Alienation in The Catcher in the Rye
Many critics have commented on the theme of alienation prevalent in Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye. Alienation suggests being isolated, but in a very specific way. A person is alienated when his or her self is estranged from the surrounding world or environment. There is a feeling of distance between you and the people or culture around you. Since alienation is a psychological state of mind that typically occurs during adolescence, it is no surprise that alienation plays such a predominant role in Salinger’s novel about a sixteen-year-old boy.

In what ways does alienation play a role in your life? Please express your thoughts in a paragraph or two and be willing to share them with the class.

---

The following is an excerpt from a SparkNotes article about The Catcher in the Rye. Read the excerpt and either agree or disagree with one of the points the author makes about the role of alienation in the novel. Write a paragraph with at least two supporting quotes and explain how the quotes support your position.
Alienation as a Form of Self-Protection 

Throughout the novel, Holden seems to be excluded from and victimized by the world around him. As he says to Mr. Spencer, he feels trapped on “the other side” of life, and he continually attempts to find his way in a world in which he feels he doesn’t belong. 

As the novel progresses, we begin to perceive that Holden’s alienation is his way of protecting himself. Just as he wears his hunting hat (see “Symbols,” below) to advertise his uniqueness, he uses his isolation as proof that he is better than everyone else around him and therefore above interacting with them. The truth is that interactions with other people usually confuse and overwhelm him, and his cynical sense of superiority serves as a type of self-protection. Thus, Holden’s alienation is the source of what little stability he has in his life.

As readers, we can see that Holden’s alienation is the cause of most of his pain. He never addresses his own emotions directly, nor does he attempt to discover the source of his troubles. He desperately needs human contact and love, but his protective wall of bitterness prevents him from looking for such interaction. Alienation is both the source of Holden’s strength and the source of his problems. For example, his loneliness propels him into his date with Sally Hayes, but his need for isolation causes him to insult her and drive her away. Similarly, he longs for the meaningful connection he once had with Jane Gallagher, but he is too frightened to make any real effort to contact her. He depends upon his alienation, but it destroys him.

