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Abstract


J.D. Salinger endured various experiences throughout his life which led him to lead the secluded life he lives today.  Life experiences such as witnessing civil rights movements and teenage rebellion propelled and encouraged his novels, which mainly portray adolescents finding who they are meant to be in life.  Although his verbosity is commonly addressed by critics on both ends of the spectrum, Salinger effectively enhances all of his works with his assorted use of literary techniques and the universality found within his texts.  Although most of his works remain unpublished, Salinger may decide to contently continue his secluded life, while his major pieces live on for him – influencing the generations of adolescents to come.

An Insightful Analysis of J.D. Salinger


Being a war veteran that grew up in New York City, J.D. Salinger later moved to rural Manhattan to live his life in seclusion.  Although he was best known for writing of adolescence experiences and rebellion, he also wrote a variety of literature with few being released to the public ("J.D. Salinger Biography," 2010).  Various hardships throughout his life led to shape his hermeneutic and writing styles: transferring to a preparatory school, being enlisted into the army during WWII, and having parents with two conflicting religious beliefs.  While still in school, Salinger involved himself with various extracurricular activities, along with writing minor pieces on the side.  He wrote for mediums such as his school’s literary magazine, newspaper columns, and senior yearbook ("J.D. Salinger Biography," 2010).  While serving in the war, he carried a portable typewriter in his jeep, again continuing his passion for writing while away from home ("J.D. Salinger Biography," 2010).  The accumulating experiences Salinger had from serving in the war also played a major role in his works; depression, the reality of death, and destruction all resulted from such a horrific experience ("J.D. Salinger," 2001).
Many of Salinger’s characters in his works were also influenced by his life experiences.  Characters that represent the archetypical war character are the reappearing Glass and Caulfield families found in many of his works: The Catcher in the Rye, “A Perfect Day for Bananafish,” “The Young Folks,” and Franny and Zooey ("Works By J.D.," ).  The Caulfield and Glass families found throughout his books portray the attitudes and beliefs of Salinger - religiously and physically.  These characters were influenced by his afflicting religious views, which resulted from having a Catholic background on his mother’s side and a Jewish background on his father’s side ("Exploring J.D. Salinger," 2011).  More specifically, Buddy Glass, a character heavily weighing his life on spirituality, is seen as Salinger’s alter-ego ("Main Page," 2010).
Although certain individuals, such as Tolstoi and Hemmingway, seemed to have a significant influence on Salinger’s writing, the society surrounding him had also greatly influenced his writing and lifestyle ("J.D. Salinger," 2010).  Since Salinger lived during the time of WWII, he witnessed many civil rights movements and women activists, and he watched how they sought freedoms for themselves.  He also experienced the aftermath of these movements, when teen angst and nonconformity spread across America.  Many of these cultural movements and uprisings show through the underbelly of his works, and give readers an inside look to events that obviously greatly impacted the author’s hermeneutic ("J.D. Salinger," 2001).

Although crucial events from Salinger’s life were portrayed in his books, there are a few noteworthy events that help to further explain Salinger’s depression and rebellious outlook on life.  During the 1950’s, the use of the television increased, which had a domino effect on America’s culture as a whole.  As viewing television in the household increased, so did violence and profanity within the communities.  This, in turn, increased the crime and suicide rates among societies.  In “A Perfect Day for Bananafish,” Seymour Glass and the Bananafish were used as a metaphor for Salinger’s debate of escape through suicide and exemplified his characteristic paranoia, seclusion, and eccentricity.  Also, in “For Esmé,” Salinger’s failing love life is shown through the main character, a former soldier, and his love, a European woman, marrying and divorcing while the midst of the war is at its peak; this story is almost parallel to what happened in Salinger’s own life ("J.D. Salinger," 2001).
In J.D. Salinger’s Franny and Zooey, many motifs work to depict the theme that sometimes, seeking better knowledge isn’t always what’s best.  The motif of Zen Buddhism ideology played a major role throughout Franny and Zooey to show Salinger’s intended theme.  Growing up, the older brothers, Seymour and Buddy Glass, taught Buddhist ideology to the younger siblings, Franny and Zooey.  
The book begins with Franny returning from college – constantly complaining about the conformity of college and the world around her.  Franny feels as if college has ruined literature for her because they have eliminated the chance for new perspectives to be drawn from individuals.  After returning home to Zooey and her mother, Bessie, Franny had a nervous breakdown that is only able to be cured by the enlightenment of Buddhism.  Her brother Zooey then attempted to reconcile her feelings by pretending to be Buddy and lending wise, brotherly advice.  He told her to remember her ideology and to not lose sight of what is in front of her.  He also reminded her to forgive the people around her and to only incessantly carryout the Jesus Prayer if she is doing so for her soul rather than searching for answers.  The book ends with the reunion of the Glass family spiritually, as well as a settled soul of Franny.

While growing up, the Glass children had learned the ways of Zen Buddhism and this is what made them different from the rest of the conforming society, leading up to the theme of not needing to seek higher knowledge for happiness.  Franny was taught to recognize the beauty around her and even if she didn’t love what the people in her life stood for, she should still appreciate them as human beings.  The fact that Franny often became agitated with the conforming elitist professors showed her Buddhist ideology and how it affected the way she lived.  Even her boyfriend wanted a simple conforming girlfriend so he could fit in; he did not appreciate the beauty around him as Franny had.  Although the people around Franny had lost sight of this beauty, “the inner peace Zen claims to be naturally in all of us was present within her family.” (Dyer, 2010).  When Franny began to practice and recite the Jesus Prayer form Seymour’s book, this showed her conflict between her wants and the way of Buddhism.  Buddhism told her to not look for more but to look at what was right in front of her.  Her brother Zooey was concerned that Franny had forgotten this idea of bliss and that she was attempting to recover truth from reciting such a prayer.  By reintroducing the ideology of Buddhism into his sister’s life, Zooey helped Franny recover from her hysterical spiritual breakdown; this revelation further reveals how Zen Buddhism led Salinger to depict the theme that searching for higher knowledge isn’t always what’s best.

Although there are many motifs throughout this specific text, Salinger was able to use Zen Buddhism ideology to portray the conflict within Franny, which illustrated the theme of the book.  The nonviolent realism of religious and philosophical ideology portrayed by Salinger provided a new and unique take on the matter (Dyer, 2010).  Without Franny’s breakdown or Zooey’s attempts to help his sister, these ideas of spirituality would not have been brought about or discussed.  The journey that Franny was on to rid conformity and find herself illustrated the life lesson taught by this book - something also learned by Victor Frankenstein and Oedipus Rex while ambitiously embarking on their journey in search for higher knowledge.  “Searching for higher knowledge isn’t always what’s best” could be simpler said by Zooey in that one doesn’t need to look farther than at what’s in front of them to find happiness and serenity within.

Salinger also proficiently communicates the messages in his works through various settings and characters.  In Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, the inevitable consequence of growing up is illustrated through the journey of Holden Caulfield – an archetype for adolescents transitioning into adulthood.  Throughout this book, Holden searches for his identity by progressing through various obstacles that come his way and questioning the world around him.

Holden, being the protagonist of the story, encounters various conflicts caused by his inner-self, fate, and the antagonistic society in which he lives.  Although told from the first-person perspective of Holden, as he is hospitalized after suffering from a nervous breakdown,  the story flashes back to the events leading up to this unfortunate episode – mostly occurring in New York during the early 1950’s.  Interestingly enough, this novel’s genre is considered bildungsroman, which is the official term for a coming-of-age novel.  Throughout his journeys, Holden attempts to connect to the adult world through a myriad of encounters, physically and verbally, as well as playing the opposite role of trying to preserve the precious innocence within one’s self.  The climax of his story could be seen as the point when Holden departs from Mr. Antolini’s apartment.  In this scene, Holden judges not only himself, but others around him as well.  His story ends with a self-reflecting dialogue between him and his younger sister Phoebe, providing a substantial amount of imagery that aids to convey Salinger’s point within this passage.  When Phoebe asks Holden what he wants to do with his life, he answers with an unrealistic vision of the world around him.  He tells Phoebe of how he wishes to be the catcher in the rye and save all of the children from running off of the cliff.  Unfortunately, he is unable to save every passing child, and his virtual reality falls apart.

The imagery represented by the dialog between Phoebe and Holden is an important point in the text that Salinger included to better convey his message.  This literary device allows the reader to imagine the metaphor that Holden is creating while imagining the scene in the field.  Although every reader may encounter a slightly different image in their minds, they all come to the same understanding of what the vision means.  If Salinger would have had Holden envision the society in which he lived as a wasteland, the significance of this passage might not have been as great; the readers may have perceived his outlook on life as apathetic rather than caring for preserving the loss of innocence throughout the world.  The imagery through the use of dialogue within this scene brings inquiring readers to conclude the theme of Salinger’s story.

Another significant aspect found within this book is how Salinger uses Holden’s false sense of wonder toward the ducks as a metaphor for growing up.  Holden’s incessant obsession with questioning the location of ducks that once inhabited a nearby pond factored greatly into him finding himself.  Through dialogue between Holden and a cab driver, Holden’s sense of self-identity began to form.  More than once throughout the book, Holden questioned where the ducks would disappear to when winter came near.  The frustration and irritation of the cab drivers aided in depicting these scenes as a whole.  Holden questioned whether the ducks had left by choice, or if men had come in a truck to take them all away for the cold season – a metaphor for the confusing path of growing up.  This can be seen because as an individual, such as Holden, grows up, there are many rites of passage that one must endure, along with deciding whether one’s chosen path was correct, or if this idea of free will even exists within the universe.  Again, the cab drivers had become rather agitated when Holden brought up these ideas that were perceived as stupidity.

Although Holden’s inquiries of the ducks’ whereabouts may be perceived as utter inanity at first glance, Salinger actually had a specific purpose for these scenes to contribute to the text as a whole.  When Holden would wonder aloud about the manner in which the ducks had been vacated from the pond, it could be distinguished that Salinger meant to express more than simply the migratory habits of a bird.  The uncertainty and sense of loss that resulted from the misplacement of the ducks were parallel to Holden’s feelings of growing up, as well as losing his brother Allie.  The universal feeling of confusion and finding one’s self is commonly found throughout Salinger’s works, and Holden becoming aware of his surroundings further supported these shared feelings.

Whether focusing on the dialogue or specific events within the text, it is evident that Salinger had an intended theme for this book: No matter how hard one may try, growing up is an inevitable part of life that doesn’t come with ease.  When highlighting the dialogue of Holden’s vision between him and Phoebe, the meaning behind it is quite straightforward.  Holden’s concern for entering the adult world lurks over him, and he sees the corruptness of what lies ahead.  Instead of believing in the inevitability of losing one’s innocence, the vision that Holden expresses shows the innocence held by the children and the desire to uphold this quality of the pure.  Salinger portrayed the need to preserve innocence in the world in attempts to speak out and let them know what is coming, as well as what people should try to avoid.  The universality of this scene correlates with the uncertainty and revelations that are associated with those of the duck scenes, as well as many others throughout the book.  More specifically, the duck scenes add to this feeling of being unable to control one’s fate, especially those of growing up, along with the wonder of preserving what is left of the world.

Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye is easily connectable to anybody, whether it is on an individual or large-scaled basis, or simply through another text, by expressing that at some point in every person’s life, the realization comes that they are not a child anymore.  Individually, each person in this world goes through a plethora of rites of passage that contribute to their personal growth.  Studying growth on a personal level, this only provides a mere glimpse of how Salinger’s work relates to others.  Humans as a whole can relate to this story because everybody has come across a free-thinker such as Holden at some point in their life, but not everybody has been given the opportunity to have a first-hand experience with this sort of individual.  Through Salinger’s novel, people from around the world are able to connect to or learn about American societies around the time of the 1950’s as well as being able to emotionally attach themselves to such a character.  Furthermore, Salinger was not the first author to write a bildungsroman novel.  In fact, there are many books of literary merit that share this common writing style: Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë, To Kill a Mocking Bird by Harper Lee, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain, and Siddhartha by Hermann Hesse.  Each of these books portrays the protagonist battle to overcome difficulties within their lives as they grow as a person.

Even though many readers may have just understood the simple facts that Salinger stated throughout the book, such as questioning the path of a duck or dreaming of being the catcher in the rye, and would have taken these situations literally, a comprehensive reader would have been able to recognize the meaning and reasons intended by the author.  Respectable authors do not simply state fact, but put meaning into their words as well.  While Salinger did a superior job in creating meaning in his novel, The Catcher in the Rye, he also used this same frame of mind to construct that of his other works.  In these ways, it was of no effort for readers to connect Salinger’s work to themselves, other texts, or the world around them.  
While analyzing Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye further, many readers become bothered by the descriptiveness of the scenery around Holden.  This overabundance of information can cause a reader to be misled or lost from the main point of the novel and become confusing later on.  This is because the events are juxtaposed in a way that is not chronological; this approach makes a clearer comparison, but it also causes the reader to often go astray from what is really being said in between the lines of the text.  Critics argue that although the reader could care less about the vivid description of street names or other pointless objects, Salinger provides these details anyway; these details are there to promote the reality of Holden as a character ("The Catcher in," 1998).

     Along with vivid scenery description, critics have often commented on the superfluous depiction of Holden.  “Salinger failed in his novel to address other characters with as much detail as Holden” (Lomazoff, 1996).  After over-analyzing this main character, the only other character that is found to have any substance is his younger sister, Phoebe.  Some critics have justified this undesired element of Salinger’s text by noting “his voice was typical of a teenager” (Lomazoff, 1996).  

Although justifications have been offered, Salinger could have avoided this fault through a few main fixes.  First, he could have toned down the repetitiveness with which he had Holden tear down the phonies around him.  Furthermore, the humor of some situations lightened the depressive tone of the book, but it could have been presented in less words.  Finally, Salinger could have provided more description of other characters to allow readers to possibly be able to connect their lives to the text.  Salinger had more analysis in less of a broad range, which is where most of his faults lie; his text is universal but only to a select group of individuals known as adolescents.


While adding a more in-depth analysis of Holden and what he represents, Salinger’s writing style illustrated life through vast descriptions.  Critics have gone both ways, both supporting and tearing down Salinger for this fact.  Although some may get lost in the plethora of description, others have found serenity in understanding the book as a whole.  Salinger has used his unique writing style to set him apart from other novelists, which was a positive action in the beginning of his writing career.  

When referring back to Salinger’s past, it is apparent what his future influences will be.  Salinger prefers to lead a secluded life as an outcast from society.  Although he enjoys writing to the highest degree, he is not in accord with releasing all of his work to the public.  In fact, after his novel The Catcher in the Rye had, and continues to have, such a significant influence on the public, he is less reluctant to produce another like it.  Salinger enjoys his life of solitude, and any publicity ruins this blissful lifestyle - in his eyes.  A lawsuit he had against Hamilton for “copyright infringement on private matters” further supports the notion that he desires to be left alone and prefers to seclude himself from society ("J.D. Salinger Biography," 2010).  Although Salinger himself prefers isolation, his novels, such as The Catcher in the Rye and Franny and Zooey, should continue to be an illustration for the generations to come because of their universality and applicability to adolescents everywhere.  Although Salinger will keep to himself, his works will live on forever to teach and give insight to those who read them.  
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