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ANXIETY OF HOLDEN CAULFIELD IN “THE CATCHER IN THE 

RYE” NOVEL (1951): A PSYCHOANALYTIC STUDY 

 

Abstrak 

 

Penelitian ini berfokus pada kecemasan Holden Caulfield yang berusia enam belas 

tahun sebagai karakter utama novel "The Catcher in the Rye" dengan menganalisis 

pola perilakunya, latar belakang cerita, dan hubungannya dengan almarhum 

saudaranya bernama Allie. Holden memiliki beberapa trauma yang disebutkan dalam 

novel yang memunculkan kemungkinan bahwa kondisi mentalnya terpengaruh oleh 

trauma yang dialaminya. Peneliti menggunakan metode kualitatif dalam melakukan 

penelitian ini dengan mengambil sumber utama dari novel “The Catcher in the Rye” 

yang ditulis oleh J.D. Salinger pada tahun 1951 dan sumber lain seperti buku dan 

internet. Tujuan dari penelitian ini adalah untuk menganalisis pola perilakunya, latar 

belakang cerita, dan hubungannya dengan almarhum saudaranya yang bernama Ally. 

 

Kata kunci: Kecemasan, Trauma, Remaja, Kondisi Mental 

 

Abstract 
 

This study aims to analyze symptoms of anxiety of a-sixteen-year-old Holden 

Caulfield as the main character of the novel "The Catcher in the Rye" by studying his 

behavior pattern, his background story, and his relationship with his deceased brother 

named Allie. Holden has several traumas mentioned in the novel which sparks 

possibility that his mental condition is affected by his traumas. The researcher uses 

qualitative method in conducting this study by taking the primary data from the novel 

"The Catcher in the Rye" written by J.D. Salinger in 1951 and the secondary data 

from other resources such as books and online sources. The objective of this study is 

to analyze his behavior pattern, his background story, and his relationship with his 

deceased brother named Ally. 

 

Keywords: Anxiety, Trauma, Teenager, Mental condition 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Anxiety disorder is a mental illness that commonly has symptoms such as rising 

heartbeats, sweating excessively, intrusive thought, irrational fear, etc. A person 

with anxiety usually withdraws themselves from socializing or any type of crowd 

since it can be one of the triggers that can cause them to get anxiety or panic 

attack. Without proper treatment, the symptoms will only become worse from 



 

2 
 

time to time and can interfere with one‟s life performance at school or work and 

even the person‟s interaction with family or friends can be affected in a negative 

way.  Anxiety can affect anyone without age limit, but teenagers are usually very 

prone to it. As they are transitioning from being kids into adults, there a lot of 

challenge and pressure and as normal as it can be, some of the teenagers cannot 

handle the changes really well due to various reason such as; being bullied, 

witnessing traumatic event, having history of neglection as a child, etc.  

The Catcher in the Rye is a classic coming-of-age novel written by J. D. 

Salinger during the World War II. This novel was published in 1951 by Little, 

Brown and Company. This novel contains of two-days-journey of a sixteen-year-

old named Holden Caulfield when he was going home from Pencey Prep School 

after not being able to keep up with the academic stuff. He failed four out of five 

subjects in the class and that has led him to dropped out of school. In his way 

home, there are a lot of story and flashbacks about his life that shows some 

factors that eventually affects his mental wellbeing. 

Holden struggles to keep up with life especially at school and his perspective 

about life is quite negative. It is probably due to his past experience of being 

emotionally neglected by his family, losing a sibling, witnessing bullying and 

suicide incident. After seeing awful moments in his past, it seems like he could no 

longer look at his surroundings in a positive way and eventually it made him to 

suffer from anxiety disorder. 

There are reasons why the researcher chooses “The Catcher in the Rye” as her 

object of study such as how the novel describes the struggle of the main character 

in navigating through his life while having several signs of mental illnesses and 

the way the novel shows a life of a teenager that is seen as “problematic” by the 

school, family, and friends. 

This research focuses on analyzing the behavior of Holden that indicates the 

signs of anxiety, the background life of him that affects his anxiety, and the 
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reason why he often talks to his deceased brother when he is anxious by using 

psychoanalytic approach. 

2. METHOD 

The research type of method used in this study is descriptive qualitative research. 

The researcher aims to understand how the behavior of Holden Caulfield reflects 

the symptoms of anxiety, the correlation between Holden‟s background story and 

his current anxiety, and why Holden talks to his deceased brother Allie every time 

he has a mental breakdown. The object of this study is the novel entitled “The 

Catcher in the Rye” written by J. D. Salinger during the World War II and 

published in 1951 by Little, Brown. The writer collects the data through several 

steps: 1) reading the novel for a couple times to understand the contents, 2) taking 

notes of the information in the novel that matches the research topic, 3) 

organizing the data that has been written and sort it to fit the research topic. The 

theory used to analyze the data is psychoanalysis theory by Sigmund Freud. 

3. FINDING AND DISCUSSION 

3.1 Holden Caulfield’s Behavior That Reflects Symptoms Of Anxiety 

3.1.1 Sweating excessively 

Sweating, such as profuse sweating, excessive sweating, and 

uncontrollable sweating are common signs of anxiety disorder and 

anxious behavior. People who experience anxiety attack can suffer from 

excessive sweating from different parts of the body. The sweating can be 

followed by hot flash which makes the situation becomes very 

uncomfortable (Folk, 2021). 

“Then all of a sudden, something very spooky started happening. 

Every time I came to the end of a block and stepped off the goddam 

curb, I had this feeling that I‟d never get to the other side of the street. 

I thought I‟d just go down, down, down, and nobody‟d ever see me 

again. Boy, did it scare me. You can‟t imagine. I started sweating like 
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a bastard – my whole shirt and underwear and everything.”(Salinger, 

1951, p. 106). 

That was a scene in the novel that shows Holden was having a panic 

attack when he was crossing the street. As simple as it could be, Holden 

really struggled to just go to the other side of the street. He started to 

sweat uncontrollably and had to sit on a bench for an hour just to calm 

himself down. 

3.1.2 Difficulty Finding Peace 

Every person on earth demands a peaceful mind, but people with anxiety 

disorder may find difficulty to find peace even if there is nothing to 

actually worry about. They can have one unlucky experience and worry 

about it in the next days, weeks, months, or even years. The fear of the 

reoccurring of one bad experience can outweigh the joy and peace that 

should be present in a normal day. Anxiety can make someone believe 

that they have to look out to the bad things that will happen in the future 

and ignore the currently happening moment.  

“That‟s the whole trouble. You can‟t ever find a place that‟s nice and 

peaceful, because there isn‟t any. You may think there is, but once you 

get there, when you‟re not looking, somebody‟ll sneak up and write 

„F*** you‟ right under your nose. I think, even, if I ever die, and they 

stick me in a cemetery, and I have a tombstone and all, it‟ll say 

„Holden Caulfield‟ on it, and then what year I was born and what year 

I died, and then right under that it‟ll say „F*** you.‟ I‟m positive, in 

fact.” (Salinger, 1951, p. 110). 

Holden has a hard time to feel peaceful wherever he goes. He always 

believes that something bad will happen or an evil person may show up 

and ruin everything. His past involved many violent people and it makes 
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sense that he sees the world as a place filled with a bunch of evil people 

and that for him peace was never easy to find. 

3.1.3 Going to the Restroom 

When someone experience nervousness, they can have sudden urge to go 

to the restroom. Sometimes they do relieve themselves in the restroom but 

other times once they get in to the restroom, they no longer want to go. 

People also go to the restroom to calm themselves down after having 

anxiety or panic attack in a public place. 

“When I really worry about something, I don´t just fool around. I even 

have to go to the bathroom when I worry about something. Only, I 

don´t go. I´m too worried to go. I don´t want to interrupt my worrying 

to go.” (Salinger, 1951, p. 22). 

That was a scene where Holden said that he wanted to go to the 

restroom even though he did not need to relieve himself. He would like to 

go there whenever he had a panic attack and could not calm down in a 

public place full of people. The crowd worsen his anxiety and he 

definitely needed to find a more private place so the restroom it is. 

3.1.4 Failing at School 

Keeping up with school itself can be exhausting, but people with anxiety 

may find it more difficult than everyone else because they have to control 

their mind to focus on studying but sometimes, they cannot do it due to 

intrusive thoughts.  

Mr. Spencer : "What's the matter with you, boy? How many subjects 

did   you carry this term?" 

Holden  : "Five, sir."  

Mr. Spencer : "Five. And how many are you failing in?"  

Holden  : "Four."  

Holden has failed five times in keeping up with school stuffs including 

Pencey Prep School. At Pencey, Holden failed four out of five subjects in 
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the class and that has led him to leave Pencey. His intrusive thoughts 

might have been distracting him from doing his best at school. 

3.2 Holden's Background Story and His Current Anxiety 

3.2.1 Absence of Parental Figure 

For children to live in a household of emotionally unavailable parents can 

really affect their behavior because they do not really know what their 

parents feel like and are usually afraid of making mistakes that make their 

parents upset. Emotionally unavailable parents rarely show positive 

emotions and affection to their children but they do express anger when 

their children get caught of making mistake. Parents who work a lot and 

come back home all tired and go straight to their room may fulfill their 

children‟s physical needs yet neglect their children‟s emotional needs. 

A parent‟s responsibility is to take care of the physical needs of a 

child, to teach the child morals and personal values, to help the child to 

navigate life, to offer emotional support, love and protection, and to make 

sure the child accepts an education (Mohsene, 2019). 

Holden Caulfield‟s family was from upper class but despite being very 

lucky to have more than enough money, Holden did not feel the warmth 

and intimacy from his parents. They are not emotionally available. His 

father never showed him his attention, his mother was having a hard time 

for herself so she could not take care of Holden the way a mother usually 

does. So, Holden has a wealthy but cold family situation and it affects his 

mental wellbeing.  

3.2.2 Death of Family Member 

The death of a brother or sister at any age can severely changes the lives 

of the remaining siblings. But kids who lose a sibling can have different 

effects from adults who lose a sibling. The death of a sibling unpleasantly 

affects the remaining sibling‟s wellbeing, actions, study, self-image and 

growth (Heal Grief, 2018).  
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 Holden had a brother named Allie but he lost him due to a blood 

cancer or leukemia. The death of Allie was so hard for Holden to deal 

with. Mainly because Allie, according to Holden, is a brilliant innocent 

kid who deserves to live longer and Holden really loved him as a brother. 

The lost of Allie really mess up Holden‟s feeling and it gives him very 

deep sadness that does not fade with time. 

3.2.3 Witnessing Suicide Incident 

Witnessing suicide can give someone a very bad impact on their emotional 

wellbeing. A person might feel very uncomfortable and horrified by the 

unexpected experience. Symptoms such as; anxious feeling, stomachache, 

trouble falling asleep, and reduced appetite can affect someone who 

witnessed a tragic suicide incident. 

Holden witnessed the suicide of his friend named James Castle. James 

was bullied by a bunch of students that eventually lead him to commit 

suicide. The part that worsens the situation is he was wearing Holden‟s 

sweater when committing suicide. It became more personal and painful for 

Holden to watch as he also could hear the sound of James‟s head falling to 

the ground. 

3.3 Holden Talk to Allie in His Mental Breakdown 

3.3.1 Coping mechanism  

Coping is defined as the thoughts and behaviors mobilized to manage 

internal and external stressful situations. It is a term used distinctively for 

conscious and voluntary mobilization of acts, different from 'defense 

mechanisms' that are subconscious or unconscious adaptive responses, 

both of which aim to reduce or tolerate stress (Algorani, 2021) 

People in general have different types of how to cope in uncomfortable 

situations. Coping mechanisms are not always supposed to be healthy 

because the main purpose is to make a person survive and feel protected 

during stress time.  
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Holden used Allie as one of his coping mechanisms. As he talked to 

Allie, he expressed his fear or his problem. Holden has difficulty bonding 

with other people so instead of talking to real people, he preferred to talk 

to the illusion of Allie. 

3.3.2 Survivor‟s Guilt 

Survivor‟s guilt is when a person has feelings of guilt because they 

survived a life-threatening situation when others did not. It is a common 

reaction to traumatic events and a symptom of post-traumatic stress 

disorder (Leonard, 2019). 

Holden felt guilty that he was still alive and Allie has passed away. 

Holden thought that Allie deserved to live longer because he was such a 

beautiful brilliant child. His angelic figure made Holden felt really bad 

that Allie was no longer with him. The guilt made Holden felt uneasy and 

it affects his daily performance. 

4. CLOSING 

Based on the research finding and discussion, it can be concluded that Holden 

Caulfield indicates that he has anxiety disorder by showing physical and mental 

symptoms such as; sweating excessively, difficulty finding peace of mind, going 

to the restroom when having panic attack, and failing at school, Holden Caulfield 

has background story that affects his current anxiety which are: absence of 

parental figure, death of family member, and witnessing suicide incident, Holen 

Caulfield talks to his late brother Allie as a coping mechanism and also because 

he has survivor guilt towards Allie. 
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