm six foot two aachalf and | have gray hair... And
yet | still act sometimes like | was only about kvee Everybody says that,
especially my father. It's partly true, too, butsb'’t all true. People always think
something'sall true... | get bored sometimes when people tell mactany age.
Sometimes | act a lot older than | am—I really das+beople never notice it.
People never notice anything (9).
Holden resists defining himself by age becausenuerstands that the older he gets the more
unoriginal and adult that he becomes. While Holdemainly understands that his actual age is
sixteen, he resists identifying with his age beedus age is attached to a cultural standard about

how he should behave. He finds that his body amtiroan at times contradict the cultural
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stereotype of what it means to be sixteen, andnipéies that his age does not need to be “all
true.” Similar to the countercultural idea that ayto avoid the onset of adulthood is to reject
the significance of ag®,'® Holden communicates that perhaps his age, orlegance of age in
general, is truly not important at all. Marcus Seka describes Holden’s lack of identification
with his age: “Holden appears older than sixteest. ne admits to acting as if he were only
twelve or thirteen and his friends seem to thirdt tie acts much younger than he is. There is a
vast disconnect between how he looks, how he actshow old he actually is. Even though we
know his age, it does not categorize him” (110} lck of commitment to both childhood and
adulthood—a postmodern resistance of definition-usea him to not be able to fully commit to
other aspects of his life. He desires to matureaé&xbut backs away from any actual sexual
experience, as can be seen in his experience atprostitute in his room (94); he tries to
express his maturity through drinking and smokimg,only complains of the negative side
effects of both behaviors; he wishes to connedt sthool children and protect them from
destruction, but he understands that he could rtemgraccomplish this task and contradicts this
desire by frequently using profanity around hisesi®hoebe, a behavior she criticizes him for
(168). Holden resists both childhood and adulth@osign of immaturity but also a sign that he
is not willing to commit to any definitive identithat comes with an age. It is this difficulty in
which Holden signifies the dilemma of countercudlyouth: a postmodern agenda that goes

against definition only causes confusion.

12 James E. Perone describes how many countercujutth resisted the categorization of age becausas an
attempt to define their movement: “The movement avasllection of causes, but could not, despitesffarts of
many in the established power structure of theadh@tates, be defined in terms of hair length, agkfestyle; the
counterculture was too amorphous” (44).

13 Berger refers to this countercultural rejectioragé as age-grading, where many youth rejected tvbatlea that
a person can identify with his age. It was largehgaction to older generations attempting to eefstandards on
youth because of their age: “The analytic quesgaomhether they are expressions of the equalitemathat the
communards brought with them to their rural setifpm the urban counterculture. If so, are theydfore
definitive of the culture of the group, a cultuyalindamentally different from the mainstream of énwan life?...
[T]he decline of age-graded culture in many hipgpenmunes seems real enough” (73).
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Holden’s lack of identity and definition is furtheeen in his deceptive tendencies. If he is
not able to define his own self and age, then hetseéby withholding truth from others as well,
attempting to define their reality. Holden evenatdses how he finds a strange sense of control
through his ability to define his own reality: ‘8tfunny. All you have to do is say something
nobody understands and they’ll do practically amglyou want them to” (157-58). Throughout
his narrative, Holden frequently withholds the lrérom others strictly because he finds
gratification in being able to determine how otheesceive reality. He tells a woman on a train
that his name is Rudolf Schmidt because “I didedlfike giving her my whole life history” (54-
55), he lies about his age often and even once miadaice deeper over to phone to do so (64),
and he constantly relays false information abost paents. While Holden understands what he
is doing, he does so simply because he is in thedrtmlie to people: “Once | get started [lying],
| can go on for hours if | feel like it. No kiddinglours’ (58). This deceptive tactic correlates
with a youthful expression of angst—in a postmodadi’ in where one can only find definition
through comparison to others, control is found tigrapting to define others.This attempt to
define others’ reality is how Holden deals with laigk of identity, and his desire to be a savior
for children everywhere, defining for them theirmpanent existence as children, is Holden
breaking down their natural progression into achdth He is enforcing his own standards upon

children, attempting to provide them with his owefidition. The death of Holden’s little brother

4 Henry Giroux refers to how postmodernism in cormitural youth took form in their questioning oaming:
“As a discourse of disruption and subversion, postennism does not argue that all referents for ingaand
representation have disappeared; rather, it seakske them problematic, and in doing so reinserdra rewrites
the boundaries for establishing the conditiongtierproduction of meaning and subjectivity... It sidboates
reason to uncertainty and pushes its sense otigiistito transgressions that upon up entirely dffé€lines of
inquiry” (462). Holden pushes the boundaries ofttfuecause he is questioning the existence of tnutind of
itself.

1> Brent Whelan talks about how countercultural ydoibk their identity crises out on society as a lehexerting
control over by breaking down accepted definitidiige can read in them a wealth of desires: to assantrol over
the representational machinery of mass culturest@ape the rationalized boundaries of that cudincethe social
relations it enforces; to achieve an ahistoricélolly present time and self present subjectivitjech higher
consciousness™ (86).
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Allie, a literal loss of innocence for Holden, sesvas the impetus for Holden’s emotional
instability and misperceptions. Holden uses AlBeassymbol for what happens to all children if
they make it off the cliff into adulthood.

Holden attempts to immortalize youth and its inmaeethroughout the novel, believing
that the end of childhood and the beginning of abdd symbolizes death both literally and
metaphorically® Regardless of his opinions about adult corruptitsiden’s view of himself as
a type of messiah figure for all children, rescuingm from sure death and adult “phoniness,”
does nothing but question the foundation of anvildial identity—meaning, his desire to
immortalize childhood is anti-progressive and uéttely destructive. Rather than viewing a child
as a living organism that will eventually grow irdgdlourishing person, Holden views children
only by what they are not, their opposition—theg aot adult phonies, but he tries to make sure
that they will never be able to grow into adulther, stopping them from running off the cliff.
This attitude is similar to the countercultural gegstion of youth; while many youth understood
that they too will eventually become the adults vy oppose, their destructive behavior
towards themselves is a result of a misperceptidheolasting meaning of their own youth.
Irving Kristol remarks on how the self-destructiwehavior of the counterculture was a result of
a general lack of personal identity and meaningputh: “The energy of the postmodern
counterculture...will bring down with it—will discrégd—human things that are of permanent
importance. [It is] a celebration of irrationalissnd a derogation, not simply an overweening
rationalism, but of reason itself. In these circtanses, the idea of an ordered liberty could
collapse under pressure from a new spiritual aedlagjical conformity” (146). Postmodern

youth responded to temporality of life by rejectigziewing the onset of adulthood as the onset

1% The death of Holden’s brother Allie is a literabenple of a child dying before adulthood, and thegpession of
his little sister Phoebe serves as a metaphon@ahple of this death.
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of death. Holden’s attempt to immortalize childrem reaction to the idea that life is not
permanent, and he irrationally attempts to makilbbod permanent by denying reality and
definition.

Allie’s death symbolizes Holden’s greatest fear—thability to preserve a childlike
innocence—, and it is Holden’s failure to accepgthiviother’'s death that serves as the underlying
basis for his desire to preserve innocence; Adlitne one who he could not save from running
off of the cliff. Throughout the novel, Holden caruats Allie’s death with adulthood—two
occurrences that symbolize the end of childhooddeéfds inability to separate Allie from his
opposition—what destroyed him—is what causes Hotdexxperience a crisis. Holden views
his own progression into adulthood as a symbol®btvn death. Holden’s reaction to Allie’s
death is self-destructive, an understandable @aethen faced with his own eventual death:

| slept in the garage the night he died, and | bralkthe goddam windows with
my fist, just for the hell of it. | even tried todak all the windows on the station
wagon we had that summer, but my hand was alreaakeb and everything by
that time, and | couldn't do it. It was a very stighning to do, I'll admit, but |
hardly didn't even know | was doing it, and yourdidknow Allie. My hand still
hurts me once in a while when it rains and all (39)
This passage reveals Holden’s intense grief owveldss of a family member, but it is unique
because it indicates Holden’s self-destructive krmaNot only does he wish to destroy the
garage, his shelter, he also wishes to destroydiintseaking his own fist. This passage reveals
both Holden’s deconstruction philosophy—nhe literakéeks to destroy his parents’ garage, the
adult shelter that failed his brother—as well asgowerlessness to prevent the innocence from

fading from a child. Holden’s insistence on mainiag Allie’s memory—meaning, his efforts to
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immortalize his brother—is his irrational beliebthAllie’s childhood is the antithesis to death.
He claims that it was a foolish, irrational thirigdo, and he revisits this irrationality by talking
to Allie whenever he feels depressed: “Boy, | feiserable. | felt so depressed, you can't
imagine. What | did, | started talking, sort of ¢éautid, to Allie. | do that sometimes when | get
very depressed” (98). He feels his identity, evesnviry existence, is dependent on Allie: “I was
talking to my brother Allie. I'd say to him, ‘Allieon't let me disappear. Allie, don't let me
disappear. Allie, don't let me disappear. Pleales.AAnd then when I'd reach the other side of
the street without disappearing, I'd thank him”§L%nd he describes how Allie’s death has
damaged his relationship with his mother: “She hdslti too healthy since my brother Allie
died. She's very nervous” (107). Holden conneaslhpression, his existential questions, and
his familial problems largely to Allie’s death, iiedting that Allie’s death—a literal end of a
child—symbolizes adulthood, also a literal end lufdhood. Holden equates adulthood with
death for all children, including himself, and dissire to preserve innocence in children is an
attempt to protect them from an adult identity.

Holden’s inability to accept his brother’s deattaisymbol for his inability to accept the
end of youth, a misperception very common amongiasaultural youth. Holden has a static
image of Allie—forever immortalizing him as a chitehnd he defines Allie by his death,
viewing him only by what destroyed him. He cannexelop a solid identity for his brother, and
consequently he has a misperception of his broth@den’s conversation with his little sister
Phoebe reveals Holden’s misperception:

“I like Allie,” I said. “And I like doing what I'mdoing right now. Sitting here with
you, and talking, and thinking about stuff, and-Allie's dead--You always say

that! If somebody's dead and everything, and invdeathen it isn't really—" “I
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know he's dead! Don't you think | know that? | séiti like him, though, can't I?

Just because somebody's dead, you don't justikiog them, for God's sake--

especially if they were about a thousand timesrritzan the people you know

that're alive and all” (171).
This passage indicates Holden’s refusal to allolieAd be a person—someone who would have
grown up if he did not die—, and his inability tormect with other people stems from the fact
that he will not allow Allie to mature; rather, Hign's perception of Allie as an unchanging
child only to lose his innocence through death eauolden to fight against his own personal
changes. Bloom discusses the impact that Alliealdbas upon Holden and how he uses it to
delay his own maturing: “Holden is seventeen inrtbeel, but appears not to have matured
beyond thirteen, his age when Allie died. Wheredéals distrust of adult language originates,
Salinger cannot quite tell us, but the distrustath noble and self-destructive. To be a catcher in
the rye, Holden’s ambition, is to be a kind of dacsgaint, willing and able to save children from
disasters” (2). Bloom’s claim that Holden’s belmavs “both noble and self-destructive”
correlates with Holden’s desire to preserve innceenwhile his love for childlike innocence is
a good motive, his refusal to accept the end déibbbd is a denial of reality. Similar to the way
that Holden still illogically talks to Allie everbugh Allie is gone, Holden views Allie as an
example of the fact that moving past childhood edalthood is synonymous with death, a
philosophy prevalent in many counterculture youth.

Much like Holden’s immortalization of Allie’s cldhood, many countercultural youth

also immortalized their youth, believing the onseadulthood to symbolize an existential death.
Similar to the way that Holden talks to Allie aé is still there and asks Allie to maintain his

existence, there was a type of “suspension of defberesent in many countercultural youth
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that caused them to behave as if they were newveg go grow old. Braunstein comments on the
idea of eternal youth in the counterculture: “Astiglance, the generation gap dividing youth
and adult society seems a fit antagonism to pladd® mantle alongside such other hallowed
1960s binarisms... The image of rampaging youth veected the values of their parents and
surrogate parents vowed never to trust anyonetbugy, and hoped to die before they got old”
(243). Stephen Burt also refers to h@atcherhelped to promote this “forever young” idea to
youth: “Postwar cultural critics, as Leerom Medowmotes, could ‘adopt...youth as a national
signifier’; the ‘striking celebrations’ ofhe Catcher in the Ryby J.D. Salinger, ‘place youthful
rebellion at the very core of Americaneness.’” A& fame time, many adults ‘suspected’ that a
new peer culture of movies, comic books, and roakimwould prevent the rising generation
from every becoming adults” (8 hlolden’s reaction to Allie’s death is to destrowg tindows
and physically hurt himself, and many countercalkyouth also practiced self-destructive
behaviol’, embodying a postmodern breakdown of structurenaeahing’® The reason for this
destruction largely stems from a general lack ehtdy—if youth did not want to be like their
parents, then they must look to their youth forrdgbn, a task that Staller describes as a
separation from “the adult world of responsibili{$8) to the “wild world of the young and the
reckless. Its characters insisted on absolute déreshd autonomy without guilt or
responsibility. It was an anthem to perpetual mot(®8); in Holden’s case, his perpetual
motion is cyclical, endlessly repeating (or immbziag) childhood and not allowing himself to

progress into adulthood. Similar to the way thatdda’s denial of Allie’s death is destructive,

" “Drug usage was one of the most important mar&&rsembership in the youth community in generata(®r
80).

18«Once harmless destinations... were replaced byetang, drug-infested, and morally suspect environisef
the counterculture” (Staller 39).
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the countercultural immortalization of youth resdlonly in a stunting maturity, disallowing the
possibility for growth or definition.

The inability for counterculture youth to defineethselves—or their overall resistance to
definition—draws similarities to the postmodernlpsophy that Derrida terms the
“undecidable,* indicating that a lifestyle that illogically goagainst inevitable progress and
maturity cannot produce any solutions. When Holaesponds to why he crippled his hand and
destroyed his garage after Allie’'s death, he dagrovide any clear reason: “It was a very
stupid thing to do, I'll admit, but | hardly didetven know | was doing it, and you didn't know
Allie. My hand still hurts me once in a while whegmains and all, and | can't make a real fist any
more--not a tight one, | mean--but outside of fran't care much” (39). This willing
acceptance of illogical destruction stems from leald inability to find meaning in anything, a
tenet that Donald P. Costello claims is similam@ny countercultural youth: “[M]an does not
exist within recognizable human values. Peace basrhe totally replaced by violence. Freedom
exists for no one, the victims or the victimizdreve has been totally replaced by sex; a body is
not any longer free or revered, but the subjecttsicene graffiti and the object only of violence,
a sickness to be cured” (191), and this attitufiectgd the counterculture: “In such an extreme
world of the nonchoosing and the nonhuman, no e#ttmainstream or counter—can exist”
(191). Meadan describes this countercultural @efitruction as a direct result of an anti-adult
agenda: “A situation was created in the sixtiesr@ly@ung people finally voiced a feeling
bottled up inside them for years. It became legiterto admit that they despise a world that they

feel is being imposed on them by adult society, iargdnow time to establish a new world, an

1% Derrida describes this postmodern lack of ideritigy“undecidable”: “I have called undecidablest s, unities
of simulacrum, ‘false’ verbal properties (nominalsemantic) that can no longer be included withiitgsophical
(binary) opposition, but which, however, inhabiflpiophical oppositions, resisting and disorgargain without
ever constituting a third term, without ever leayioom for a solution” (19).
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antithesis of the current one...The more they retlithe feeling of alienation towards the
adults, the better” (51). Consequently, the ovetmirey usage of drugs, alcohol, and sexually
promiscuous behavior found in many yoUtbf the counterculture was a response to an adult
warning against such actions, an attempt to craatantithesis of the current” adult world.
Holden'’s relationship with his sister Phoebe synaasl his current struggle, attempting to stop a
child who is running towards the cliff.

Holden compares Phoebe to Allie and views Phoelaesgambol of his second chance to
preserve innocence; while he may have not beensalke Allie, he is terrified that he may not
be able to save Phoebe as well. Since Phoebéviag Igrowing child, her eventual progression
into adulthood is inevitable, which causes muclrelss in Holden. Holden confirms this
comparison between Allie and Phoebe when he naticesPhoebe has short red hair like Allie
(67) and how his fondest memories of Phoebe ar@\wbeand Allie were making her smile.
James Bryan describes Phoebe as Holden’s “emblematdfainable childhood beauty” (1066),
and he immortalizes Phoebe similarly to the way ligeimmortalizes Allie—namely, he is not
willing to allow Phoebe to grow up and thereforesimot view Phoebe on a realistic level,
which is confirmed in the ways that he gets extigraagry when he is reminded of the fact that
she too will eventually leave her childhood. Mukipimes he expresses how he wishes Phoebe
would always stay the same, most notably when $ieswthe museum, a place that never
changes: “I kept thinking about old Phoebe gointhtd museum on Saturdays the way | used to.
| thought how she'd see the same stuff | usedepasel how she'd be different every time she
saw it... Certain things they should stay the way the. You ought to be able to stick them in

one of those big glass cases and just leave theme.al know that's impossible, but it's too bad

2 «The use of psychoactive substances and rock muesie an integral part of this new youth countdrre!’
(Meaden 50).
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anyway” (122). Allie’s death, while disturbing toolden, reaffirms the fact that Allie will

forever be a child, and Holden’s hopelessly attsnpipreserve Phoebe’s childhood as well. He
views Phoebe’s childhood as merely an antithesesltdthood and immortalizes her childhood,
attempting to define for her who she should be.

Phoebe, the Greek word for “protector of childré@loom 185), exists in order to
expose to Holden a living embodiment of childha®drah Graham asserts that Phoebe, while
being the youngest character in the novel, inikatte most reasonable character (76), John C.
Unrue claims that Holden views Phoebe as “thelagis of the phonies” (144), and Bloom
comments that Phoebe represents a “time of innecehcch he [Holden] would like to
recapture or perpetuate” (32). This image of Pheedea living symbol of childlike
innocence—causes Holden to compare her to Alligedlsas express fear that perhaps she too
will be robbed of her childhood and die. While Pb@eertainly is still very much childlike, she
does exhibit some behavior that is very much reasierand adult-like, which is very disturbing
to Holden. She scolds Holden for flunking out dfiaal, (174) she supports Holden by giving
him her Christmas money (178), and she takes tmadhway from Holden in order to protect
him from their mother (178). All of these actiomegent to Holden the opposite of what he is
trying to do for her; rather than Holden protectiigpebe, Phoebe is the one who protects
Holden, a realization that makes Holden weep: “Tladirof a sudden, | started to cry. | couldn't
help it. 1 did it so nobody could hear me, butd di It scared hell out of old Phoebe when |
started doing it, and she came over and tried tcemae stop, but once you get started, you can't
just stop on a goddam dime” (179). It is this scenehich Phoebe exposes to Holden the
illogical nature of his actions, indicating thas liesire to preserve her innocence will only halt

her own development. She comforts Holden, providiglslen with financial security, and
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protects Holden from getting in trouble with histimer, all behaviors that symbolize the role of
a protector. Reiff describes this reversal of rtdesveen Holden and Phoebe: “Now, instead of
saving the world by protecting the children, Holdesnts to reject the world and shut himself
off from evil by becoming a ‘deaf-mute’ in the Welitis Phoebe who rescues him from this
total withdrawal” (71). Phoebe forces Holden towieer as a human—Iliving and progressing—
rather than as a forever child, and it is this hoizetion that causes Holden to accept her
eventual progression into adulthood.

Holden’s acceptance of Phoebe’s fading childhogdiBes his eventual acceptance that
he cannot define himself by what he is not. Towdngsend of the novel, he realizes that he will
truly never be able to stop Phoebe from runningladfcliff as he notices profanities vandalized
all across her school: “I went down by a differstaircase, and | saw another ‘F[*]ck you’ on
the wall. | tried to rub it off with my hand agaimt this one was scratched on, with a knife or
something. It wouldn't come off. It's hopeless,way. If you had a million years to do it in, you
couldn't rub out even half the ‘F[*]ck you’ signsthe world. It's impossible” (202). His
frustration at his inability to remove the corrgptifrom his sister's environment causes Holden
to understand that sheltering her, preserving toen the world is not possible because she is a
living human rather than a stagnant being, foreteck in her childhood. While Holden may not
be able to accept his own maturity, he cannot Btogebe from becoming an adult. Holden’s
acceptance of Phoebe’s eventual progression intibhawdd is a postmodern acceptance that
innocence and sincerfty which can be defined as an attempt to create thimgenew and

originally authentic, cannot be preserved.

ZLR. Jay Magill describes how sincerity is a respauspostmodern irony and the end of new expression
“[Sincerity is] a simultaneous attempt to regaie agitimacy of sincerity by attempting to ironiaeeself out of the
dead. Thirty years after the postmodern proclamatfithe death of the author, the sincerely expresself, the
artist with the true concern (personal, politicaligious, obsessive) is beginning to have legitiyig191).
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The novel’s end depicts the only time that Holdeable to accept reality and suspend
his role as a savior figure for children. He brifjgebe to the carousel, and he worries that
Phoebe will fall off the carousel as she attempt®éach for a gold ring: “All the kids kept trying
to grab for the gold ring, and so was old Phoebd,lavas sort of afraid she'd fall off the
goddam horse, but | didn't say anything or do angthl'he thing with kids is, if they want to
grab the gold ring, you have to let them do it, antisay anything. If they fall off they fall off,
but it's bad if you say anything to them” (211)islhere that Holden is able to let go of his
attempts at defining Phoebe, trapping her in hédlebod and refusing to let her grow up.
Holden then describes an intense moment of happthas overwhelms him:

Boy, it began to rain like a bastard. In buckesyéar to God. All the parents and
mothers and everybody went over and stood righeutiee roof of the carrousel,
so they wouldn't get soaked to the skin or anythinig | stuck around on the
bench for quite a while. | got pretty soaking westpecially my neck and my
pants. My hunting hat really gave me quite a lopmitection, in a way; but | got
soaked anyway. | didn't care, though. | felt so ddrappy all of sudden, the way
old Phoebe kept going around and around. | was deanbawling, | felt so
damn happy, if you want to know the truth (213).
Holden’s thoughts are similar to his feelings aballie, especially in the fact that it is raining.
Holden previously described how his hand always$shwhen it rains (39)—a consequence of
punching out all the windows—and he describes Hmatwo times he visited Allie’s grave it
rained, causing all of the parents to run back&artcars for shelter:
It rained on his lousy tombstone, and it rainedrengrass on his stomach. It

rained all over the place. All the visitors thatreveisiting the cemetery started
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running like hell over to their cars. That's whatrly drove me crazy. All the
visitors could get in their cars and turn on tmedios and all and then go
someplace nice for dinner--everybody except Allieouldn't stand it. | know it's
only his body and all that's in the cemetery, aisdsbul's in Heaven and all that
crap, but I couldn't stand it anyway. | just wishwasn't there. You didn't know
him. If you'd known him, you'd know what | mearis ihot too bad when the sun's
out, but the sun only comes out when it feels d&ming out (156).
This symbol of rain offers a type of baptismal rébfor Holden; his attempt to protect Phoebe
has only instead forced him to come to terms wisholwvn disappearing childhood. Holden
recognizes that he cannot forcefully save all tmé&loen in the world, and he is willing to
recognize that it is healthy for a child to growpgress, and naturally develop an identity,
regardless of whether that identity is sincereair Bromm and Salter describe this scene as a
moment when Holden is able to empty “[his mindhaly false hopes of the inauthentic” (51)
and renew his “quest for what is real, genuineyaile, and beautiful” (51). Similar to a
postmodern idea that beauty and reality can onlgxdperienced through comparison and are
essentially non-existeft,Holden eventually accepts this idea by allowinmself to accept
Allie’s death, accept Phoebe’s human progressitimadulthood, and accept his own identity as
he matures into an adult; rather, Holden has be@aetly what he set out to fight against: an
adult.
While Holden’s experience is representative ofdbemon experiences of many
countercultural youth, his ultimate acceptanceduflthood is not a rejection of the

counterculture nor is it a denial of postmoderni®ather, Holden symbolizes that meaning and

2 Jonathan Roffe describes the deconstruction ohingan a deconstruction philosophy: “[T]here newers nor
could there be such an order of pure intelligipjlito logos or meaning that would be an ideal presgpre-existing
and occult” (7).
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definition are cyclical, only existing in their cgarisons to other definitions. Similar to
Heidegger’s claim that “[tlhe question of meaniridpeing is possible only at all only if
something like an understanding of being is” (198)lden briefly is able to accept happiness,
accept Allie’s death, and accept the impossibditprotecting all of the children in the world. It
is through this theme of acceptance thatcher while symbolic of youth counterculture, is also
an affirmation of lost identity and confusion; thevel addresses the issue and provides a
narrative to the lack of personal identity in camultural youth. It is for this reason that youth
gravitated towards the novel—beyond simply affirgayouthful confusion in identityCatcher
addresses this confusion and attempts to proviche smlace for those who find themselves in a
similar crisis as Holden. Holden became an infl@éemic youth culture because he offers to join
the lost in their journey, and his story existhiédp to provide some guidance. This guidance was
something that countercultural youth thirsted &rd their connection wit@atcheris evidence

of this thirst.

Catchets contribution to the counterculture was that dsnclearly provided a concrete
voice for youth who were dealing with an incrediblynultuous and transitional time in
American history. At least in the literary fieldamy youth were so attracted to the novel because
of its ability to coherently represent a postmodaniosophy in an adolescent’s life, and it is this
cultural voice ofCatcherthat coincided with its influence on youth. Largblcause
postmodernism and counterculture by definition ggsted definition, Holden’s voice provided
explanation to youth who were hungry for some tgpdefinition amidst the chaos.

Holden Caulfield’s confused identity—and acceptaoichat confusion—helped to provide

explanation and guidance for the counterculture.
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Chapter Three: Holden Versus The Nation:Catcher’s Influence on Social Structure

Catchets influence on countercultural youth is most digaeen in Holden’s behavior—
namely, his lack of identity, fear of adulthooddaself-destructive tendencies; however, his
influence on the counterculture is also seen inntg he approaches various societal
institutions. More specifically in regards @atcher Holden’s attitude towards these
institutions—most notably education, religion, dachily—is representative of a growing
countercultural attitude that these institutionsdex to be questioned, broke down, and
transformed. Holden’s general distrust of the adwltld correlates with a general distrust of the
institutions they have created for him, and higuate towards these institutions is similar to a
countercultural anti-institution attitude.

Catchefs social impact was greatest in the way that thenterculture almost entirely
interpreted the novel in the same manner, creatnge semblance of community amidst a
multitude of questioning young people. The majootyountercultural youth discovered a voice
through Holden, and their collective agreementemdtional connection to his character
somewhat created a platform for their post-modeost-institution ideas. Harold M. Foster
discusses that youth of the 1960s communed ardwnddvel like future youth cultures found
community in MTV; Holden Caulfield became a poptaté icon, embodying a youthful
dissatisfaction for social institutions: “[T]hedirmodern tribal youth experience was the
collective reading oThe Catcher in the Rye so many people read it at the same time and
seemed to receive the same message that the phemomesimilar to an MTV special today.
The messages froithe Catcher in the Ryeelped shape the youth culture of the late 196k a
early 1970's” (31). Further evidencing the countéixaal response to the novel, Christopher

Gair comments that “novels such as J.D. Salingéatcher in the Ryg1951) were widely
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believed to articulate a significant generation’d@g), Bloom comments that Holden
experiences a major sense of alienation from hiens, a feeling that many youth related to
during the countercultural era (41), and Ana Soevaih goes as far as to describe the
countercultural reaction tGatcheras that of a cult following: “Hamilton explainedetiprofound
emotional impact oT he Catcher in the Ry®y claiming that the novel ‘spoke not oné/him
butfor him.” This reaction was hardly unique: in the 195808l '60s, countless readers in—and
outside the USA adopted Salinger’'s seminal noval psrsonal manifesto. It is precisely this
guality that has ensured its leading position achlt canon” (56). A reason for this
communal—perhaps even cult-like—response to thelrmmwong countercultural youth was
because it helped lay some foundation for a geloaratho was quickly defining itself by
breaking down the existing foundations. While mamye questioning the meaning and validity
of social institutions, they found agreement anchienity throughCatcher indicating that the
novel in and of itself became almost a type of aaaistitution for youth counterculture.

Youth culture developed a community around Holdegely because of the novel’s
popularity in academia as well as the commerciaketaindicating that the novel was both a
best-seller and a quickly becoming a respected wblikerature. David Simmons describes the
counterculture’s overall unity around Holden: “lede in an ideological stance reminiscent of
The Catcher in the RigeHolden Caulfield, during the 1960s the adult as largely
delegitimized as ‘phoney’ or corrupt. In the 196@suth is positioned in opposition to the adult
world and imbued with a distinctly savior-like rof@ssessing the sole capacity to rejuvenate
American society” (34). Likewise, the novel's poguty among youth was shown primarily in
its sales but also due to its presence in uniyectiissrooms: “In 196 Catchermade its second

appearance on the paperback bestseller list oflteeNew York Times Book Revieausing
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Timescritic Robert Gutwillig to comment that while usedollege classes explained some of its
high sales figures, ‘the appeal™ie Catcher in the Ryextends also to younger brothers and
sisters of the college crowd™ (Steinle 127), atAk the same time, Edward Corbett reviewed
Catcherfor Americg and noted that ‘I have never witnessed on ourmpcenas much eager
discussion about a book as there was abbatCatcher in the RYygSteinle 127). Youth, both

in the classroom as well in their personal lives] discovered Holden and were eager to discuss
his character, his distrust of adults, and his Bgrapen rejection of social conventions and
standards. Holden’s honesty and quest for identi#tse contagious to youth, and their

celebration of Holden’s narrative was an exampl#éheir connection to his postmodern
guestioning of society.

Similar to the way that many countercultural yob#gan a massive questioning of their
own identities, attempting to find personal mearbgdreaking down what had come before,
this confusion also transferred into a general toreisig of society as a whole. Contrary to their
parents and their general trust and allegiancemterfcan society, many youth found American
society to be corrupt. Micah Issitt describes thedt the root of all these changes was a
generation of people asking, ‘Why are things thg they are’” (66), describing an overall
guestioning of the necessity and purpose of maoiasinstitutions, and Timothy S. Miller
comments on how the counterculture spread theirlaalnof identity to a national lack of
identity: “The counterculture’s participants...foutieemselves adrift from the prevailing values
of society and tried, variously, to effect majoanoges in majority society or drop out of it... the
Establishment—the tired, entrenched, declining @iteng system—was rotten to its core, and a
new society needed to arise on its cultural duhghdlthough the means for getting there were

usually murky” (xvii). A countercultural movementealicated on the idea that society is corrupt
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and youth must not become like society found raotaany major cultural events such as the
ever-present threats of the Cold Wathe nationalistic ideologies of their “greateshgration”
parents* the civil rights movement, and the beginning @& tYietnam War; all of these events
correlated with a breakdown which became the salateintext for the beginning of the
counterculture.

The countercultural reaction to American societyegally derives from the breakdown
of the largest American institution: the state.dedy due to the fact that the counterculture was a
movement based in a common distrust of authohty gasiest target for many youth was the
only authority all of them were under: the govermm@lany critics argue that the clearest aspect
of the counterculture was a breakdown of trushengovernment, a movement that began during
the Cold War and peaked during the Vietham Wartt3doFarlane describes how the
counterculture developed a general “disaffectiavatals the Vietnam War [that] created a
common ground” (119), and Eli H. comments thatrtas of the counterculture were a reaction
to a “U.S. government [that] left the American Inetdark about the real happenings in Vietnam”
(3) and started a “student movement against warMany youth adopted the mentality that the
governmental foundation of their society was irt fg@posed to them, forcing the “American
way” upon them while disregarding their well-beifigne countercultural response to this

perceived encroachment of their individuality wasdspond in the exact opposite manner—

2 Phil Ford develops a connection between this ipréiag and the Cold War and describes how manyhyaatre
adopting postmodern theory, questioning the vafubesociety that came before them: “...the histdrdiché of
an America in the cultural deep freeze of the euddl... in the 1960’s daydreams began to change... \Migtcall
postmodern was also ‘post-war,” ‘post-white,” ‘poistroic’—wised up the cold war’s masculine fantasépower
and privilege. The movement made for itself a nameaof youthful idealism in a fallen world, andattfallen world
was the cold war culture” (11).

% preston Shires describes how the World War |l gatium largely believed in a common, American walife, a
nationalistic idea that many counterculture yowthnfd oppressive and went against: “[M]embers oflald War
Il generation by and large assumed that thereezkishe good and perfect system for economic pregresten
summed up as the ‘American way'... And it would sedersixties’ youth that there emerged a whole arfngudt-
and-tie men... that constituted an establishmenti:#tablishment, that was bent on compelling all Acaas to
abide by its rules and regulations” (7).
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much like Holden and youth developed an anti-idgiats a response to the threats of adulthood,
many youth also developed an anti-institutionalqguphy that challenged the necessity of
social institutions.

A “post-American way” correlated with a post-ingtibn way, and Charles Jencks argues
that the 1960s were an age of protest and postmdaiek of identity: “Post-Modernism was a
confluence of streams that became much biggerii®60s with the counterculture and its
protest movements. The arguments were againstdsgties loss of local identity” (n. pag.).
Similar to theories about society posed by postmodetics such as Derridaand Foucault®
many countercultural youth not only distrusted itlseiciety but also questioned the purpose of
the society. Simon Gottschalk observes a connebebmeen the countercultural movement and
postmodernism. (354) Barbara Epstein suggestshtbatounterculture movement was “under
the influence of postmodernism, an intellectual sraent that calls for exposing and
guestioning the assumptions behind all accepteakidd.8), and Todd Gitlin comments on what
these postmodern tendencies meant for AmericaetyotHistory was ruptured, passions have
been expanded, belief has become difficult... Oldtiresrcrumbled, but new ones have not
settled in” (58). It is this lack of direction daog the counterculture that connects Holden to the
movement; while previous literary characters suchlack Finn and David Copperfiéfd
attempted to progress past some facet of sociatythbky disliked, Holden wishes to break down
accepted culture but has no solution or directmrafterwards. This lack of direction is what

many youth ironically rallied around.

% Michael Naas comments that during the 1960s aifm deconstruction philosophy created a “desitte’d
(150) in society that affected “political institatis, nation-states and national contexts,” (15@re/lpeople began
to question the necessity of society itself.

% sarah Mills describes how a countercultural idesogiety correlated with Foucault's theory tharéhexisted “a
struggle concerning the status of truth and the itgblays in the socioeconomic and political ordkthings” (62)
and that this struggle was “central to the striecamd functioning of society” (62).

2" During the very beginning of his story, Holden eoents on how his experience is nothing like that

“David Copperfield kind of crap” (1).
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The lack of direction present in many youth’s peeddives became a communal lack of
direction, and Sobral further comments that thed®ghr and the beginning of the Vietham War
caused many youth to develop an identity as stragjents of change but not progress, a clear
break from a modernist idea of social progress]H§Teffect of the event [war] on society may
make prevalent attitudes, rules and institutiomsrseutdated. The younger generation
[assumed] its culturally prescribed role as agémhange, not only publicly challenging
dominant cultural standards and beliefs but alggating the status quo and attempting to
overturn current political values™ (31). Nadel dabes Holden’s postmodern approach to his
narrative, and indicates how his confusion ties the counterculture:

As the author of two anatomies [the Caulfield ie tfarrative and the actual Caulfield in

the psychiatric ward], Caulfield thus manifests fvives: to control his environment by

being the one who names and thus creates its anldsp subordinate the self by being
the one whose every action is governed by rulegpukat another way, he is trying to
constitute himself both as subject and objectshteying to read a social text and write
one. When these two drives come in conflict, hi®lwgraphical narratives betray the
same structural authority as that of the histomaatatives he critiques, and there are no
options left... This lack of options reveals an oligation of power that deeply reflects

the tensions of post-World War 1l America from white novel emerged (73).
Consequently, this breakdown of society correlatéld a breakdown of the individual—these
youths were still members of the society and issitations, and the youthful journey away from
them resulted in a collective identity crisis.

A large reason for this countercultural push aganosiety was that, similar to Holden,

many of these youth were very much a part of a hlaidldss culture of nationalism, indicating
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that their questioning of society was a personat smmilar to the way that youth questioned
their own personal identities, the value of theilture was also a personal question. Holden even
comments on how he hates the fact that he cametfrerprivileged class of America, the
American bourgeoisie: “Everything | had was bouiges hell.... At first he only used to be
kidding when he called my stuff bourgeois, anddndi give a damn—it was sort of funny, in
fact. Then, after a while, you could tell he wasadding any more. Goddam money. It always
ends up making you blue as hell” (113). The textficos that Holden comes from a place of
privilege, which is further evidenced by the wealtthis father, “My father's quite wealthy,
though. I don't know how much he makes--he's ndigaussed that stuff with me--but | imagine
quite a lot. He's a corporation lawyer. Those begdly haul it in” (107), and his hatred of the
expensive prep schools that he attended, his fawilgalth, and his socioeconomic class is also
a struggle with his own identity—more specificallys family.

The closest institution to a youth’s identity whe tamily, and it is through the
guestioning of the family structure that many ceuodltural youth also experienced a
guestioning of their own identities. Largely beaatise family is an immediate, determined
source of identity for a child, the countercultwas largely identified by familial standards—
youth were commonly identified by the fact thatyteere different from their parents and their
grandparents. Theodore Roszak describes how theeazoultural questioning of the structure of
the family was the most significant aspect of thertercultural movement because they “will be
born to the faith—to the dress, the diet, the Httree beliefs, the authorities. The children will
not choose. They will inherit” (157), and the caencultural questioning of the role of the family
provided desired a replacement for the family stmecbut failed to provide that replacement:

“Their efforts, born of rebellion against parerggbression or the despair of bad marriages, take
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no interest in reclaiming the family, only in regilag it” (162). Due to this reaction, it was not
uncommon for many youth to leave home and attempinhvent the structure of the fanfflya
task that only created more confusion for youthb&0N. Whitehurst describes how a
countercultural reaction to the nuclear family yeasnarily a consequence of the strict social
standards set by parents: “Mothers (and fathetephdéll short of the ideals of parenthood, and
for some good reasons. Conditional love, achievératitic norms, and status anxiety are
pressures and conditions which keep children wighdefinite and fairly rigid normative
system... This problem is alleviated in a quite rfaghion with the norms of the counterculture
family movement” (396). David W. Bernstein descslt®w the counterculture attempted to
restructure the family: “This movement, which tleeial historian Theodore Roszak termed the
‘counterculture,” inspired an ambitious reassesdrokaultural values, an ‘effort to discover
new types of community, new family patterns, nexusé mores, new kinds of livelihood, new
aesthetic forms, new personal identities on thaitée of power politics, the bourgeoisie home,
and the Protestant work ethic™” (8). It is withimg movement that many youth found a voice
throughCatcherand Holden’s disconnect and distrust of his family.

Holden’s family situation—or his lack thereof—igresentative of an overall familial
disconnect in the counterculture. His relationshigh his parents is essentially nonexistent, and
the novel begins with Holden describing the verpémsonal nature of his parents:

If you really want to hear about it, the first tigiou'll probably want to know is
where | was born, an what my lousy childhood wias, land how my parents

were occupied and all before they had me, andhallDavid Copperfield kind of

% Eric v.d. Luft describes how countercultural yoattempted to learn how to “do away with this negdr'3) to
belong to a certain family structure, stating timainy youth felt the family structure to be restvietof individual
expression. He claims that youth instead decldrethselves “members of no particular family” andizeins of no
particular country” (113). However, youth still desl some form of family structure, just not thaditional model.
Their failure to develop a family structure is ajonacause of identity crisis.
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crap, but | don't feel like going into it, if youant to know the truth. In the first
place, that stuff bores me, and in the second ptaggarents would have about
two hemorrhages apiece if | told anything prettgspaal about them. They're
quite touchy about anything like that, especially father (1).
Before Holden even begins his story, he prefacatshiis parental relationship is boring,
dismissing the possibility that he is in any wagelhis parents. While Holden is certainly not the
first teenager in literature to separate himselffthis parents or his society—for example, Huck
Finn is largely known for rebelling against histosé—Holden differs from previous characters
such as Huck due to the fact that Holden does md¢nstand why he is rebelling nor does he
have any clear purpose for what he is doing. SHari8a notes on this difference: “Holden is
less capable of articulating his own predicameantHuck. His confession that, his is lousy
vocabulary, testifies to this problem. He esselgtiakcks the capacity to conceptulise either his
aesthetic experiences or inner conflicts. But Holsl@pparent indifference or incapacity is itself
a guise or a kind of mask” (137). Alan Nadel ddsesihow Holden begins his narrative by
attempting to separate himself from the influentki® parents, but “at every turn he fails,
constantly reflecting rather than negotiating tbhatcadictions of the world” (85). Holden
himself is this contradiction—attempting to createidentity—whether known or unknown—for
himself apart from the identity already establisf@chim by his family. Similar to the
counterculture youth, Holden’s wanderings throughidew York City are shocking because he
is away from the shelter of his parents—the absehbés parents defines his identity as a
runaway youth, and ironically his parents proviéta with the clearest source of idenfity

Holden’s desire to separate himself from his paremicates that he defines himself through his

# The fact that Holden is not at home with his psémwhat defines his story most. It is not comrfama young
boy to travel around a big city by himself, and view and identify Holden as a character that iswith his
parents.
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opposition; he cannot develop an identity on hisioand his return to his parents’ apartment
indicates that he recognizes some familial voitiglife.

Holden’s journey back to the apartment to visib&lhe is symbolic of the absence of a
family structure in his life. He returns to the gpgent in the middle of the novel, terrified that
his parents will discover him but insistent on sgéiis sister: “I figured that if | didn't bump
smack into my parents and all I'd be able to sdip e old Phoebe and then beat it and nobody'd
even know I'd been around” (157). After makingifthoebe’s room, he is relieved to know that
his parents are not home: “I began to relax, doitraean | finally quit worrying about whether
they'd catch me home or not. | figured the helhwitt If they did, they did” (163). The absence
of his parents when he returns home is a depidtidtolden’s family situation: he returns from
the streets to his shelter, but there is no parpntégence in the home, only the child Phoebe.
Salzman describes the significance of the absenidelden’s parents in his apartment and a
growing cultural disconnect between youth and tparents: “Holden’s anxiety, then, is of a
specifically contemporary kind. Those adults whowdt serve as moral tutors and nurturers are
neither wholly absent nor fully present...Yet, howesieadowy these adult figures may be, they
are as controlling of Holden as is the impersoalaisive authority which, he knows, ultimately
determines the values of his home” (89). Holdemiepts control him in their absence—their
lack of a relationship with Holden impacts Holdeeagly, and his fear of seeing them confirms
the power that their absence has over him. Thedaekfamily structure provides as much of an
identity—or an anti-identity—for Holden as a famdgructure would. He finds a source of
identity in his lack of parental authority.

Similar to the way that Allie’s death symbolizetitaral loss of innocence for Holden,

his death is also a major factor in the breakdofumsofamily dynamic. Holden describes how
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his parents—especially his mother—have been distane Allie’s death: “She [his mother]
hasn't felt too healthy since my brother Allie di¢tl07) and “I felt sorry as hell for my mother
and father. Especially my mother, because shasstitlover my brother Allie yet” (155). While
Holden provides some character details about hih@ne-humanizing her response to Allie’s
death—, his image of his father is human but alsid,ra man that is “quite wealthy” (107) and
constantly enforces high academic and personadlatda for Holden. The difference between
his parents is significant, indicating that hel $tdls some connection to his mother. However,
when his mother returns home to the apartment, étotdtreats into Phoebe’s closet, letting
Phoebe take the blame for the smell of cigarettessaelter him in her closet (177). It is
apparent that Allie’s death—a loss of childhoodocence—again is the basis for Holden'’s
identity confusion; the crisis of his death creadedemotional separation between Holden and
his family, and he feels estranged from his fartahgely because of his death. Allie’s death is
the catalyst for Holden’s distrust in family struid because his family could not shelter Allie
and preserve his innocence.

While Holden does not clearly blame his family floe death of his brother, naturally the
death of a sibling would expose to him the inapitit his parents to protect him from all danger.
Allie’s death confirms to Holden that his parenthjle not entirely malevolent people towards
him, do not have the ultimate power to protect ramgality he describes when he talks about
how his parents mourn Allie’s death: “I hope tollvehen | do die somebody has sense enough
to just dump me in the river or something. Anythexgept sticking me in a goddam cemetery.
People coming and putting a bunch of flowers orrywgdomach on Sunday, and all that crap.
Who wants flowers when you're dead? Nobody. Whemteather's nice, my parents go out

quite frequently and stick a bunch of flowers od Allie's grave” (155). This portion of
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Holden’s narrative is significant because it ddsesihow his parents’ attempts at coping with
Allie’s death are pointless, and their ritual ottmg flowers on his grave is their way of keeping
him alive, a ritual that Holden hates. Dromm antié8aescribe how this ritual is a symbol
conventional adult behavior that does nothing tugmt Allie, similar to the way Holden’s
parents were unable to save Allie (87). Holden s¢eKind identity outside of his parents’
standards because he does not trust his parentloeste want to be like them; rather, Holden
believes that he is better off forging his own waijch is shown through his distancing from
his parents.

Holden’s lack of trust in his family is indicatiw# a growing parental distrust among
youth during the 1960s. Holden’s resentment ophients’ strict academic standards—
confirmed by the fact that he is terrified of tlaetfthat his parents will find out that he “got the
ax’™ (4)—and his insistence that he is the “only duome in the famil§™” (67) represents a
growing countercultural idea that a family identiiyly causes repression and disappointment.
M. Amanda Ely comments that Holden perceives hismia as very flawed people, indicating
that “Holden is particularly aware of the failingshis parents” (1130), and their failings signify
not that they are human but that they are incapafitleeir duties as guardians. Patrick J. Hayes,
when commenting on how Holden’s distrust of hisep#s connects with a countercultural
sentiment of alienation, states that Holden waleotite countercultural character” (505) who
embodied the idea of a youth attempting to breakyainom his parents’ flawed shelter to take

care of himself. Holden’s role as child-savior, gliag a field of children where no adults exist,

% Holden repeatedly talks about how his father st scademic standards, claiming that he wantsthigo to
Yale, “My father wants me to go to Yale, or mayb@&eton, but | swear, | wouldn't go to one of thdsy League
colleges, if | was dying, for God's sake” (85) dnmiv his parents would be incredibly angry if thewrfid out he
failed out of school: “I figured my parents probaklouldn't get old Thurmer's letter saying I'd bgaren the ax till
maybe Tuesday or Wednesday. | didn't want to goehorranything till they got it and thoroughly diged it and
all. I didn't want to be around when they first goMy mother gets very hysterical” (51).

31 Holden describes how, compared to all of his sdsj he is the only child in his family that does impress his
parents and live up to their standards.
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is an image of a youthful rejection of parentahauity not only because it was restrictive but
because it had failed both him and the rest oflyautture. A large reason that many youth felt
this sentiment is that the world that they inherieas not a stable one; Issit describes that many
youth living in a world of racial injustice, constahreats of nuclear annihilation, and unclear
American militarism in Vietham blamed their parefasthe corruptions and hostilities of the
world (47), determined to separate themselves treim families in order to create a better
world. However, similar to Holden’s aimless jourreyay from the shelter of his parents, many
of these youths failed to develop a clean breakydween their dependency on their paréfts
recreate a flourishing society. Rather, their r&pecof the nuclear family only resulted in the
rejection of various other social institutions.

Coinciding with a countercultural attitude agaiadtlthood, many youth also viewed
social institutions as a product of the adult wottsbls used by older people to enforce their
standards upon them. Adults required youth to dtsmmool and sometimes university and
taught them their values in these institutions,gbeernment at times forcibly required young
men to fight oversees in order to preserve an Acaarideal that many of them did not believe
in, and the nuclear family was viewed as a pathniatbat enforced stringent standards about
sexuality’®, domestic life, and overall happiness. It wasuratommon, nor unreasonable, for
many youth to view these institutions not as hdlptu harmful to them, and the majority of
them began to resent these institutions as oppeef®ices aimed at forcing them to become
more mature and more adult. The educational ingtitwas a clear target for many

countercultural youth to question.

%2 Thomas S. Weisner conducted a study of counteralilyouth and what he termed the “dependency imrifHe
discovered that many youth sought to go againgt plaeents’ standards largely because “[c]ountéucal youth
certainly tried to change family life in the spioit experimentation with all social forms, but atlid so to break out
of the emotional and social constraints they fekded reform, especially the dependency conflZT4j.

3 Epstein claims that the counterculture viewed'tamily as an institution of oppression” (168).
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The countercultural reaction to the education sydeegely stemmed from the fact that
many youth were currently products of the systashpsl, teachers, and the university were very
much a part of a youth’s life. Similar to Holdem'snic anti-adult attitude—he hates phoniness
and adulthood even though he is close to becommeg-amany youth were against the academic
institution because they were closely tied to i@ ement of youth unified around the premise
that knowledge and society should be questioneddumdoubtedly question the institution that
exists to give them knowledge. Likewise, the cotmtktural push against the academic
institution ironically became the breeding groufatsthis countercultural movemetitYouth,
or more specifically students, who found the adtdhdards of the institution as repressive used
the institution as a platform for their counterau#tl ideas. It is no coincidence that Holden’s
journey begins at a school, which he abhors fgohitsniness, and his story is based on the
premise that he is journeying away from schooldugntually will have to go back. Joseph
Claro discusses how Holden views his time at Peasagpressive: “Because of his age, school
should be the most important institution in hig libut Holden has no use for it. Although he’s
intelligent and fairly well-read, school represer@gression to him; it stands for the ‘phony’
standards and values” (7). However, he himselfparaof this system, and the school provides a
scapegoat for him to reject. This phony, adultdsad enforced by the school created an identity
crisis in youth; they viewed educational standasis violation of trust, but they had no clear
solution as to how to rebuild that trust. The acaidanstitution was their base, and their journey

away from it only led to confusion.

34 Roberta T. Ash argues that education was oneeoéaisiest targets for the counterculture and pgdsézame a
breeding ground for the counterculture: “[E]ducadibinstitutions may be the most effective source o
countercultural units—perhaps the oplyssiblesource. For ethnic or national movements, by dafimj set
themselves apart from other groups, and it is ailgn such movements act in the name of all theegzed that
they begin to transcend nationalism... For this reagds educational institutions that are faiikely to be
hatching grounds for the actual units of the cowctéure” (122).
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This journey of youth away from the academic insittin was largely a reaction to a
perceived elitism of their parents—more specifigad rejection of a class-based society. Robert
L. Hilliard discusses how many countercultural yowtho were attempting to separate
themselves from their parents’ social class refellgainst education as an elite system: “Parents
who have traditionally had the position and the eote® change schools are those of the middle
and upper classes, educated and affluent, whothaweme and the resources to participate in
the process of education...educators who protecititas quo sooner or later become
indifferent and even antagonistic to the need$efchild” (14-15). Holden describes Pencey
Prep as a hostile environment largely becauseeohitfher class people who attend the school
like himself: “So | got the ax. They give guys #pequite frequently at Pencey. It has a very
good academic rating, Pencey. It really does... Bewes full of crooks. Quite a few guys came
from these very wealthy families, but it was fullobooks anyway. The more expensive a school
is, the more crooks it has” (4). Holden’s dispanggattitude towards the educational institution
is based on two premises common in countercultaughy the institution is elite, and the
institution attempts to enforce an elitist stand#pdn its students. Fred H. Marcus, when
commenting on Holden’s rejection of Pencey Prequntd that Holden’s rejection of his school
is because of the adult values that the schoolm@®and how “we observe Holden at Pencey
Prep where contemporary adult values are mirroyetthd school patterns. Holden rejects the
school; he is rejected by it” (4), and he furthemenents that these adult values are contrary to
Holden’s anti-conformity nature: “From the outgéen, themoldingby Pencey Prep contrasts
dramatically with the nonconformity of Holden” (8)his rejection of social class and the
school’s enforcement of it can be seen in the queable relationship Holden has with his

English teacher Mr. Antolini, an adult who triesféoce him to grow up quickly.
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Mr. Antolini is a symbol of a violation of trustfddolden, an adult who tries to force
himself onto Holden, similar to a countercultudga of academic “brainwashing.” Holden
describes Mr. Antolini as “very nice” (174) and étbest teacher | ever had” (174), a positive
role model who carried away James Castle’s bottpyavho committed suicide after being
bullied (174). Holden trusts Mr. Antolini and viewsn as a sort of role model, which can be
evidenced by the fact that he is the only persoluétoever calls for a place to stay or is willing
to be completely honest with. Holden even expl#nas, due to Mr. Antolini, English is the only
class that he was able to pass, implying thatiherasts Mr. Antolini’s role as an adult teacher
in his life: *“What was the trouble?’ Mr. Antolirasked me. ‘How'd you do in English? I'll show
you the door in short order if you flunked Engligbu little ace composition writer.” ‘Oh, |
passed English all right. It was mostly literatureugh. | only wrote about two compositions
the whole term,’ | said” (182). While Holden mayiedailed his other studies, he still views
English—the subject that Mr. Antolini taught him—s@mething that is worth his time, which is
proven by the fact that it is the only subject tHatden excelled in. To Holden, Mr. Antolini
represents what he is trying to be: a savior figteaching younger people how to be young.
Peter Seng describes how Holden’s relationship MithAntolini is symbolic of postmodern
irony: “Holden’s interview with Antolini is also thhigh point of irony inThe Catcher in the
Rye the proffered offer of salvation comes from actesxr whom Holden enormously admires”
(207). Mr. Antolini describes his philosophy of edtion to Holden as a way to comfort him:
“Many, many men have been just troubled morallg apiritually as you are right now.
Happily, some of them kept records of their trosbMou'll learn from them--if you want to. Just
as someday, if you have something to offer, someolhéearn something from you. It's a

beautiful reciprocal arrangement. And it isn't emtian. It's history. It's poetry”(189). Much like
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an older generation attempting to teach the coculteire according to their values, Mr. Antolini
encourages Holden to look to older people for hadppething that Holden struggles to do.
However, Mr. Antolini’'s sexual advance towards Holdlestroys Holden’s trust in his role as an
older role model and symbolizes the countercultuidea of an adult violation of trust.

Mr. Antolini’'s questionable motives with Holden &bty Holden’s anti-adult and anti-
institution sentiments. While the novel providesestmore subtle hints of the sexual abuse of
children—most notably Holden’s fear that his chddd friend Jane Gallagher is being abused
by her stepfathé—Holden’s views his experience with Mr. Antolini e ultimate adult
intrusion upon his innocence. Holden awakes toAtolini rubbing his head:

| woke up all of a sudden. I don't know what time/as or anything, but | woke
up. | felt something on my head, some guy's hang, B really scared hell out of
me. What it was, it was Mr. Antolini's hand. Whatwas doing was, he was
sitting on the floor right next to the couch, irttark and all, and he was sort of
petting me or patting me on the goddam head. Blbpek | jumped about a
thousand feet. "What the hellya doing?" | said. tiNlag! I'm simply sitting here,
admiring--" (192).
Mr. Antolini’s response to Holden—that he is simplymiring Holden’s body—is disingenuous;
Mr. Antolini wishes to take advantage of Holdenisst and violate Holden. After Holden runs
out of Mr. Antolini’'s apartment, he relates a tedjihistory that provides evidence for his distrust
of adults: “Boy, | was shaking like a madman. | sagating, too. When something perverty

like that happens, | start sweating like a bastén@t kind of stuff's happened to me about

% Holden describes Jane’s questionable relationstifpher stepfather: “I asked her, on the way, it udahy--
that was the booze hound's name--had ever trigdttwise with her. She was pretty young, but stkthis terrific
figure, and | wouldn't've put it past that Cudalagtard. She said no, though. | never did find chatvthe hell was
the matter. Some girls you practically never find what's the matter” (32).
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twenty times since | was a kid. | can't stand 193). Holden reveals that he has been sexually
abused before, a revelation that explains botlfelaisof adulthood and lack of trust in adults.
Seng comments on Mr. Antolini’s violation of trusthe irony built into this denouement is
clear: the saving advice that Antolini has giverlddéo has been rendered useless because the
idol who gave it has fallen. Antolini is a shablau# like all the others” (208). Holden’s
experience with Mr. Antolini is significant not gnbecause he is an adult who violates his trust
but also because he is an educator. Mr. Antolnolfs as an educational role model who violates
Holden’s trust symbolizes Holden’s ultimate rejentof academic institutions.

The final societal institution that Holden feels@bnnected from is the institution of
religion—namely, Catholicism. His mostly negatitatade towards religion again correlates
with a loss of innocence; religion is an instituticreated by adults, and religion most of all
attempts to set forth a standard for living, coidifythe adult lifé°. Whitehurst, when describing
a countercultural opinion of the necessity of fielig posed a common question among youth
during the 1960’s: “The question asked by many lysagarding conventional morality and
religion essentially is ‘Who needs it?’ simply besa it is long-lasting, if it consigns one to
unfreedom and game-playing in the by now distabtafddle class alternative” (399). Youth
saw religion as an attempt at definition and statglaa system that puts groups of people into
categories and provides them with an identity andizsstem. It is for this reason that Holden
somewhat flippantly claims his status as an atiricais figure by loosely associating himself
with atheism multiple times throughout the novéin“sort of an atheist. | like Jesus and all, but

| don't care too much for most of the other stnfthe Bible” (99), he expresses disgust for

% Holden frequently discusses how Catholics are ysviying “to find out if you're catholic (112) arttbw a
person cannot join in on monastic lifestyle of peand quiet if they are not Catholic (50). Whileldtm does not
hate all standards that religion imposes, he dodstlie stringent rules of religion as an atteropitandardize a
person, disallowing their individuality.
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preachers who do not speak in their normal voit86), and he claims, “Sally said | was a
sacrilegious atheist. | probably am” (137). Similahis image as a post-family, post-education
figure, Holden as well claims that he is somewlwateligion; however, again Holden’s status
as a post-religious figure in a way affirms thesgece of religion in his life—namely, he wishes
to be a Christ figure for children, providing salea for the corruptions of adulthood, and his
failure at being this savidrreveals his lack of identity once he departs fretigion. Stacey
Donovan Smith comments that Holden’s attempt ta kHarist figure solidifies his desire for
religious guidance: “Even though he may not beitgadlling to accept it, there is some belief
in a higher power within the mind of Holden... Theimeoncept behind Holden’s quest is
saving the innocence of the children, not lettimgn fall. This fall can be viewed as both the
literal and figurative fall from innocence, simil@rthe fall in the Garden of Eden, tying together
the concepts of religion to Holden’s belief systgi®3). This religious imagery of a fall from
grace correlates with Holden’s departure from tigtitution of religion.

Holden’s opinion about religion—more specificallfiStianity—is another example of
a postmodern breakdown of a societal structureelvew in the case of religion, Holden’s
resentment stems from an overall greater resentaiehe lack of parental authority in his life.
While religion is not a major theme throughout tleevel, Holden does have some curious
encounters with religion that display his distrokbut at times fondness for religion. His
relationship with his Catholic roommate Ackley bews quickly hostile when Holden claims
that all monks are “stupid bastards” (50), implylglden’s dismissive and offensive attitude
towards religion. However, his opinions regardiatigion—most notably Catholicism—bear

strange resemblance to his absent relationshiphstparents: “Catholics are always trying to

3" Holden’s savior-status derives from his desirsawee children from running off of a rye cliff, whizltimately
will lead him to failure because he cannot savéhallchildren from running off of a cliff into adhbod.
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find out if you're a Catholic. It happens to meg | know, partly because my last name is Irish,
and most people of Irish descent are Catholicsa Amtter of fact, my father was a Catholic
once. He quit, though, when he married my moth&t2j. This passage first reveals that Holden
resents how religions attempt to label him, baldsb signifies how he connects the loss of faith
with his parents’ marriage, a traditional symbor@fgious unity. Again, we see a connection
between Holden'’s distrust of adult authority anslduiestioning of a social institution.

Holden’s dissatisfaction with religion is actuadlydistrust of the adults who propagate
religious authority to him. The clearest exampleéhid distrust is Holden’s distrust of preachers.
He claims that preachers are phonies, “If you viakinow the truth, | can't even stand ministers.
The ones they've had at every school I've gonhgy, all have these Holy Joe voices when they
start giving their sermons. God, | hate that. I'see why the hell they can't talk in their nakura
voice. They sound so phony when they talk” (100) provides an example of such a preacher,
Ossenburger, an alumni of Pencey Prep who attetmgise the students spiritual guidance:
“Then he started telling us how he was never asamleen he was in some kind of trouble or
something, to get right down his knees and pragdd. He told us we should always pray to
God--talk to Him and all--wherever we were. He toklwe ought to think of Jesus as our buddy
and all. He said he talked to Jesus all the tirhié=17). However, Holden contrasts this opinion
about preachers when he meets two nuns who he ¥@ewsably, even donating ten dollars to
their charity: “That's why | was glad those two suhdn't ask me if | was a Catholic. It wouldn't
have spoiled the conversation if they had, butotld've been different, probably. I'm not saying
| blame Catholics. | don't. I'd be the same wagppbly, if | was a Catholic. It's just like those
suitcases | was telling you about, in a way. Afl Baying is that it's no good for a nice

conversation. That's all I'm saying” (113). His trasting opinions about religious authority
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figures indicate a deeper issue with religiousitnsbns—namely, he understands the necessity
of religious structure, which is show when he desdb the nuns, but he attempts to form his
own structure, a task that he is incapable of doing

Holden'’s fickle opinions regarding religion corrgavith a general countercultural
confusion about the role of religion in one’s pe@dife and the role of religion in society.
While many countercultural youth rejected the oditro Christianity of their parents, their
attempts to replace a post-Christian culture witteomethods of spirituality were experimental
attempts at replacing religious structure. Millesdribes the role of religion in the
counterculture: “The counterculture was a movenoéseekers of meaning and value, a
movement that thus embodied the historic queshgfaligion. Like many dissenting
religionists, the hippies were enormously hosbléhe religious institutions of the dominant
culture, but they tried to find new and adequatgsata do the tasks the dominant religions failed
to perform” (xxv). Similar to the way that Holdenlhvelaim “I like Jesus” (99) and then rant
about the phoniness of organized religion, manytlyaiso felt a general distrust of the religious
authority enforced on them by their parents. Shdeescribes the religious atmosphere of the
counterculture by claiming that “[i]t is hard toerestimate the spiritual element in America’s
counterculture... in reality, the quest for spiritfr@edom was quite pervasive, and it stands to
reason. America’s middle-class youth, the rankfdaaf the counterculture, had been nurtured
during the forties and fifties in religion’s greentse” (25), indicating that youth had been
prevented from experimenting with other beliefalugir parents, and he further notes that “the
vaunted generation gap itself could be explaingenms of a spiritually motivated quest, on the

part of youth, for a new worldview” (28). Similao Holden’s quest to be a sort of messiah
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figure, many youth attempted to deconstruct religiauthority and replace it with a new type of
faith, albeit that faith—similar to Holden—Ilackedfahition.

Catcheris a narrative that greatly embodied a countercalltapproach to a changing
society, and Holden'’s voice provided a type ofyialy call for millions of youth seeking some
form of community and identity after rejecting tb@mmunity and identity found in social
institutions. Foster describes the social impacatcher “The world forever changed in the
1960s, and | was present at the creation of thédwoy children take for granted. Three events
stand out as change agents...The first event wasldidnal literary experience, the collective
reading ofThe Catcher in the Ry&@he messages many young readers drew from itectea
hostility toward the older generation, and the bbekame one of the staples of the generation
gap” (30). While a generation gap certainly existédlden’s confusion and disconnect from
society helped to bridge the gap between confudetkscents hungry for meaning and
heartbroken parents wondering what they did wrdm@. generation lacking structu@atchets
lack of structure ironically created community edf-slefeating premise similar to

postmodernism.
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Chapter Four: Catcher as an Institution: Holden’s Self-Defeating Irony

While the popularity o€Catcheramong countercultural youth was largely a resuthef
novel’s ability to describe and unify young peowplleo were lacking personal definition and
unity, the countercultural relationship to the nasx@nfirms the self-defeating irony of
postmodernism. Along with Holden’s lack of identégd disdain for social institutions, the fact
that Holden is able to express his confusion ascedard for structure is in itself a structured
response to postmodernism. This premise does mitachct Salinger’'s work nor expose a
weakness in his writing; rather, this underlyingisture to the novel correlates with the greatest
struggle of postmodern philosophy—namely, postmaider requires language, definition, and
structure in order to be expressed. Holden ladgstity and a connection with society, but he
understands that he cannot simply escape thehfaiché too is a growing person and he exists in
a society; similarly, postmodernism and its propas@inderstand that its idea requires structure,
coherence, and meaning in order to exist as ayh&be postmodern irony @atcheris seen
through the counterculture’s ironic response tontreel as well as Holden’s ultimate acceptance
of adulthood.

The countercultural community who responded tontbnel indicates that the novel
became a type of institution for counterculturaliyowho defined themselves as anti-
institutional. This community that developed arodimel novel confirms that while the novel
contains postmodern qualities, its ability to sorhat\provide definition and structure is ironic
and postmodern. This premise confirms two aspddtseemovel’s impact on postmodern youth:
it does address and somewhat embody the very weatiqns about identity and meaning that
many youth had during the countercultural movemamd, it also provides definition and

meaning through its questioning. Clinton W. Trowlge addresses Holden’s postmodern
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attitude, and he concludes that Holden eventuallizes that rejecting adulthood and society as
a whole is impossible: “The important thing to realis that these are the conditions of life and
that (to put it back in terms of the catcher metaplrather than attempt the impossible (catch
and hold something that by its very nature caneatdught and held—childhood, innocence),
man should meet man, form a relationship of lowve& @mderstanding with him, and in doing so
help him towards his goal” (693). Similar to theyhat a counterculture sought to break down
accepted standards but failed to replace thosedastds with any clear sense of guidance, the
novel’'s relevance as a postmodern text is in theityarovided guidance to youth who lacked
guidance. The self-defeating premise of postmodarns similar to the self-defeating behavior
of Holden, a character who eventually acceptstitsabehaviors to resist adulthood have only
brought him closer to adulthood.

Since Holden embodies postmodernism both in hiséaandividual meaning and
distrust of social structures, the postmodern inoithin the novel is that Holden finds identity in
the fact that he does not have an identity andibatreates structure and standards through his
opposition to structure and standards. He is adoaraexisting through and dependent on what
he deems unnecessary and meaningless. This paraHoiden is the same paradox found in
postmodernism as a theory—the theory requires kggand structure in order to exist—as well
as the counterculture—the counterculture requiogibs structure and individual meaning in
order to exist as a movement. Through an examimati¢iolden’s contradictory thoughts and
behaviors, there is clear textual support that Elolid a postmodern character. The fact that
countercultural youth rallied around Holden as stpmdern character confirms that his story

helped to build community for the countercultune,example of postmodern irony.
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Holden’s postmodern irony exists in the fact thathimself is a growing, adult person
who is quickly losing his childhood. He claims timabst children are nice and polite after he
helps a little girl (119), and Phoebe and Allie tire only two characters in the book that he finds
sincere and original; however, Holden himself i sincere nor original, which can be seen in
the way that he constantly is forcing himself tdike someone else. He desires to be like his
older friend Carl Luce when he meets with him, lgiag about fake sex stories in order to
impress him (141), he tells a prostitute that laisa is “Jim Steele” and he is twenty two in
order to prove that he is an older person readgdar(94), and he frequently uses profanity
around Phoebe in order to prove how he is an @deson than her, a behavior that she criticizes
him for. All of these behaviors confirms that Haldevhile attempting to protect the innocence
of children, is in fact trying to separate himdedim childhood during the process. Not only does
Holden’s adult behavior posit him as a hypocritd, ibalso indicates the irony that his desire to
protect children only forces him and all of theeatkhildren to grow up even quicker. Holden
wishes to be a savior and protector, an authagtyr€, and he wants all of the children to follow
his rules, finding unoriginal identity in his staards. Holden in fact ruins their sincerity and
introduces them into adulthood, an ironic procéss indicates postmodernism.

While Holden associates phoniness with adulthdoel aspect of adulthood that he
challenges is the lack of sincerity he finds iTie idea that somebody will do something with
any sort of selfish motive is phony to Holden, &nlcall for absolute sincerity, freshness, and
spontaneity in life is his desire to preserve dlkbehavior and innocence—childhood
represents an original, new experience. To Holdetiphony means non-regurgitated, non-self
interested, and non-agenda based. He cannot érga@ntertainment of a roller skater because he

believes the roller skater only practices to makae@y: “Then, after the Rockettes, a guy came
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out in a tuxedo and roller skates on, and staitatirsy under a bunch of little tables, and telling
jokes while he did it. He was a very good skatet alhy but | couldn’t enjoy it much because |
kept picturing him practicing to be a guy that eoltkates on stage” (137). He also views the
charitable behavior of the two nuns he meets agadmat sincere, but he clarifies that their
actions are only sincere when they are not pudiieig Catholic agenda on him (112). Louis
Filler describes how Holden’s desire for sinceségs him up for an impossible world: “This is
the question Holden asks of everyone. Its forebesorical. Holden wants a guarantee of the
purity of human motive. He has been given everglalse he wanted, but this complete
absolution of himself, of himself and his world, ¢tennot have” (95). Holden’s desire for
sincerity is in fact his grappling with a postmadétea that nothing new and sincere is yet to be
discovered. It is for this reason that Holden’sasesincerity and originality in children: he
believes that children are sincere because childage the ability to express something new, a
tenet that postmodernism claims is impossible.

The clearest example of irony in Holden’s charaistén the way that he is ultimately a
fulfillment of what he hates the most: phoniness.udes the terqmphonyto signify adulthood
because sincerity and originality quickly becomgdia obtain with age; on the contrary,
childhood innocence is a time of unprejudiced tgaha child’s view of the world is sincere,
unadulterated by adult standards and structuresfdt this reason that Holden is so intent on
rescuing children: children are constantly growamgl therefore constantly losing their ability to
view the world sincerely. His intense grief oveti&k death, his anger at the fact that Phoebe is

being exposed to profanity, and his mental collagreedue to his realization that he too is losing

3 postmodern critic Randy Martin describes Jamesdiatg that “postmodernism is nothing new, but imging to
the fore of what had previously been recessed”, @2j he later describes how “[w]e still talk oé thneaning of
things. Postmodernism is an account of this noistal@ testimony to the power of the meaning mythlevhi
acknowledging its impossibility” (72).
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his sincerity, a dilemma that Holden describesrafi@ving the profanity in Phoebe’s school:
“That’s the whole trouble. You can’t ever find gplace that's nice and peaceful, because there
isn’'t any” (204). Holden later expresses that & mtace does not exist because people will
always vandalize profanity onto it, indicating th& cannot go anywhere where there is not
human corruption and insincerity. He also comeegitims with his own insincerity when he
admits to Phoebe that he will never be able taodud cabin where phonies are not allowed:
“Did you mean it what you said? You really aregding away anywhere? Are you really going
home afterwards?’ she asked me. ‘Yeah,’ | saide&amb it, too. | wasn’t lying to her. | really did
go home afterwards” (212). T he novel ends withddal realizing that all his efforts to escape
school and his home have actually led him back hantenowhere closer to his cabin where
people cannot be phony and insincere. The enditlgeafiovel is also the end of Holden’s
journey, and it is in this ending that Holden ursti@nds that he has not expressed or discovered
anything new; instead, he goes back to the comédités home.

Holden’s admission that he himself is not sincered-aossibly a phony—is a
postmodern understanding that his experiencesaneenv, sincere forms of expression and
identity. He embodies a postmodern lament at the ¢ an original, innocent perception of
meaning, similar to Lyotard’s description of a “ehnkeill lament” (vii) where “futility suits the
postmodern, for words as well as things” (vii). AlE. Blazer comments on how Holden is a
character coming to grips with the idea of a postenno identity: “Holden Caulfield represents a
nascent postmodern identity quest... Holden searfche®me kind of emotional truth that can

help him mediate his lost and listless existenckaitie finds, however, is phoniness” (144). It
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is no wonder why Holden views the moviesis Hollywood screenwriting brother D.and
even live Shakespearean drafas phony: all of these are just regurgitated, igival, ironic
representations of reality. The actor will ridamletbecause he will bring his own agenda, his
own self-promotion, and his own experience int@aginal story and make it unoriginal (117).
Blazer also comments on how Holden hates phoneredsdulthood because it exposes the fact
that he himself is unoriginal and insincere: “Haldsnnot connect with the spectacle of the
other because he recognizes the void it veils” Y146lden understands that adulthood leads to a
lack of childlike sincerity and emptiness, and traggles against adulthood for that reason.
Holden’s story is a story of a character hopelefighting for sincerity but only affirming irony
through that fight, a contradiction he fulfills Intis own creation of personal structure.

Holden’s rejection of adult institutions like famileducation, and religion indicates that
he views adult standards as a means of forcingginal meaning onto children, signifying a
postmodern resistance to structural meaning; homvéiginsistence on resisting structural
authority is in fact a codified, structural stardifttat he imposes on himself as well as other
people. In defiance of structure, Holden ironicélgcomes phony and applies a stringent set of
rules on other people to not follow adult standaktis despises how ministers talk in
authoritative tones, but he authoritatively staked ministers should talk in their real voices
(100). He questions the motives of a lawyer, likefather, who saved his client’s life but insists
that he must be entirely altruistic in order to idvoeing phony: “[ls it that you] reallwantedto

save guys’ lives, or because... what yeally wanted to do was to be a terrific lawyer, with

39 Holden frequently expresses how much he hatesemndkioughout the novel, even though he still dehem:
“If there’s one thing | hate, it's the movies” (@hd “The goddam movies. They can ruin you. I'm kidting”
(104).

“OHolden expresses disgust at his brother D.B.’ssitetto be a filmmaker: “Now he’s out in HollywopB.B.,
being a prostitute” (2).

*I Holden talks about how he can only rétainletbecause he is afraid an actor will ruin the sttity:have to read
that play. The trouble with me is, | always havedad that stuff by myself. If an actor acts it,dutardly listen. |
keep worrying about whether he's going to do soimgthhony every minute” (117).
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everybody slapping you on the back and congrahgatou in court when the goddam trial was

over. How would you know you weren't being a phofiyf trouble is, yowouldn’t” (172).

He even goes so far as to set an absolute stafudaederybody:
What I'd do, I'd let old Phoebe come out and wistin the summertime and on
Christmas vacation and Easter vacation. And I'®DI8t come out and visit me
for a while if he wanted a nice, quiet place fa& Wiriting, but he couldn't write
any movies in my cabin, only stories and bookshé#de this rule that nobody
could do anything phony when they visited me. §lady tried to do anything
phony, they couldn't stay (205).

Holden, who envisions an ideal world where phoaied adults cannot force their unoriginal

standards and restrictions on children, is devalppivery strict and structured way of behavior

for everybody, a sign of postmodern unoriginalitylarony.

Holden’s anti-phony set of standards is similathi® self-defeating premise of
postmodernism: Holden’s resistance to structuredafidhition is in fact a structured and defined
way of living. Graham comments on the irony in Hoit strict anti-phony way of life: “Holden
is constantly using his observations to developtties and rules about himself and his society,
suggesting that he is aware of the ways in whishshciety is characterised by issues of control.
Holden can empower himself by seeming to createagptly rules, but to a great extent he is
simply repressing his own individuality by applyinges to himself’ (n. pag.) The irony behind
postmodernism—and the reason critics claim itsel&defeating philosophy—is because it
essentially leads to nowhere new; rather, it jasbgnizes that it cannot lead to anywhere new.
Jameson argues that a postmodern search for meamingewness is only a repetition of what

has come before: “In a world in which stylistic awation is no longer possible, all that is left is
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to imitate dead styles” (658). Holden’s effortgésist adult standards of definition actually
cause him to return back to those very same stdadr did not wish to apply to himself, further
exposing how he is a self-defeating characterjdtimey is cyclical and repetitive, an
experience based only on others’ standards of mgamd definition, and the conclusion of the
novel confirms his cycle back to where he began.

Holden ends his story claiming he is haffmnd that he has finally reached a level of
acceptance. However, the concluding scene of by attually depicts Holden’s acceptance of
irony; Holden understands that his attempt to puesthe original newness in himself as well as
Phoebe has instead been a cyclical repetition wf adotection, standards, and definition.
Holden reaches this level of happiness when h@bmhoebe to use a carousel, a children’s ride
that simply repeats a circular motion. His desaipbf this scene emphasizes the fact that
Phoebe is going around in circles: “I went over aatldown on this bench, and she went and got
on the carrousel. She walked all around it. | mgawalked once all the way around it. Then
she sat down on this big, brown, beat-up-lookirjtairse. Then the carrousel started, and |
watched her go around and around” (211). He lagsciibes how he wants to protect her from
falling off of the carousel, but he resists, allog/iher to go around in circles (211). The fact that
Holden emphasizes how Phoebe first circles theusatall the way around before she gets on it
indicates that she is consciously choosing to emarthie entire ride, beginning and end, before
she gets on it—Phoebe’s ride on the carousel akk ther nowhere, exactly what Holden wishes
for her and all of the other children. His deswmedn eternal childhood of sincerity is actually a
stagnated life, an endless circular repetition wtadnldren permanently remain as children and
are never able to grow as human beings; Holderaktiorces his own beliefs and standards

onto these children as well as himself.

“2Holden claims that “| felt so damn happy” (213).
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Holden’s decision to not join the ride with Phoébdis acceptance that he is in fact an
ironic character. He declines when Phoebe askdHiblaien join her on the ride: “When the ride
was over she got off her horse and came over tdYoa.ride once, too, this time,” she said.

‘No, I'll just watch ya. | think I'll just watch(212). Holden accepts that he is not a child aed th
carousel is no longer for him, and he needs tavalboebe to have the opportunity to fall off.
He cannot force childhood on Phoebe; rather, hesrgit to preserve her innocence and sincerity
is actually a violation of her sincerity, a reatina of postmodern irony. Miller describes how
Holden watching Phoebe on the carousel is his aanee of the impossibility of sincerity:
“Holden delights in circles—a comforting, boundéglife which yet connotes hopelessness...
Holden’s Quest takes him outside society... So Hokkeks the one role which would allow
him to be a catcher, and that role is the roldefdhild... But it is Holden’s tragedy that he is
sixteen” (5). Mikhail Epstein describes how thelmat nature of postmodernism—trying
something new only to affirm what has already beé@me—is an acceptance that progress does
not exist: “Postmodernism announced an ‘end to,timé any end serves to open at least a
crack in time for what is to come after and, thodjcates the self-irony of finality, which turns
into yet another beginning” (331). Holden claimssbappy watching Phoebe go around in
circles, but his happiness is simply an acceptématehis efforts to protect and preserve a
childlike sincerity are self-defeating and circutdSimilar to the way that Allie’s death serves as
a literal symbol for a loss of childlike innocentiee end of Holden’s narrative is the death of
Holden’s childhood. Similar to the way that postraondsm self-destructs as a theory, Holden’s

desire to be a catcher causes him to in fact raimldlike sincerity. The irony of this realization

*3 The image of Phoebe circling around on the calaua&es Holden happy, an image that Holden empésiiz
order to exemplify that she is simply doing the samnotion over and over again and not actually @esgjng
anywhere: “I felt so damn happy all of a suddes,tlay old Phoebe kept going around and around..adtjust
that she looked so damiice the way she kept going around and around” (213).
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is confirmed in the way th&atcherends with Holden in the same position he begaann:
institutionalized product of society.

The postmodern qualities of the novel are ultimateinfirmed in its conclusion when
Holden’s journey away from the institution has obtpught him back to the institution. Holden
begins his story in an academic institution, aaastructure which attempts to prepare people to
fit into society, and the novel ends with Holderaimental institution, another social structure
that is trying to make Holden once again becomenationing member of society. Holden
confirms this cyclical nature of the narrative asdescribes how the end goal of the psych ward
is to make him go back to school and succeed: tAi@eople, especially this one
psychoanalyst guy they have here, keeps askind fne going to apply myself when | go back
to school next September. It's such a stupid qoesin my opinion. | mean how do you know
what you are going to do until yaloit. The answer is, you don’tthink | am, but how do |
know? | swear it's a stupid question” (213). Thggtsatrist wants Holden to return to where he
was before, but Holden responds that he cannot kvizat he is going to do next because he
sees no new experience or expression in the futargely due to the fact that his entire journey
simply led him right back to where he began, Holdefases to answer that he will do a certain
thing because there really is no way for him t@siely do anything original, an attitude that
Esra Killicci describes as a doubt for hope andegitty in the future:

Holden leaves the reader with the same sense @it dsio what the future holds
for him...In this passage it is evident that Holdeesinot make a decision...
Holden frequently uses the word “phony” with regeodhe situations and people
in his surroundings, which is not an open attittaeards growth and self-

awareness. His perception of reality is basicadlgative, and there is no
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indication by Salinger that Holden’s life in thedte will become authentic (143-

144).
Holden cannot choose what he will do next becaedeals no personal identity to make
decisions from; rather, he is trapped in circugetition, only defining himself through previous
definitions of structure and meaning, confirmingnéaon’s cyclical definition of postmodernism
where it is “not as that which follows modernisndats particular legitimation crisis, but rather
as a cyclical moment that returns before the enmergef evenewmodernisms in the stricter
sense” (xvi). Holden’s insanity and institutionalion is a symbol of the postmodern life—that
is, his efforts to escape structure and definibaly placed him back into even more structured
environment.

It is through this postmodern irony that countetual youth also rallied around the
novel, ironically celebrating it as a novel thapeessed the inability of sincere expression. Youth
counterculture, in its struggles for sincerity andhenticity, viewed Holden as a sincere
representation of their movement. Cheever discuss&s‘Holden belongs to a time when
people started talking about ‘alienation’ and ‘camnfity’ and ‘the youth culture™ (25), and
Holden represents “the possibilities of youth cidtas a means of authenticity” (27). Laraine
Flemming comments on how countercultural youthedlaround Holden: “But Holden won
over the young, especially the 1960s generation sawothemselves in the disaffected preppy...
The skepticism, the belief in purity of the souaarsgt the tawdry, trashy culture plays very well
in the counterculture” (672). Morris Dickstein aeguthat Holden’s voice is what actually
provided definition to the counterculture: “Onlylfager successfully captured the exact accent
and rhythm of the adolescent voice and sensibiityy in his work did the young recognize

themselves as they were or as they dreamed of 'b@hy Dickstein claims that Holden was a
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medium of self-recognition for youth—meaning, yoatkated an identity in Holden and formed
a community through their response to his narrative

The countercultural response to the novel exeneplifiostmodern irony: a group of
individuals who called into question the meaningtoficture and identity developed a structure
and identity through their collective attachmenHimden’s story. It is through this structure that
the novel ironically became a type of social ingitiin for the counterculture; it created a
community of readers who developed a common grautigeir interpretation o€atcher Much
like the way a religious institution causes a comityuof people to unite under a certain belief,
countercultural youth united and formed a commuthitpughCatcher The community aspect
of the novel is seen through a collection of |sttentitledLetters to J.D. Salingethat fans,
teachers, and writers wrote to J.D. Salinger &ftedeath, and author Cris Mazza describes how
Holden provided a voice for her generation durimg 1960s: “[I]t was the book that incited
some of us, like Holden, to tell our stories in oun honest, naive, earnest, digressive voices.
Actually ours were imitations of Holden’s voice, tlilespite the differences in worlds, his voice,
it seemedsoundedike ours. So we took it. | took it” (80). Elwood &tson further comments on
how Holden became a unifying figure for the coucuéiure: “Although he was a product of the
early years of cold war paranoia, conformity, antejangst, many of us could identify with his
resentments and struggles in our late teens ahdteanid-twenties. Our feelings of rebellion
were strong at the time even if they were not aafszh. Thus, in retrospect, Holden Caulfield
epitomized much of the iconoclastic mindset assediaith our generation” (viii). Grant
Guimont describes how the counterculture vie@aticherthe same way the religious might
view the Bible: The Catcher in the Ry®came the working, living bible for an entire

movement... It was deeply ridden in the angst ofyteng. In the ‘60s, there was no angst until
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they introduced it to the world. Angst is all thre¢ have now. | guess, in a way, angst is what
that generation willed us to like a sorted lastae®nt. It almost feels like some divine law”

(12). Postmodern, youthful angst still gravitatediards structure and meaning in order to
express that angst—similar to the way that Holdesded to create a set of standards in order to
go against adult structures, the counterculturedatinecessary to celebrate Holden as a
structural, narrative, defined explanation for thmovement.

The self-defeating irony of postmodernism is infidg that it requires structure,
language, and history in order to exist as a theomilarly, the self-defeating irony of the
counterculture was that their resistance of stadedactually required culture, structure, and
history to even exist as a movemedatcheris the novel that caused countercultural youth to
fulfill this irony—in response to the oppressiontéir parents and society, youth pointed to
Holden and his standards and demanded that thefréwst society follow suit or become the
phonies who Holden hates. This adoption of Hold®hlais ways brought youth back to exactly
where they started—a movement that started a®etia@) of culture and standards ironically
became a clearly defined culture full of rules,ulagjons, and definitions. Holden’s journey was
an attempt to escape the restrictive structur@aksy and discover sincerity, but conversely this
journey in and of itself became the antithesisiméerity. Catchefts postmodern influence is first
seen in Holden'’s self-defeating irony and seconldow it caused youth to fulfill this irony. In a
postmodern age where a resistance to definitiomagmhing only creates meaning and
definition, Holden’s influence during the countdtate existed in the fact that youth celebrated
him as a sincere character. Youth surrendered ehiginality to Holden and asked him to
signify their movement, ironically repeating anémdifying with the structures of their parents

and society.
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Chapter Five: Conclusion

Catchefs popularity during the countercultural era of #860s was largely due to
Holden’s introspective honesty about himself aritet around him. Following an era of intense
nationalism during the 1950s, countercultural yayrévitated towards Holden as a
representative voice for their dissatisfaction wita “American Way” of their parents. Much
like Holden, youth of the 1960s were willing to gtien their culture, question their parents, and
guestion themselves; however, similar to Holdea,ahswer to that question brought them right
back to where they began: community, definitiord atentity. Holden’s postmodern influence
on the counterculture exists in the very fact ttmbecame a literary figure for countercultural
youth. Rather than accepting an identity in thagnts or their culture, many countercultural
youth looked to Holden as an embodiment of theantdy. The novel’s popularity, especially
among youth, following the 1960s speaks not onhtlie novel’s literary qualities but also for
its ability to connect with youth culture duringdaafter the countercultural era.

Catchefs influence on teenager culture following the 19@&0largely a result of the
postmodern influence of the novel. Rather than ingwolden as a literary figure from the
1960s, many youth still connect with him as a vdaregheir generation, perhaps because of his
influence on American culture as a whole: “In assgrihe persona of Holden Caulfield is a
contemporary continuation of a figure which hasraglsocial and literary tradition in our
culture... Holden speaks in a language uniquely Ws.a He uses this language strategically to
re-create the world around him. The reader is Whuswn’ the world through the particular
perspective of a sixteen-year old teenager” (16js Trecreation” of the world is what
establishe€atcheras both a postmodern novel as well as a novelriflaences youth culture;

the counterculture emphasized a perception thdesckence was a time when a young person
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was supposed to develop his own view of the wirldolden’s narration is an image of a
teenager trying to view the world through his ovengeption, attempting to recreate a childlike
image of the world. This quest for a sincere vidwhe world is what many adolescents did and
still currently do as a reaction against paremal social standards about the world, and
Holden’s narration is still a prominent literaryagmple of teenage angst. The novel’'s commercial
as well as academic popularity since its publicaitoevidence that American culture still finds
Holden’s tale and his grip on teenagers fascinating

Commercially speaking;atcherhas retained if not increased its popularity and
relevance as a poignant observation of what iy tnibans to be a teenager in American society.
Graham discusses that since its publication, tvelitas become one of the most famous works
of American literature: The Catcher in the Rys one of the most famous novels written in the
United States of America in the twentieth centWi§th sales of more than 60 million copies, it
has made Holden Caulfield famous to generatiomsaxfers... it is consistently achieved the
status of being simultaneously one of America's®ged and most-frequently banned novels”
(3). Paul Alexander describes how the novel hagesipced a drastic spike in popularity among
youth during the grunge movement of the 1990s,henvd in 1997 the novel was still present in
the mid seventies on thé¢SA Todaylop 100 paperback best-seller list (n. pag.).FetdBeidler
comments on how the novel was still generatingiom#l of sales during the 2000s alone, more
than fifty years after the original publication:aigger’s novel continues to sell impressively in
the new century. BookScan, a division of NielserdMedresearch, which tracks book sales for
the publishing industry, reports that by early 200 mass-market edition ®he Catcher in the

Ryehad, since January 1, 2001, sold more than a midlizd-a-half copies, while the trade paper

*4 Margaret Anderson and Howard Taylor describe Hmwbunterculture philosophy was that a youth shoul
develop a worldview that was strictly based ondfmjonformity to the dominant culture” (67), a lagtiperception
about teenagers that lasted past the 1960s inforéisent day (67).
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edition sold nearly another half million” (57). Wit is difficult to identify how many of these
sales were by young people, the novel’s presenpeprculture is another indicator of its
relevance among contemporary youth.

The novel, as well as J.D. Salinger’s hauntinglystagious personal life, has gained
widespread popularity among contemporary youthucellas various musicians, movies, TV
shows, and documentaries have expressed homaige, aatl recognition for the novel’'s
influence on contemporary youth culture. Shortkgiathe death of Salinger, the extremely
popular teenage-focused cartddouth Parkeleased an episode satirizing the public readton
the novel as well as the frequent over-interpretadf its theme&> Guns N’ Roses released a
song entitled “The Catcher in the Rye” in 260&elebrating the novel’s message of youthful
alienation from adulthood, and the documen@alingerwas released in 2013, presenting a
chronicled view of Salinger’s story and his motigatbehind his writing. Nathan Rabin
describeLatchefs lasting influence among contemporary teenagedgstlae novel’s curious
ability to avoid the stigma of boring irrelevandéaahed to many novels assigned in high school:
“Where most novels that pop up on high school bylk@me off as dead books written in dead
tongues by dead peoplehe Catcher in the Rys like the charismatic kid with the anarchy
symbol scrawled in permanent marker on his jackeke.ko few adults, J.D. Salinger
understands the teenage psyche” (62). His abdityot only understand teenagers but also create
a character who could accurately explain the coafigsand frustrations of teenage angst caused

Salinger to have a celebrity status, a title hekedris entire life to escape.

5 Sean O’Neal states that this episode was a qaigtfor the creators to both pay homage to Salingerell as
mock people that advocated censoring the noveldg.).

6 Mick Wall discusses how the song’s release in 28@8 indication that a more youthful audience hafcsiill
understand and connect to the novel (280).
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The commercialization dfatcheras well as the continuing positive youthful respins
also ironic, a contrary principle to Holden’s haltief self-glorifying people. Graham comments
that Holden is a character who loathes self-glcaiion and self-marketing—using one’s
passions for money or fame—, but she further arthegsthe character of Holden ironically
became a source of great fame and financial suéoebsth Salinger and his publisher: “He
[Holden] criticises people who place themselvesale... One irony in this contradictory
situation is that Holden himself, in the form ofli8ger’s novel, rapidly became a commodified
part [of] youth culture and Salinger became an Umgistar who found himself on sale” (n.
pag.). While Holden does not understand nor apatecommercialization and using art for self-
glorification and money, his story became a soofageat wealth and fame for Salinger.

While the popularity of the novel during the countdture helped to develop community
among youth, symbolizing postmodern irony, theitgspopularity of the novel indicates how
present generations still seek to form a commuaridyind Holden, praising his story as an
accurate representation of the teenage experiehuita Silvey describes how Holden’s
popularity among contemporary teenagers is lardedy/to the fact that he became a cathartic
fictional character for contemporary youth:

Taking for his protagonist a boy who is bewilderedgely, ludicrous, and pitiful,
Salinger renders his mercurial change of mood betiuiness, and disregard for
reality in precise detail. Since his appearancdgéfohas served as the
prototypical cynical adolescent in rebellion and Bpawned generations of
descendants in books for young adults. Young reddet him a kindred spirit,

someone they understand and who would understamnal th am Holden
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Caulfield,” one young fan has written; for ovetyifyears, millions of adolescents
have made the same claim (35).

Similar to the way that Holden hates the actor whes to become Hamlet (117), adolescents of
the counterculture and after attempt to become éfol@they embody his struggle, mimic his
behavior, and commercialize his story, an act afrigmnal copying that Holden would easily
classify as an example of phoniness. In an eraevhew and sincere expression are questioned
and meaning and definition are forgotten, Holderdgative remains as a postmodern reminder
that even teenage angst and confusion have ulliyrtzgen expressed. Youth culture of the
1960s and beyond are attracteticherbecause of its ability to express existential goast
of identity, meaning, and a person’s place socety, their remaining connection to the novel is
an indication of the current state of youth culture

Catcherbecame the novel of the counterculture, a reprasentof youth angst during
the postmodern era, and its impact on the couritareuand future generations indicates the
postmodern qualities of the novel. Its uniquenessi®not in the novel’s narration style nor
Holden’s frustrated experience; rath€gtchefs lasting popularity in postmodern American
culture is due to the novel’s lack of definitionamenda. Instead of progressing as a story,
exemplifying the development of a protagonist wearhs from his experience, Holden journeys
right back to where he started, unable to escapstindards and forced definitions of societal
institutions. It is through the cultural respongéite novel that we also see this cyclical journey
of postmodern irony: youth, in rebellion to thearents, decided to read the book that their
parents read when they were in rebellion agairest garents. While the contemporary response
to the novel may differ slightly, the novel’s lasdi popularity exemplifies the postmodern idea

that no new form of expression, original meaningjmique story exists. Holden’s claim that
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“[p]eople are always ruining things for you” (87awa postmodern frustration that sincere
expression is always ruined by others who havedireoiced that thought, told that story, and
felt that emotion. Ironically for the countercukuas well as all other future youth cultures,
Holden became the person that ruined their sincefiexpression, and the youthful connection
to his story is an acceptance of this postmodemyir

It is my hope that further study regardi@gtchets impact on youth culture will not
focus on how to morally improve youth or correaittbehaviorCatchefs relevance among
millennials is just as strong if not growing in pigrity, and using the book as a tool for
psychoanalyzing and correcting youth is contrarthepurpose of the novel. Ultimately,
Catcheris a novel that resonates with youth largely beeaists honesty and ability to literally
voice the confusion of teenage angst, and | hoigestbdy will help others to view the book as a
tool of understanding rather than a book of mouadignce. At times it is refreshing to appreciate
art and beauty free from guidance and correctiod,farther study regardingatchets
influence on youth cultures should approach theehdevoid of preconceived judgments and
stereotypes about Salinger and his exceedingly@eersial novel. While Holden as a hippie
certainly invites many interesting discussions,dgol as a millennial hipster certainly has just as
much credibility. Further studies about Salinged @atchershould focus on the novel's

universality among past, present, and future ygetierations.
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