Symbolism in The Catcher in the Rye
The Interpretation of Dreams is considered one of the most significant books of the 20th Century. Written by Sigmund Freud in 1900, the book explains how people can access their unconscious mind by interpreting the symbolic language of their dreams. According to Freud, we do our thinking, feeling, and remembering in the conscious mind, but our deeper desires live in an unconscious part—sort of like a dark basement that we are prohibited from entering. The id’s powerful emotional forces, primitive instincts, dreadful ideas, and painful experiences all lurk there, imprisoned. We might not know they are there, but they can and do influence our behavior. 

Freud claimed that we cannot experience the unconscious mind directly, but we can reach it indirectly through our dreams. Fortunately for us, the unconscious mind uses a symbolic language to speak to us in our dreams. If we can interpret our dreams correctly, we will understand what is occurring in the unconscious mind. If we can understand, we will be able to overcome the unconscious forces that may be troubling our lives.

For the sake of argument, let us assume that the life Holden is describing to us is a dream. Let us assume that his speech and his behavior are a dream-like symbolic language motivated by powerful unconscious forces. Holden is probably unaware of these forces, but if we can interpret the symbolic language of his story, we will be able to decipher what his unconscious mind is saying.

For example, Holden says, quite mysteriously, that he feels like he is “disappearing” after he crosses the road to Mr. Spencer’s house (5). If we were psychiatrists, what might the language of this phenomenon symbolize to us? What might disappearing after crossing a road imply? What could that symbol mean in the context of Holden’s story?

In your groups, you have ten (15) minutes to do the following:

· Reread the passages associated with your symbol or symbolic behavior. Look at the context. Where and when the symbol occurs can be just as revealing as what the symbol is.

· Agree as a group what the symbol might imply about Holden. What unconscious forces might be surfacing in the things he does or says? What does the symbol mean to Holden unconsciously? What does it tell us about Holden? Are anxieties and ego-defense mechanisms involved? Consider all the possibilities. Several valid interpretations of the symbol are possible.

· Justify your interpretation(s) with at least three pieces of evidence (quotes or details) from the text.

After you have done this, you will briefly report to the class on your findings. The class will take notes on these symbols and your interpretations. Many of these symbols appear repeatedly throughout the novel and become essential to figuring out what the novel means.

Symbols:

1. Red Hunting Hat: 17-18, 21-2, 27, 29, 34, 37, 52-53, 61, 88, 122
2. Ducks in Central Park: 13, 60, 81, 153
3. Almost Falling: 5, 46, 52, 93, 180

4. Allie: 38-39, 67, 77, 68, 98-9, 140, 155-156, 171, 198, 210
5. Stradlater: 32-35, 40-46

6. Snowball: 36, 56
7. Cigarettes: 41-42, 55-56, 161

8. Money: 52, 69, 75, 97-8, 101-3, 108, 109, 113, 179-180
