Study Questions for Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye:

Chapter 1

1) What words and phrases in the opening paragraph give you a sense of Holden’s personality and state of mind?  List at least three words or phrases.

2) How does Holden feel about his brother D.B.’s having become a screenwriter?  What words or phrases show his attitude?

3) Why does Holden feel “lucky” when he remembers throwing the football around with Robert Tichener and Paul Campbell?

Chapter 2

4) Based on how he describes “old Spencer,” how do you think Holden feels about old people and aging?

5) What metaphor is used by both Dr. Thurmer and Spencer in order to try to convince Holden that he needs to change his outlook on school and life in general?  How does Holden react to this metaphor?

6) What is Holden thinking about while he is “shooting the bull” (13) with Spencer, and why is he thinking about it?

7) How does Holden react to Spencer’s wishing him “Good Luck!” ? (16)

Chapters 3 and 4

8) Why do people call Ackley by his last name only, and why isn’t he at the football game?

9) Why does Ackley ask so many questions?  What does this habit show about his personality?

10) What does Holden mean when he writes that Stradlater “was a little bit like Ackley” (28)?  In what way or ways are these two apparently very different characters similar? Is either Ackley or Stradlater also similar to Holden?

11) Describe the relationship between Holden and Stradlater.  Are they friends?  Why or why not?  Refer to specific actions the characters take or things they say to one another in the text.

12) How does Holden feel about Jane Gallagher?  What actions or remarks demonstrate his attitude toward her?

13) What is the reason Holden gives for not going downstairs and saying hello to Jane?  In your opinion, is this the real reason?  Why or why not?

Chapter 5

14) Why does the dining hall at Pencey serve steak on Saturday nights?  Why is this reason typical of Pencey in general, at least at Holden perceives it?

15) What does the fact that Holden invites Ackley to the movies show about Holden’s personality?

16) Why doesn’t Holden throw the snowball?

17) Does it surprise you that Holden writes the composition for Stradlater?  Why do you think he does it?

18) Why is Holden “not too crazy about describing rooms and houses” (38)?

19) Compare and contrast Allie and Holden, based on Holden’s description of his younger brother.

20) What words and actions demonstrate how Holden feels about Allie?  List at least two examples.

Chapter 6

21) How does Stradlater react to the composition Holden has written for him?

22) Why is Holden so “nervous” when he asks Stradlater about the date with Jane?  Why do they fight?

23) Stradlater is upset that Holden breaks the school rules by smoking in their room, but he has also broken a rule by borrowing Ed Banky’s car.  Why doesn’t Stradlater seem to feel regret for having broken a rule himself?

Chapter 7

24) Why does Holden wake up Ackley?

25) What is ironic about Ackley’s comment just before Holden walks out of his room?

26) Why does Holden feel sad when he thinks about the gift his mother gave him?

27) Describe Holden’s emotional state when he is about to leave Pencey.  Refer to specific details from the text that reflect this emotional state.

Chapters 8 and 9

28) What does Holden mean by his remark that “Mothers are all slightly insane” (55)?  How does this comment apply specifically to Ernest Morrow and his mother?

29) Why doesn’t Holden call anyone from the phone booth immediately after he gets off the train in New York?

30) What is the significance of the question Holden asks the taxi driver about the ducks?  Why does Holden want to know?

31) What is ironic about Holden’s concern with his appearance when he enters the Edmont?

Chapter 10

32) List at least two details provided by Holden when he’s describing his sister Phoebe.

33) What is the name of the main character in the books Phoebe writes?

34) Compare Phoebe with both Holden and Allie.  How is she similar to and/or different from her brothers, according to Holden’s description of her?

35) In your own words, summarize Holden’s description of what it is like to dance with a really good dance partner.

36) Why is Holden sorry for having kidded “Old Marty”?

37) Why do you think Holden is so depressed by the fact that the three girls in the bar are going to see the first (Christmas) show at Radio City Music Hall the following morning?

Chapter 11

38) List at least two details shared by Holden that show how well he knows Jane Gallagher.

39) Holden mentions that he refused an offer to appear in a movie short.  Why was he asked, and why did he refuse?

40) How did Holden feel when he used to hold hands with Jane?  Compare this feeling with Holden’s current state of mind.

41) What trait or quality about Ernie does Holden criticize?

Chapter 12

42) Why is Holden depressed by hearing the women “laughing like hyenas” on the street (81)?

43) What does Holden ask Horwitz, and how does Horwitz react?

44) What is the symbolic meaning of the fish frozen under the pond?

45) Compare Holden’s reaction to Ernie’s playing with that of the rest of the crowd.

46) How does Lillian react to the news that D.B. is now living in Hollywood, and how does Holden feel about this reaction?

47) Why does Holden feel sorry for Lillian?

Chapters 13 and 14

48) What does Holden mean when he describes himself as “partly yellow” (89)?  What kinds of things does Holden tell us he fears?  Based on the chapters we’ve read so far, do you think Holden is at all “yellow”?  Why or why not?  Refer to his specific actions in the text.

49) What is ironic about the name of the prostitute?

50) What makes the prostitute seem “spooky” (98) to Holden?

51) At the beginning of Chapter 14, what emotion or emotions lead Holden to talk to Allie?  What does this one-sided conversation show us about the relationship between Allie and Holden?

52) What is Holden’s attitude toward Christianity?  How do his views differ from those of his old schoolmate, Arthur Childs?

Chapter 15

53) What indication that Sally is a phony do we see in this chapter?

54) How are Holden and his mother similar in their reactions to Allie’s death?

55) Why did Holden’s suitcases become an issue between him and his old roommate Slagle?  What statement about wealth and/or social class is Holden making by telling this story?

56) With which character in Romeo and Juliet does Holden identify?  What reason(s) does he give for liking and relating to this character?

57) Why does Holden compare people asking him if he is Catholic with “those suitcases” (113)?  What parallel is he drawing?

Chapter 16

58) According to Holden, how are the nuns’ charitable works different than those of his aunt or Sally’s mother?  What attitudes is Holden expressing in comparing them?

59) Why does seeing the little boy walking with his family cheer Holden up?

60) Why is Holden depressed by the long lines of moviegoers?  Why is he so critical of actors?  

61) Why does it make Holden so happy that the girl he helps with her skate thanks him nicely and politely?

62) Based on his description of the Natural History Museum he often visited as a child, how do you think Holden feels about change?

Chapter 17

63) Why is Holden sad when he watches the girls home for vacation?

64) How does the way Sally talks shed light on her personality?

65) What is similar about the performances by the Lunts and Ernie’s piano playing?

66) Why does Holden “sort of [hate] old Sally” (128) by the end of the show? 

67) What does Holden’s “nervous habit” (130) of burning matches show about his personality and/or state of mind? 

68) Why does Holden prefer horses to cars?  Why does it upset him that other people are so attached to their cars?

69) Holden and Sally don’t communicate very effectively on their date.  Describe at least one example of a misunderstanding or a lack of mutual understanding between them.

70) Why does Holden feel that now is the time to travel, not later?

71) How did you react to Holden’s finally telling Sally how he really feels about her? Did it surprise you, either pleasantly or unpleasantly?

Chapter 18

72) What frustrates Holden about girls and the guys they date?

73) Where does Holden go to pass the time before meeting Carl Luce for a drink?  Why is it surprising that he goes there?

74) According to Holden, what about the show would Jesus hate, and why?

75) What is ironic about the behavior of the woman who sits next to Holden during the film? Is her behavior unusual or similar to that of other characters described by Holden?

76) Describe Holden’s and his brother D.B.’s attitudes toward war and the military.

Chapters 19 and 20

77) Holden claims to admire Carl’s intellectual ability, but does he engage him in an intellectual conversation?  What kinds of questions does Holden ask Carl?

78) What does Holden see as the “trouble” with his attitude toward sex?  How does this alleged problem manifest itself in his relationships with Jane, Sally, and other female characters?

79) How does Carl respond to Holden’s requests for advice and companionship?

80) How does Holden’s fantasy about having a bullet wound in his stomach reflect his emotional state?

81) Why do you think Holden calls Sally, rather than Jane, when he is drunk?

82) Why does Holden decide to walk to the park, and what “terrible” event happens there?

83) Why does Holden get upset when he thinks about the two rainy days at the cemetery?

84) What thought motivates Holden to go visit Phoebe?

Chapters 21 and 22

85) What observation does Holden make about how kids and adults look when they are sleeping?  How does this comment reflect his attitudes in general toward childhood and adulthood?

86) How do we learn, in Chapter 21 (and/or previous ones) that Phoebe, like her brothers, has a lively imagination?

87) What comment does Phoebe make after listening to Holden’s complaints about Pencey?  How does this comment show her understanding of Holden?

88) Why does Phoebe get angry at Holden when he names Allie and talking to Phoebe as things he likes?

89) What is Holden’s dream job, and why?  (Don’t worry about the details of Burns’ poem; we’ll discuss it together in class.)

Chapters 23 and 24

90) What triggers Holden’s crying in Phoebe’s room?  Is there anything that differentiates this cry from the other points in the novel when he weeps?

91) Why does Holden almost wish his parents would catch him sneaking out of their apartment (180)?

92) What is Holden’s attitude toward storytellers who digress?  Toward those who “stick too much to the point” (183)?  How are these attitudes reflected in his own style of storytelling?

93) What does Holden’s sympathy for Richard Kinsella show about his personality?  For what other misfits or unpopular people has Holden expressed compassion in the novel?

94) What does Holden mean when he writes that Mr. Vinson “was very intelligent and all, but you could tell he didn’t have too much brains” (185)?  What is the difference between being intelligent and having brains, in Holden’s eyes?  In his view, which characters in the novel are intelligent, and which ones have brains?

95) How is the life advice Mr. Antolini gives Holden similar to or different from the advice he has gotten from other characters, such as Old Spencer, Carl Luce, and even Phoebe?  What does Mr. Antonini think will be the key to Holden’s future happiness (or at least, to helping him become less depressed)? Do you agree with what Mr. Antolini say?  Why or why not?

Chapters 25 and 26

96) Why is Holden conflicted about his decision not to return to the Antolinis’ apartment?

97) How does Holden’s physical state reflect his emotional state?

98) When he is walking up Fifth Avenue, what pessismistic remark does Holden make?  How is this comment similar to what Mr. Antonini had forebodingly predicted about Holden’s future?

99) What gets Holden across each street, despite his highly anxious and depressed state?

100) Why is Holden so angry about the profane graffiti at Phoebe’s (and Holden’s own childhood) school?  What does this graffiti represent for Holden?

101) Why does Holden watch Phoebe on the carousel, rather than riding the carousel himself?

102) Why does Holden let Phoebe reach for the golden ring, even though it is dangerous?  What does reaching for the ring represent?

103) How does Holden feel at the end of Chapter 25, and why?

104) Chapter 25 contains several themes and motifs that we saw earlier in the novel.  List any themes, key words and phrases, or other elements you recall from earlier chapters.

105) Example: Holden’s fear of disappearing

106) Why does telling his story make Holden miss everyone in it?

